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          Open-Access-Transformation in History
 
          Open Access for excellent academic publications in the field of history: Thanks to the support of 36 academic libraries and initiatives, 9 frontlist publications from 203 can be published as gold open access, without any costs to the authors.
 
          The following institutions and initiatives have contributed to the funding and thus promote the open access transformation in German linguistics and ensure free availability for everyone:
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          Glossary
 
          Colonial and National Socialist language was full of racist, antisemitic and derogatory terms and phrases. In a study that concerns the perpetrators’ mindsets and policies, it is almost impossible to avoid problematic and discriminatory language without substantially altering the meaning of the discourse – which would, if such a thing were at all possible, constitute a form of whitewashing insofar as it would mask the cruel intentions and racist mindsets of those perpetrators. The use of such terms and phrases is a form of quotation. This glossary explains key terms and their use in translation, and also points to the most blatant racist terms and why and how they have been used or translated in this text.
 
          African: Term used for the colonised population, particularly in South West Africa. Often called Eingeborene (‘natives’ – see below) in colonial-era sources.
 
          Black/White: Capitalised to emphasise that ‘race’ is not a biological category, but instead a social construct employed by colonisers to create a hierarchy among people.
 
          district: Bezirke and Distrikte were administrative divisions in German South West Africa. For the sake of simplicity, both Bezirk and Distrikt are translated as ‘district’ in this work.
 
          governmental and administrative utopia: Herrschaftsutopie. Trutz von Trotha’s term for the conditions that German officials and the German military ultimately sought to realise.
 
          Großraumpolitik, Großraumwirtschaft: Related concepts for attempts to control, shape or exploit territories on a larger scale.
 
          Herero and Nama War: Designation for the conflict as a whole from 1904 to 1908.
 
          Herero: In accordance with general use in English, ‘Herero’ is used throughout this book not only as the singular but also as the plural form, rather than the technically more correct ‘Ovaherero’.
 
          Lebensraum: ‘living space’, or the claim, based on expansionist and later fascist ideology, that Germans needed more land to settle on.
 
          Nama: Referred to as ‘Hottentotten’ (‘Hottentots’) in colonial-era sources. In accordance with general use in English, ‘Nama’ is used throughout this book not only as the singular but also the plural form, rather than the technically more correct ‘Namaqua’.
 
          ‘mixed’: Because ‘race’ is not a biological category, but instead a social construct employed by colonisers to create a hierarchy among people, this term is placed in quotation marks to underscore that ‘races’ are not separate entities that can be ‘mixed’.
 
          ‘natives’: ‘Eingeborene’, or the designation used by colonial officers for the African population of South West Africa, not including Black working migrants from the Cape Colony. To reflect the term’s negative and racist implications, ‘native’ is placed in quotation marks throughout the book, unless it is part of a capitalised phrase or a longer quotation.
 
          population economics: Bevölkerungsökonomie. German attempts to reorder the population and peoples of occupied territories.
 
          ‘race’ and ‘space’: See Lebensraum for the connection between these concepts.
 
          ‘race’: Placed in quotation marks to indicate that ‘race’ is not a biological category, but instead a social construct employed by colonisers to create a hierarchy among people.
 
          resistance: In this book, resistance generally refers to deliberate actions against the German occupiers. Colonial-era sources referred to such actions as ‘uprising’ or ‘rebellion’.
 
          San: Referred to as ‘Bushmen’ (Buschleute) in colonial-era sources.
 
          Schutzgebiet: The German colonies were officially called Schutzgebiete, or ‘protectorates’. However, contrary to the use of the term ‘protectorate’ in British imperial history, the German Schutzgebiete had no status that distinguished them from colonies, and so the two terms are effectively interchangeable.
 
          Schutztruppe: ‘protection force’, or the colonial army. The term’s euphemistic meaning generally mirrors that of Schutzgebiet.
 
          society of racial privilege: rassische Priviliegengesellschaft. A term for the new social order that the colonial government in South West Africa attempted to establish, which was to be based on a racist hierarchy and strict segregation.
 
          Sonderweg: The often postulated ‘special path’ and a uniquely German approach to modernity.
 
          ‘tribe’: Stamm. A designation used by colonial officers for certain groups of the African population in South West Africa. The German term has connotations of backwardness, primitiveness and a lack of civilization, and it played an important part in constructing the colonised ‘Other’. To reflect these negative implications, ‘tribe’ is placed in quotation marks throughout the book, unless it is part of a capitalised phrase or a longer quotation.
 
          Volk: The people or ‘nation’, which, in a racist view of history and society, was understood to be a single composite organism, whose preservation and growth was to be safeguarded under all circumstances.
 
         
      
       
        
          Preface to the English Edition
 
          Books sometimes have a strange history, and From Windhoek to Auschwitz? is no exception. A first collection of my essays was published in German in 2011.1 It brought together my writings in a debate among historians, about my own theses, that had been conducted in Germany since 2003. At that point, some of the essays were already a few years old. The dispute seemed to have ended in a truce, or even to have been mostly settled in my favour—although my antagonists from that time probably see this differently. My interpretation of the German war in eastern Europe after 1939 as a colonial war was largely accepted, and colonial crimes, especially those perpetrated by Germans, began to be more closely scrutinised. Even so, the degree to which the Holocaust itself was colonial in character remained a divisive question.
 
          Seeking to assemble my reflections on this subject in one place, I compiled them in this book. I would have liked to accommodate the demand for an English translation, but other responsibilities and debates rose to the fore. Now the translation is complete, but little remains of the truce and interpretive consensus that existed in 2011.
 
          Since 2020, debate over the colonial precedents of National Socialism has become the subject of a public controversy aimed at the heart of German memory politics. Talk of a ‘new Historikerstreit’ or ‘Historikerstreit 2.0’ is evidence of the intensity of this debate. In June 2021 even Jürgen Habermas, the intellectual doyen of the Federal Republic of Germany, felt called to weigh in on the relationship between colonialism and National Socialism, and on the need for a new and expanded German memory culture:
 
           
            Just as all historical facts can be compared with other facts, the Holocaust, too, can be compared with other genocides. But the meaning of the comparison depends on the context. The so-called Historikerstreit had to do with whether comparing the Holocaust with Stalinist crimes could absolve Germans born thereafter of their political responsibility […] for Nazi mass crimes. […] Today, under a different constellation, it is not about absolution from this responsibility, but instead about a shift in emphasis.2
 
          
 
          With these words, Habermas immediately dismantled all objections that the debate’s protagonists were seeking to deny German guilt. Only the eloquent matador of the first Historikerstreit in 1986 could have pronounced this judgment with such authority.
 
          He not only refuted those critics who believed that asking about the pioneering role of colonialism for National Socialist crimes was an unacceptable relativisation of the Holocaust; he also recognised the debate’s significance for a modern and more inclusive German memory politics in a society that had been shaped for decades by migration:
 
           
            Remembering our colonial history, which was repressed until only recently, is an important addition. This can also be helpful in another respect. The recent decades of immigration have not only enriched our culture; our own political culture must also expand so that adherents of other cultural life forms—with their own heritage and, in some cases, their own painful history—can also recognise themselves in it.3
 
          
 
          One year earlier, the controversy around Cameroonian political theorist and historian Achille Mbembe drew public attention to this debate. Mbembe had long been a favored guest at scholarly conferences and cultural festivals in Germany. However, because of his alleged ties to the BDS (Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions) movement, he was accused—first, in leftist, or ‘anti-German’, circles and, soon thereafter, by the political establishment—of antisemitism and relativising the Holocaust, of equating National Socialist and Israeli crimes.4
 
          Just a few weeks earlier, Michael Rothberg and I had criticised the “provinciality” of German memory that shone through in this debate, and which, in our eyes, leads to historical forgetting and failure in the self-critical engagement with the country’s past. We believe that stigmatising all comparisons and the drawing of parallels and continuities between the Holocaust and other forms of mass violence leads to the separation of the Shoah from history, with far-reaching consequences. Insisting that nothing is comparable to the Holocaust blocks our ability to see important roots of National Socialist crimes. This reduces the moral force of ‘never again’, since singular events cannot be repeated. It also allows right-wing governments in Europe to cover up the thousands of ways that their own citizens’ ancestors were complicit. And it distorts the pluralism of public memory, thereby squandering the chance to develop a more inclusive memory culture.5
 
          A few weeks later, A. Dirk Moses intensified this critique by identifying a “German catechism”, according to which the ‘sacralisation’ of the Holocaust made criticising Israel impossible in German society and left no room in the discourse for people with Palestinian/Arab roots or identities.6 In the months that followed, the debate revolved largely around the singularity of the Holocaust and around Israel. Rothberg’s and my call for placing the Holocaust in context—including the genealogy of its prehistory and the multidirectional memory of its aftermath—were largely ignored, insofar as this context did not involve Israel or the Nakba associated with its founding.7 In a sense, concentration of the (post-)colonial question on Israel followed the same logic as that of the ‘anti-Germans’ in the larger debate. The consequence of German history, they believed, was that only an affirmative position toward Israel was acceptable; the success in coming to terms with the past and with ‘never again’ could only be measured by this standard. This ignores the question of colonialism’s role as one of the roots of National Socialist crimes.
 
          Habermas recognised the fundamentally critical approach toward nationalism in the debate around the crimes of colonialism—an approach that was diametrically opposed to the affirmative nationalist intentions of Ernst Nolte and his apprentices. However, at the opening of the ethnological exhibitions at the Humboldt Forum in Berlin, Federal President Frank-Walter Steinmeier wisely avoided a broader assessment when he raised the subject of colonial crimes:
 
           
            I strongly believe that remembrance of the Shoah, that betrayal of all civilised values, is and remains quite singular in our national memory. It is a part of our identity. I say this not as a historian—that academic discipline holds its own specialist debates on singularity and comparability—but as Federal President.8
 
          
 
          Separating politics and scholarly debate, Steinmeier underscored the central distinction between remembrance and scholarly analysis, and—with a clear nod to Habermas—also subverted a transparent critique, which misuses the Holocaust to refute (post-)colonial criticism about the gaps in German memory culture. He thus acknowledged the colonial crimes in Namibia, after he himself had been unable or unwilling to push for this during his earlier term as foreign minister:
 
           
            There, in what was then called German South West Africa, at the beginning of the 1900s, Germany’s so-called ‘protective troops’ committed the first genocide of that blood-soaked century. It took a long time, far too long, for Germany even to acknowledge this crime—an entire century. The crimes of the past still have an effect today. The suffering inflicted still marks the descendants of the victims; many of them still live in extreme poverty.9
 
          
 
          By pointing to the blind spots of memory culture and drawing a connection to racism, Steinmeier detected a continuity that extended from the imperial era to the present day:
 
           
            The truth is that, when it comes to the colonial era, we Germans who are usually so historically conscious have far too many blank spaces! We have blind spots in our memory and our perception of ourselves. […] Shining light into this darkness is a task not just for historians. The injustices that Germans committed in the colonial era concern us all as a society. […] I firmly believe that we will only be able to understand and eradicate the deeper roots of everyday racism when we illuminate the blind spots of our memory, when we address our colonial history much more thoroughly than we have done to date!10
 
          
 
          However, Steinmeier was unwilling or unable to situate the Holocaust within this continuity. For him, the two historical eras remained separate spheres. He was thereby quite in sync with the disciplinary mainstream of national German history, which is why these debates remained mostly absent in widely reviewed works for general readers.11
 
          In a radio debate, Norbert Frei explained this blind spot to me like so: Historians of contemporary Germany had left colonialism to people like me, because they themselves were not experts in the field. If they did not know the field, I asked, and thus could not assess lines of continuity or draw comparisons, how could they so vehemently argue against the colonial precedents of National Socialist policy in every debate? He had no answer.12
 
          Ill-equipped for undertaking an independent comparative analysis, he and others in the ‘catechism debate’ doubled down on the postulate of singularity, on the defamation of the opposing position and also its representatives, and in this way only kept affirming Moses’s analysis anew.13 In any case, there were fundamentally two separate debates in ‘Historikerstreit 2.0’: One was about the singularity of the Holocaust and its significance for German discourse about Israel, and the other asked about the colonial precedents of National Socialist crimes—and thus, ultimately, whether ‘Auschwitz’ was to be packed in a black box and extracted de facto from German history.
 
          The first of these debates generated the most public interest and a swirl of media attention. However, for critically understanding the crimes themselves—and thus, for the possibility of a critical ‘never again’—the second debate was decisive, as Habermas recognised:
 
           
            The controversy of past months essentially revolves around one argument: If one considers the colonial character of the aims of Hitler’s racist war of annihilation against Russia, and if one observes the organised murder of the European Jews in this context in which it emerged, then in the German colonial administration’s genocide of the Nama and Herero in southern Africa one already recognises those criminal features that recurred in the Holocaust, amplified and in a different way. . .14
 
          
 
          By this point, of course, the controversy over the relationship between colonialism and National Socialism—at least, as a scholarly debate in Germany—was at least fifteen years old.15 In essence, however, the debate is as old as the crimes themselves. The relationship between both historical phenomena—between the racist crimes of colonialism in general, and the racist and antisemitic crimes of National Socialist Germany—has occupied intellectuals since the Second World War: Hannah Arendt, Aimé Césaire, W. E. B. Du Bois, and Raphael Lemkin immediately come to mind. Shelley Baranowski, Timothy Snyder, Richard Overy, and A. Dirk Moses have more recently taken up the debates that commenced in Germany at the beginning of the new millennium.16
 
          These debates were intense but largely conducted without the public excitement that has characterised the controversy of the last two years. In retrospect, I am struck by the degree of acceptance that my central thesis has found—that the German war against Poland, but especially against the Soviet Union, ought to be understood as a colonial war, a war of conquest and annihilation motivated by a racist worldview, in which the rules of ‘civilised’ warfare apparently did not apply to the Wehrmacht because it was fighting an ‘uncivilised’ opponent, constructed in a racist way.17
 
          And yet, in order to discredit ‘the postcolonial position’ (whereby the assumption of a monolithic ‘postcolonial position’ already demonstrates a lack of knowledge), a core part of my argument—identifying parallels in notions of Lebensraum, and in the means and strategies of colonisation—is presented as self-evident and separate from my argument as a whole. By suggesting that I have constructed a ‘causality’ between the genocide in Namibia and the Holocaust, and that I seek to use the fate of the Herero and the Nama to explain ‘Auschwitz’ in a monocausal way, my critics have set up a straw man that is all too easily toppled.18 They ignore the fact that I myself have repeatedly disavowed a monocausal explanation.19 It is unclear whether my critics have even made the effort to carefully read my studies and those of other colleagues.
 
          If one acknowledges parallels in how the wars of annihilation were fought in South West Africa and in eastern Europe, and also in their aims to conquer Lebensraum, and if one seriously regards the results of Holocaust scholarship that has found “an evident connection between the Holocaust and other National Socialist mass crimes”20—then there must also be a connection between colonial violence outside Europe and genocidal violence within it.21 That would be one path from “Windhoek to Auschwitz”.
 
          One can certainly adopt a critical stance toward the thesis of the ‘final solution’ as the result of a gradual radicalisation, particularly in conjunction with the events of the Second World War.22 But in adopting such a stance, one discusses and criticises far more than ‘only’ colonial roots, because antisemitism thereby moves to the centre as almost the sole motive for unleashing deadly violence.23 This also downplays other interpretations, such as Frank Bajohr’s und Andrea Löw’s observation about the murder of two million Soviet prisoners of war, and the planned ‘dying off’ of thirty million Slavs in the Generalplan Ost. Bajohr and Löw note that, “from the contemporary viewpoint of the perpetrators, the decision for the systematic mass murder of all European Jews might not have been an especially radical quantum leap.”24 My reflections on the colonial origins of the Holocaust can be situated in precisely this tradition. To my knowledge, the aforementioned approaches have never been accused of relativising the Holocaust, as postcolonial approaches have.
 
          In a sense, the rejection of postcolonial approaches in analysing and explaining the Holocaust is the rearguard action of a German-centred historical discipline that, with odd self-complacency, has not apprehended international developments and debates. This rejection is the academic version of the journalistic, trivial provinciality in the present commotion around ‘Historikerstreit 2.0’.25 All this would be reason enough to make these collected essays accessible in English for an international audience. But there is also one more reason: The debate around German colonialism is taking place in the context of a fundamental shift in the Berlin Republic’s core identity, including a new debate around Imperial Germany and its consequences for German history,26 as is apparent also in the controversy around the Humboldt Forum. The reconstruction of the Berlin Palace, once the residence of the Hohenzollern family, is also an attempt to restore a connection with Prussian history before the catastrophe of 1914, when the imperial capital Berlin was a world centre of culture. The old, newly revived notion of Germany as the land of poets and thinkers (Dichter und Denker) is supposed to replace Germany’s image as the land of judges and hangmen (Richter und Henker), thereby creating a new normality, even in the past, and putting it at the center of the new identificatory master narrative of the Berlin Republic. The debate surrounding colonial precedents and parallels for the crimes of the Third Reich runs counter to this positive reassessment.
 
          New insights on German colonial history suggest that the imperial era must not be decoupled all too fundamentally from the German history of violence in the twentieth century. Doing so by emphasising the modernity of Imperial Germany ignores that it was precisely the modern elements of German colonial rule in South West Africa that enabled state-mandated racial segregation and strategies of ethnic cleansing and genocide. These modern elements included biopolitical concepts and thinking in categories such as the ‘racial state’, and designs for a modern economy across a large territory (Großraumwirtschaft) that disregarded African needs and rights. Modernity is also no argument against a continuity between Imperial Germany and the Third Reich. Rather, it is a constitutive element of this continuity, and also of the relationship between colonialism and National Socialism. If the Humboldt Forum can be understood as an attempt to renationalise and ‘normalise’ German historical identity by literally setting this identity in stone, then any emphasis on colonialism (and on the paths that led from colonialism to the war of annihilation against the Soviet Union and also to Auschwitz) is a rejection of this attempt. And so, at this particular moment, there may be renewed interest in my reflections on the relationship between colonialism and National Socialism. I am pleased to present these reflections here, also to facilitate international debate.
 
          
            Publication and translation history
 
            My first essay on the relationship between colonialism and the Holocaust was published in 2003. In the years thereafter, I kept responding to questions raised in the debate, introducing new arguments, deepening older ones. Some of the essays appeared in German, some in English, some were published in Germany, some internationally. In 2011 I compiled them in a collection entitled Von Windhuk nach Auschwitz? —a phrase that became synonymous with my theses, although usually without my very intentional question mark.
 
            Now that the debate has reignited and acquired political relevance, the time at last seems right for the long planned English translation.
 
            Its publication history is complicated. Individual chapters have multiple versions, in various lengths, as texts were sometimes shortened or edited for publication in German or English. For this collection, therefore, all texts were newly translated, largely on the basis of the original manuscripts, even when English versions already existed. This was also necessary for establishing consistent terminology. Because most of the chapters were initially published as stand-alone essays, there is some repetition among texts. Notes and scholarly references were largely kept as is, in part to document and preserve the character of the debate. However, a supplemental bibliography with important works published since 2011 was added to this edition.
 
            Wherever possible, original English quotes are cited directly from English sources. In some cases, German quotes with published English translations have been newly translated for greater fidelity. Links and notes were updated as the need arose in the course of translation. Where certain expressions no longer seemed in step with contemporary usage, language was gently brought up to date.
 
            Many colleagues and translators have contributed to this work over the years—some for longer, and some for shorter, periods of time. After Tosca Fischer, Mark Osborne, and Dr. Elisabeth Hope Murray, Anthony Mellor-Stapelberg assumed final responsibility for reworking and harmonising all of the texts—a task for which he was eminently suited after his outstanding work on German Rule, African Subjects. Dr. Elizabeth Janik translated the preface.
 
            In different phases of the book, assistance with editing and organisation was provided by Mara Brede, Josefa Cassimo, Paula Dahl, Sina Hätti, Nils Lehmann, Zsuzsa Lummitsch, Cäcilia Maag, Arne Meinicke, Friederike Odenwald, Lara Mia Padmanaban, Dr. Nils Schliehe, and Dr. Kim Todzi. Dr. Julian zur Lage also kept track of the different versions and editions, and it is due to his organisational talents that this book was actually completed. I am grateful to my translators and colleagues at the University of Hamburg for their help and eloquence with words.
 
           
         
      
      
        
        
 
         
          In Lieu of an Introduction
 
        

         
           
            
               National Socialism from a Postcolonial Perspective: A Plea for the Globalisation of the History of German Mass Violence
 
            
 
             
              
                The Germans and Colonialism1
 
                Germans find colonialism a hard subject to tackle. For many years, it was disregarded at universities and repressed in the public consciousness. Although the subject has been brought back to mind in recent years, it is generally exoticised and treated as a mere banality.2
 
                Hegel’s well-known dictum that Africa does not have any history is apparently still believed by many people, at least in the sense that if Africa does have any history, this does not have any relevance to one’s ‘own’ history, whether that is European or German. If taught at university level at all, colonial history has generally been and still is pushed aside into peripheral niches in terms of staff appointments. Although professorships and chairs for African, Asian and Latin American History or for Non-European History in general have been established here and there in recent decades, the result has been to make it even easier for other chairs designated as dealing with national history to focus solely on Germany. Even though this situation is gradually beginning to change, the significance of colonialism and globalisation for German history in particular is still being wantonly underestimated. For example, one need only look at the generalised knee-jerk rejection of any postcolonial perspective on the history of the Third Reich, arising at best out of ignorance and at worst out of Eurocentricity and colonial apologetics. It is amazing to see the vehemence with which scholars have refused to consider any link between colonialism and Nazism, or have even branded such thinking as representing an underhand relativisation of the Holocaust. This makes one wonder what kind of idealised image of colonialism it is that is prevalent even in academic circles and that makes it appear almost obscene to attempt to determine structural similarities between the behaviour of German administrators in the colonies and in occupied Russia.
 
                Before going into this in greater detail, I would first like to define the key coordinates of the project that I intend to refer to as ‘the globalisation of the history of German violence’. This seems to be necessary as the debate is suffering under a cavalier refusal to acknowledge large parts of the relevant research and also a wilful distortion of its arguments.
 
                Contrary to the claim that is constantly being repeated and which in itself is Germanocentric in its restrictiveness, this debate on the relationship between colonialism and National Socialism is not a reprise of the debate about a German Sonderweg (the often postulated ‘special path’ or ‘different way’), nor is it a discussion that is primarily rooted in German history and therefore predominantly shaped by representatives of the German historians’ guild. Rather, it is above all a debate about colonialism, its consequences and how it should be handled, both in the former colonies and in the former colonial powers. After all, it was none other than Aimé Césaire who concluded as early as 1950 that the factor that made the Holocaust appear so unbearable
 
                 
                  […] is not the humiliation of man as such, it is the crime against the white man, the humiliation of the white man, and the fact that he [Hitler] applied to Europe colonialist procedures which until then had been reserved exclusively for the Arabs of Algeria, the coolies of India, and the blacks of Africa.3
 
                
 
                Césaire here stands in the tradition of black intellectuals such as W. E. B. Du Bois, C. L. R James, George Padmore and Oliver Cox, all of whom concerned themselves with the relationship between fascism and colonialism. They saw the former not as an aberration of history but rather as the logical culmination of a European culture of extermination and exploitation that colonialism had given birth to. As early as 1947, W. E. B. Du Bois wrote:
 
                 
                  There was no Nazi atrocity – concentration camps, wholesale maiming and murder, defilement of women or ghastly blasphemy of childhood – which Christian civilization or Europe had not long been practicing against colored folk in all parts of the world in the name of and for the defense of a Superior Race born to rule the world.4
 
                
 
                It was contemporaries of the Third Reich who looked to colonialism to explain its atrocities. As authentic expressions of those who had themselves suffered under these forms of violence, they deserve to be examined carefully and not simply swept aside with Eurocentric panache. Such a high-handed attitude, especially coming from the pens of the beneficiaries of colonialism and their descendants, can all too easily become apologetic itself. I shall return to this point below.
 
                Thus Hannah Arendt, who examined imperialism in her book The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951),5 was by no means the first to raise the question of a relationship between colonial and Nazi mass violence. She is, however, arguably the most influential of such authors, at least in the field of Holocaust research. She attempted to link colonialism and National Socialism in a fruitful way; whether her attempt was successful or convincing is a matter of continued debate.6
 
                The debate about colonialism and National Socialism is not being conducted only in Germany and does not impinge only on research into National Socialism. It is time this was recognised in Germany too. We are now seeing decolonisation and globalisation producing the same effects in the historical field as they already have in the political and economic spheres: doubt is being cast on old certainties and scholars are being forced to adopt new perspectives. A tectonic shift is taking place in the study of history in its traditional westernised manifestations; the subject is becoming and must become global. If this is to be achieved, it is necessary both to solve the fundamental problem of developing concepts and ideas that will allow global history to be written in a way that is truly comprehensive in its scope, and also to answer the central question as to what the actual benefit of a global perspective is: what can be understood better with such a perspective than without it?
 
               
              
                Towards a Global History of Mass Violence
 
                For the global history of mass violence, which will be the primary focus of what follows, this is easy to demonstrate: From Armenia to Rwanda, from the war against the Herero and Nama to the wars of succession in Yugoslavia, extreme violence is a hallmark – if not the hallmark – of the 20th century; a violence that is heavily charged with ideology and is exercised indiscriminately against combatants and civilians, against men, women and children. At the centre of these considerations stands the history of the Second World War: the total of 55 million deaths brought about by war and genocide marks this as the bloodiest decade by far7 in world history. The task of incorporating the experiences of the Second World War into the framework of a global history of mass violence is one of the challenges that need to be met.
 
                A global history of violence seeks to answer questions about the causes, forms and consequences of such extreme violence. In spite of its obvious importance, the global history of violence is marginalised in two respects: firstly, as mentioned above, because Global History is not adequately represented in academic circles, and secondly because the history of violence – and especially mass violence – is neglected within Global History.8 However, if we wish to understand the 20th century we can no longer allow ourselves this luxury.9
 
                Much the same applies to German history. Taking it out of its global context simply provincialises it. This is not merely Eurocentric; it also stands in the way of any fruitful approach from the outside to Germany’s national history.10 A postcolonial view of the conduct of the Second World War in the eastern European theatre, on the other hand, brings it out of its historical isolation and makes it fruitful for a global, integral analysis of the 20th century and beyond. This makes many points that otherwise seem incomprehensible much easier to understand. For the history of colonialism, on the other hand, a postcolonial perspective on the politics of German occupation and domination will afford valuable insights into the development, mode of operation and ultimate failure of racial ideologies and the conceptions of Lebensraum (‘living space’) at a crucial point in the development of European modernity.
 
                The purpose of any postcolonial consideration of the Third Reich is to overcome the Eurocentric and to some extent Germanocentric view of the Second World War. It is not its aim to pursue the construction of a German Sonderweg, nor to relativise one phenomenon or enhance the significance of another.
 
                Colonialism is an extremely complex phenomenon.11 Its European variant alone12 showed many different faces in the course of over five centuries, which demand to be taken seriously: European colonialism destroyed and built up, it brought death and medical progress, it brought slavery and education. European colonialism can neither be defined in terms of only one of these forms, nor can the motives, justifications and concrete actions of the Europeans and their descendants or the reactions of the indigenous populations be briefly summed up in any generalised way. It is therefore misleading even to refer simply to ‘colonialism’. Colonialism cannot be turned into a dualistic horror story simply by stringing together a set of specific atrocities or of criminal personalities of the stature of a Pizarro or a Lothar von Trotha, any more than it can be transformed into a story of salvation by reference to certain persons whose biographies radiate virtue and achievement or to beneficial developments that it gave rise to. And under no circumstances should colonialism be assessed only in the light of its final phase, when the former colonial powers were desperately attempting at the eleventh hour to fulfil the promise of the ‘civilising mission’ by which they had justified their empire-building outside Europe. Nor may one, when attempting to arrive at a nuanced assessment of colonialism, ignore the settler colonies: because it was precisely in these, from South to North America, from New Zealand to Australia and on to South Africa, that the devastation and destruction of the indigenous cultures were the most far-reaching.
 
                It is in these countries too that the debate concerning mass violence, especially as reflected in ethnic cleansing and genocide, is currently being conducted on a theoretically sophisticated level. This is the global context in which the debate on the first genocide of the 20th century, committed against the Herero and the Nama in German South West Africa (1904–1908), is also being conducted. The fact that this is hardly noticed in Germany, but that the debate is constantly being (mis-)interpreted as a form of German self-absorption, is itself a result of the restrictive narrowness of perspective referred to above.
 
                If the outbreaks of genocidal violence that occurred in Australia, North America and South Africa are analysed, they reveal parallels and structural similarities that are worth looking into. Settler colonialism – which is what we have to do with in all of these three cases – is the attempt to control the indigenous populations of largish geographical areas and reorganise their lives in ways determined by a foreign population that has penetrated the region from outside. Both the initial invasion and the subsequent occupation of foreign continents were justified by dividing humankind into higher ‘races’ with a ‘destiny’ to rule and lower ‘races’ that are subject to them. This doctrine of fundamental inequality was the only way in which the massive theft of land and the vast degree of exploitation that colonialism brought with it could possibly be justified.13 All too often, groups of people who were considered to be at the bottom end of this ranking were imagined to be doomed ‘races’. Helping this process along was regarded rather as doing one’s bit to further the inevitable march of world history than as the brutal mass murder that it actually was.14
 
                In this way, the ground was prepared for the exclusion of the indigenous population from the community of those “whom we are obligated to protect, to take into account, and to whom we must account”,15 and this was one of the major prerequisites for the initiation of genocide – the ideological prerequisite, so to speak, for turning quite normal people into mass murderers. In addition, considerable pressure was exerted by settlement, which intensified the competition for land; this too made genocidal violence more likely to occur in settler colonies than in plantation colonies:
 
                 
                  Genocide has two phases: one, destruction of the national pattern of the oppressed group; the other, the imposition of the national pattern of the oppressor. This imposition, in turn, may be made upon the oppressed population which is allowed to remain, or upon the territory alone, after removal of the population and the colonization of the area by the oppressor’s own nationals.16
 
                
 
                The mechanism here described is precisely that of settler colonialism: the existing situation or “pattern” is suppressed or even eliminated and then replaced by a new one. It is therefore superfluous to ask whether the term ‘genocide’ can be applied to colonialism: genocide is colonial by nature. This was Raphael Lemkin’s view too, as is shown by the above quotation, taken from his fundamental analysis of the Nazis’ occupation policy in Eastern Europe, Axis Rule in Occupied Europe. The ‘father’ of the UN Genocide Convention17 developed his concept explicitly with both of these phenomena in mind. Lemkin regarded the German occupation and extermination policies as being essentially colonial.
 
               
              
                Deprovincialising German History
 
                How important then is the colonial war in German South West Africa within the global history of genocidal violence? The answer is complex: on the one hand, of course, it involves the genocidal quality of settler colonialism – German South West Africa was after all the only German ‘protectorate’ that can be regarded, at least to a certain degree, as a settler colony – while on the other hand it represents a striking example of an outbreak of mass violence in German history. Colonial history is always both a part of the history of the colonised region and also part of the history of the colonising nation. It is precisely this that endows colonialism and the historical research into it with their global character. Within German history, the Holocaust and other Nazi crimes are among the most important points of reference. As the global history of (genocidal) mass violence also represents an important reference framework, this is a point where there is a meeting of interests between those studying national history and those investigating global aspects.
 
                It is, though, little more than a truism that colonial genocide cannot be equated with the Nazi genocide: they were too different in the ways they were executed and in their choices of victims. Ultimately it is not possible to equate one historical event with another; but it is nevertheless worthwhile comparing them, as it is not possible to define the specific, singular features of each without precisely detailing the features they have in common, which alone allow such a comparison to be made. This is precisely what comparative genocide research aims at. Any criticisms confusing comparison with equation which may be voiced in the course of such an analysis (and especially where such confusion is deliberate) are both polemical and ideological, or at least are neither scientifically nor intellectually honest.
 
                What then is the relationship between the first genocide of the 20th century and the genocidal colonial violence of previous centuries? If we examine genocidal settler violence, we cannot fail to notice that on the North American and Australian frontiers the predominant factor was privatised violence exercised by individual persons or by groups of local settlers ganging together. At times these actions were sanctioned by the colonial authorities, at other times they were opposed by it. In general, the colonial state had neither the power nor any opportunity to control such behaviour on the spot in individual cases. The violence was correspondingly uncoordinated.18
 
                Germany’s war against the Herero and the Nama, on the other hand, was a turning point in respect of state organisation and bureaucratisation, as it represented a four-year-long, centrally directed colonial war of ‘pacification’ and genocide. The physical annihilation of the Herero and the Nama was not unintended ‘collateral damage’ as a by-product of the waging of a brutal war, as was the case in the Philippines more or less contemporaneously; rather, it was the objective of the war almost from the outset.19 In addition, the war – the causes, progress and consequences of which cannot be described in detail here20 – combined genocidal massacre with ethnic cleansing and extermination through neglect in camps. This too betrays a degree of ideological conviction and political centralisation that does not appear to have existed to the same extent in other colonial contexts.21
 
                The genocide in South West Africa is important in German history in two respects. Firstly, it showed that fantasies of genocidal violence (and actions in realisation of those fantasies) existed in the German military and administration as early as the beginning of the 20th century. Secondly, it popularised this violence, leading to the spread of such fantasies of destruction and their legitimisation.22
 
                Moreover, the occurrence of such genocidal practices in the military and in administration twice within a space of only 40 years is a clear indicator of the extent to which these practices were rooted in the structure and mentality of both organisations. This fact is sufficient in itself to raise the question of the connection between colonial and Nazi crimes. This is a complex relationship that the cliché of causality, which is as simplistic as it is polemical, cannot do justice to (any more than the related cliché of the Sonderweg can).
 
                For the genocide in German South West Africa was two things: it was both an expression of a pre-existent genocidal tendency, and maybe even of a genocidal mentality, and also an intensifier and populariser of these tendencies. There is a path that connects Windhoek or the Waterberg to Auschwitz; but in the first place it did not begin in the Namibian uplands, and secondly it was not the only possible path that could have been followed. Of course there were other longstanding ideologies, especially anti-Semitism, anti-Bolshevism and anti-Slavism (a tradition which the myth of the colonisation of the East also forms part of) that played equally large or even larger roles in the initiation, form and legitimation of the Nazis’ crimes. However, recognising the influence of these other factors does not negate the link to or the relevance of colonial history.
 
                The ramifications of this relationship are in no way limited to the murderous and destructive policy of genocide. Rather, they also encompass, among other things, the first German attempt to found a ‘racial state’, a state and society organised on the basis of an ethnic hierarchy, as was attempted in German South West Africa. White Germans formed the ‘master’ class and Africans the lowest, the working class. These strata were kept strictly apart by segregation laws which also attempted to prevent sexual contacts by classifying them as Rassenschande, ‘racial defilement’.23 However, the racism that is expressed in this situation proves two things. Firstly, it shows that the binary structure of opposing concepts that made ‘the African’ into an unapproachable ‘Other’ was not limited to the years of war. What the German commander Lothar von Trotha described in his exterminatory rhetoric as a ‘race war’, in which Africans would “yield only to force” and which he was willing to pursue with ‘blatant terrorism and even with cruelty’ in order to annihilate “the rebellious tribes with rivers of blood”,24 was just as much a radical consequence of this way of thinking as were the permanent subjugation and the exploitation of the indigenous population. Secondly, the fundamental position occupied by racism in the structure of the colonial state and society in German South West Africa – quite independently of the question of genocide – also throws up the question of its relationship to the racial state of the Third Reich. ‘Race’ and ‘territory’, or ‘race’ and ‘space’, were crucial elements in both systems.
 
                However, any statement declaring that a specific regime, in this case the Third Reich, is colonial by nature must be linked to the question as to how far this understanding can potentially help to explain both (settler) colonialism and its violent excesses and the crimes committed by the Third Reich.
 
                As mentioned above, there is a lively international debate about colonial human rights violations, mass crimes and cases of genocide which is not restricted to the period prior to the Holocaust. Colonialism and the Third Reich do not follow on from one another; rather, colonialism preceded the Third Reich, existed parallel to it and outlasted it. The same holds true for the occurrence of genocidal violence. The post-Holocaust call of ‘never again’ found little resonance, especially in the states that emerged from the former European colonies. In Rwanda, to mention only the most infamous example, one of the most meticulously planned genocides in history took place within only three months in 1994: the fact that the ‘technical’ aspects of the use of machetes and knives were more reminiscent – at least to European minds – of an uncontrolled eruption of ‘tribal violence’ does nothing to alter this fact. For the events accompanying the partitioning of India or in Indonesia, Cambodia, East Timor, Biafra, Bosnia or Darfur, too, the classification as genocide has been suggested. Any attempt to explain these outbreaks of mass violence must refer back both to the Holocaust and also to the outbreaks of colonial violence in the decades and centuries before the crimes of the National Socialists.25
 
               
              
                National Socialism from a Postcolonial Perspective
 
                But how useful is a global and postcolonial perspective in analysing the Third Reich? Only a knowledge of what is generally the case allows one to identify what is unique. Talking in general terms about the singularity of certain occurrences does not throw light on them, but rather obscures them. The murder of whole population groups, for instance, is by no means unique in history; it has occurred and continues to occur relatively often.26 The conquest and exploitation of largish territories has never been unusual either. Even the reorganisation of geographical space, i.e. territory, on a ‘racial’ basis is not new: the history of colonialism provides countless examples.
 
                Setting aside the purely technical aspects of the methods of conquest, exploitation and annihilation, what was new in the Nazi period were the criteria for the selection of the groups to be annihilated. This is where the Holocaust, the murder of the European Jews, differs from the violence used and the policy of destruction implemented against Poles, Russians and others. Although both ‘the Slav’ and ‘the Jew’ were derogated and caricatured in a way that fits neatly into the pattern of colonial Othering, the underlying rationale seems to have differed. This is despite the fact that both anti-Slavism and anti-Semitism have centuries-old traditions in Germany. In principle, anti-Slavism can be traced back to the colonisation of the East during the Middle Ages. ‘The East’ and its inhabitants were again and again portrayed as being ‘primitive’, ‘underdeveloped’, and the region as one that needed to be controlled and ‘developed’ – that is to say, colonised. Obviously, colonisation meant something different in the 12th century from what it meant in the late 19th or early 20th century; but the idea of a region being ‘underdeveloped’ or of a culture being ‘primitive’ is a constant theme running through history right back to the beginnings of Carolingian missionary efforts in the East, and fits in precisely with that binary structure of opposing concepts that served as a basis for overseas colonisation. Thus, the tradition of the colonisation of the East, which was also a factor that helped to shape the policies and worldview of the Nazis, does not in any way contradict the postcolonial interpretation: indeed, it vindicates it.
 
                In the course of German history, imperial fantasies have been projected onto a variety of geographical locations: the open spaces of Russia’s eastern plains, the Balkans, Africa and America. What they all had in common was that they were settlement fantasies: these areas were supposed to provide Lebensraum for the German people. Initially, these projects were not understood in a Malthusian or Social Darwinian sense; the impacts on the native populations, however, were ultimately similar. There was no room for them: they had to be driven out, subjugated or assimilated. This approach already came very close to cultural genocide. According to Lemkin, forced assimilation is also an act of genocide, whether it is of a cultural or a religious nature.27
 
                If one regards eastern and overseas colonisation as two sides of the same (imperial) coin, then the First World War colonial experiment ‘Ober Ost’ also fits neatly into this tradition. What Hindenburg, Ludendorff and others created during their short time in power was a colonial structure.28 Thus the simple objection that it was ‘Ober Ost’ – rather than German South West Africa – that provided, as it were, a dry run for the Nazi policies of expansion and subjugation, so that any colonial dimension may be disregarded, misses the point. ‘Ober Ost’ was just as much an expression of colonial fantasies as was the policy of conquest and subjugation carried out 25 years later.
 
                Anti-Semitism too may well be viewed from a postcolonial standpoint, supplying as it does the image of an ‘absolute Other’ which in Fein’s words is outside one’s own moral sphere. This provided the basis for the dehumanisation in camps and ghettos during the Second World War that some historians see as a prerequisite for the mass murder. Anti-Semitism, however, is distinguished from anti-Slavism and from the traditional colonial racism seen in Africa, Asia, Australia or America by the idea of the existence of a global Jewish conspiracy. In the view of anti-Semites this conspiracy makes ‘Jewry’ especially dangerous, and therefore requires a global ‘final solution’. Tied in, if not congruent, with this understanding is the implicit assumption of Jewish ‘superiority’ – a feature that is not to be found either in anti-Slavism or in colonial racism, in which the ‘Other’ was always seen as inferior. ‘The Jew’, by contrast, was considered to be an especially dangerous antagonist because of his ‘superiority’. While anti-Slavism and colonial racism attribute superiority to the colonisers, to the Germans/Aryans, anti-Semitism attributes the role of the superior coloniser to the Jews and sees the Germans/Aryans as the colonised. After 1918 the latter did indeed perceive themselves as being subjected to occupation by foreign powers, humiliated and robbed of their national identity. After a period in which they had seen themselves as ideal colonisers, bringing benefits to the world by seeking to conquer it, they felt themselves tricked out of the rewards and prestige due to them for their pains and deprivations. Not only did the Treaty of Versailles determine that Germany was unfit to have colonies, thus justifying its being stripped of them: almost worse than that was the humiliation that France inflicted on Germany as a former colonial power by quite deliberately deploying African colonial troops in the French-occupied Rhineland. In a kind of ‘reverse colonialism’, the personified ‘colonial Other’, the ‘Black’ African, then became the master of the ‘White’ German. The phrase ‘die schwarze Schmach am Rhein’ – generally translated as ‘the black horror on the Rhine’, though ‘disgrace’ would be a more accurate translation than ‘horror’ – became a shorthand expression for this humiliation as well as a rallying cry against the political order after the First World War, which was threatening to turn the world upside down. This ‘horror’ or ‘disgrace’, further intensified by grossly exaggerated rumours about sexual relationships between occupying soldiers and German women, was felt far beyond the nationalist and right-wing scenes. In this, the sexualised fantasy of the formidable sexual potency of ‘Black’ masculinity came into disastrous contact with the biopolitical concept of a contamination of the ‘body of the German people’. If in the colonies, and in German South West Africa in particular, there was a desire to prevent the emergence of a ‘mixed population’, since this would call into question the strict ‘racial segregation’ that colonial rule was founded on: the ‘black horror’ was regarded as a biopolitical attack on the genetic substance of the German ‘race’. It was no mere accident that one of the first measures of racial policy implemented by the Nazi regime was the forced sterilisation of the ‘Rhineland bastards’.29
 
                The accusation of biopolitical colonisation of the ‘body of the German people’ could of course also be levied against the Jews. According to the völkisch manner of thinking the Jews were the oppressors and exploiters of the German nation, the colonisers of the ‘Aryan race’. Anti-Semitic rhetoric referring for instance to ‘alien elements in the Aryan race’, to ‘racial defilement’ and ‘racial contamination’, displays this same biopolitical logic. Conspiracy theories associated with anti-Semitism – world domination by Jewish high finance and the exploitation of Germany by Jewish money magnates – even attribute a colonising role to the Jews. Seen through this prism, the struggle against Versailles and against ‘international Jewry’ was turned into a ‘war of liberation’ from colonialism.30 However, whereas the ‘danger’ emanating from the ‘black horror on the Rhine’ still appeared containable, as it was visible, this seemed not to be the case with the Jews, which made them appear incomparably more threatening. ‘The Jew’ not only seemed ‘superior’, but was also invisible. And as we know to be the case from the colonial experience, laws and conflicts relating to segregation are all the more rigid, the less distinct the separation of the two groups is in everyday practice, whether because the ‘Other’ cannot easily be identified or because the population fails to uphold the prescribed segregation unless forced to do so by prohibitions or indoctrination.31
 
                The application of colonial terminology and concepts to situations in the European sphere was not unfamiliar to contemporaries, as can be seen, for example, from the use of the term Binnenkolonisation – ‘internal colonisation’ – even in the days of the German Empire. At that time it was the eastern provinces of the Empire, which were inhabited predominantly by people of Polish origin, that were to be colonised and Germanised. In particular with regard to ‘education to work’, but also to various processes of cultural assimilation, concepts were prevalent that were also applied in the German overseas colonies in Africa and Asia.32 What is important for the thesis presented here is an appreciation of the fact that colonial approaches and structures of argumentation existed independently of any specific geographical location and any sense of exoticism, and that ‘German history’, even if the application of the term is restricted to its European aspects, still demonstrates colonial traits.
 
                There are repeated attempts to discredit the postcolonial view of the mass crimes committed under the Third Reich by pointing out that other European states had longer and more intensive experiences with colonialism than Germany had, but that no crimes of a magnitude comparable to those of the Third Reich were committed in them. From this, the conclusion is drawn that colonialism is a negligible factor in explaining mass violence. However, this simplistic argument on the one hand confuses continuity with causality, while on the other hand overlooking the important distinction that the question is not why the crimes of the Nazis took place in Germany, but rather how they came about and what the strategies were that were used to justify and support them. The postcolonial perspective does not explain – nor does it try to explain – why the Nazis came to power in Germany. Rather, it tries to explain the tradition that their programme of imperial conquest stood in and the role models they were able to draw on once they had decided to play the colonialism card again. The postcolonial view also tries to explain what patterns of justification were used to conceal the frequently invoked ‘rupture in civilisation’.33
 
                Such a postcolonial and global approach also provides an explanation for why so many Germans, completely “ordinary men”,34 participated so willingly in these crimes and why they did not exercise resistance, or exercise it more strongly. Colonialist conquest, administration and warfare were not perceived as something new, as the breaking of a taboo; rather they were felt to be something familiar, a recognised phenomenon that had been practised throughout the course of history. This also helped to give meaning to the events on an individual level.
 
                The objection that German soldiers and the Nazi leadership had an erroneous view of colonialism does not hold water either. If Hitler, for example, could write that “The struggle for hegemony in the world will be decided in favour of Europe by the possession of Russia; that makes Europe the place that is more secure against blockade than anywhere else in the world. The territory of Russia is our India, and just as the English rule India with only a handful of people, so we will govern this colonial territory of ours”,35 this proves that the dictator’s ideas were entrenched in colonialist discourse and thinking. This does not mean that he would have created a one-to-one copy of the style of British colonialism, nor does it even mean that he had any accurate picture of the state of affairs in India. But whether Hitler had a correct understanding of British colonialism is irrelevant to determining whether he was influenced by colonialist concepts. What is important is not so much any historical reality of colonialism, however that may have been defined, but rather the perception of such colonialism prevailing in Germany and particularly in the corridors of power of the regime and among its expert advisers.
 
                As a mental construct and as a framework for claims to legitimacy, colonialism can to a great extent be detached from historical and contemporary examples. The reality is that just as anti-Semitism is able to develop its powerful impact effectively regardless of the fact that Jewish life and the Jewish identity are by no means realistically portrayed – indeed, just the opposite is the case – so the power of the colonial concept is effectively brought to bear even though divorced from any portrayal of historical reality. But this construct too becomes real. How this works is shown by the example of a private soldier who, a few weeks after the attack on the Soviet Union, wrote home as follows:
 
                 
                  Marvellous as the successes are, great as the advance is […], Russia on the whole is still a huge disappointment for the individual. There is nothing of culture, nothing of paradise […] but only the absolute depths, filth, people who demonstrate to us that we will face a huge task of colonisation here.36
 
                
 
                This disappointment did not put the brakes on the will to conquer, but rather justified it. Above all, visions of settler colonialism – however misconceived they may have been –provided those who committed crimes a legitimation even for their acts of violence: they could declare these deeds to be part of their ‘colonising mission’. Colonialist ideas not only justify mass murder, but also allow the individual to deceive himself about his own terrible deeds.
 
               
              
                From Faith in Modernity and the Ideology of Progress to Colonial Apologetics
 
                In the light of the many arguments, the broad international debate and the fact that other connections between National Socialism and German history are acknowledged although they span far longer periods of time, the question arises as to why the role of colonialism as an inspiration and analytical framework has so often been denied, and why critics of a (post)colonial approach have not shied away either from personal defamation or from colonial apologetics.
 
                It would be too simple to attribute the blame for this purely to the constraints of the discipline, in which it is supposedly only possible for an academic to make his mark at the expense of others. There is more at stake here: issues relating to ‘progress’ and the absence of historical ‘development’, and at bottom to the superiority of the western world.
 
                From the critics’ point of view, a general condemnation of any postcolonial perspective has the advantage that they can feel themselves to be on the safe side if they make sure they do not in any way deviate from the broadly accepted academic consensus. Arguments are then not examined too closely. It is precisely for this reason that statements regarding the postcolonial perspective allow conclusions to be drawn about the fundamental attitudes among those involved in the discipline. And that is one of the reasons why it is well worth the effort to concern oneself with the debate in detail.
 
                Fundamentally, the Hegelian position that there is an African (and colonial) ‘Other’ that lacks any history lives on in this debate. As well as the Germanocentrism that cannot permit any suggestion that the world outside may be significant for national history, a degree of uncritical belief in ‘progress’ is also implicit in it. Colonialism is once again highly regarded – and this is a phenomenon that can be observed internationally – as a modernising force. Viewed in this way, colonialism means ‘civilisation’ and ‘progress’, factors which in their turn brought about the rise of the ‘west’.
 
                The question as to why colonialism encountered opposition, generally leading to the application of more and more radical measures and the unleashing of violence, is completely ignored. Colonialism is reduced to its potential as a modernising force. This point of view is not only a form of apologia, but also completely ignores the tensions that characterise the relationship between modernity and violence, a relationship for which colonialism provides what can almost be regarded as a Weberian ideal type.
 
                If the thesis formulated by Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno and by Zygmunt Bauman and others that there is a connection between modernity and the Holocaust evoked criticism, then this is even more so in the case of the connection between colonial violence and modernity, as it undermines even more seriously the foundations of western society. Even if it was possible to factor the Holocaust out of the universal history of modernity to some extent by restricting it to Germany and its particular history – the Germans themselves having succeeded in presenting the twelve disastrous years of the Third Reich as a mere aberration and expunging them from their national history – this procedure does not seem to work in respect of colonial violence. The modern world, the western world, is founded on colonialism, and as a result is discredited along with it in its central values. In a time that is seeing a new missionary zeal being propagated in the West in the aftermath of 9/11 and the associated war on terror, critiques of colonialism are no longer en vogue. Rather, positive examples from earlier times are invoked. This global political context helps to explain the vehemence with which every notion of there being a connection between colonialism and National Socialism is rejected.
 
                In view of the numerous generalised condemnations of any attempt to view the Third Reich and its policies of exploitation, conquest and extermination from a postcolonial perspective, it is surprising that up to now such attempts have been met by only two serious counter-attempts at rebuttal – serious in that they use the tools of academic argumentation. Birthe Kundrus was involved in both. After her polemic attempt37 to suppress the debate even before it had really got under way by using both personal and factual defamation (accusations that the Holocaust was being relativised through comparison and equation with other events) had been met with broad resistance both from historians and from academics in related disciplines,38 she followed it up with her lengthy article in ‘WerkstattGeschichte’.39
 
                Apart from many differences in matters of detail, the thing that above all divides Kundrus from the present author is her view of colonialism. Whereas in the one case, that of colonialism, Kundrus takes colonial discourse and rhetoric at their face value, in the other case, that of National Socialism, she calls for it to be evaluated almost exclusively on the basis of its social practice. Not only does this distort every comparative or relational perspective, it also leads to a playing down of the impact of colonialism. For example: Kundrus sees a fundamental difference between the Nuremberg race laws and the Windhoek race ordinances, in that the latter were not legislation enacted by the Reichstag parliament in Berlin, but only administrative regulations issued by colonial officials in Windhoek.40 As a result, they would only have been valid and applicable within the colony. Kundrus gives the example that a Herero who travelled to Berlin would not have been subject to any official or legal disadvantages there, whereas in the Third Reich Jews could not be safe against stigmatisation or persecution anywhere where the German government’s writ ran.
 
                Apart from the fact that the formal legal distinction between laws and ordinances had no practical consequences in everyday life, the example of the Herero on his travels leads the reader up the garden path and ultimately only serves to put an unrealistic positive gloss on the colonial situation. After 1904 there was in fact no way in which Herero would have been able to travel freely to the ‘mother country’. If they had survived war and genocide within the boundaries of the German colony, then they were registered, issued with pass tokens and incorporated into a system of forced labour. Not only were they subject to limitations in their free choice of their places of residence and their freedom to trade, but they were even deprived of their freedom of movement.41 Any Herero who wanted to leave the district he was registered as being resident in had to exchange his pass token (which bore a number and had to be worn in a clearly visible manner) for a travel pass at the local German police station, giving precise details of his travel route, and had to have this travel pass signed by the local office at his place of destination immediately on arrival there. The pass token and the travel pass could be inspected at any time by any White person. It may be true that a Herero or Nama would not have been persecuted within Germany itself; but his or her chances of reaching the ports of Swakopmund, Lüderitzbucht or Walvis Bay, never mind Hamburg or Bremen, without being discovered, severely punished and sent back, were virtually zero. Indeed, not a single case of the kind is known from the records.
 
                What can this example teach us then, apart from the fact that there were subtle legal differences which led to Jews and Herero being treated differently? No serious academic claims that the treatment of the Herero and that of the Jews were the same. But it is impossible to deny that people of both groups were stigmatised and discriminated against because of their ‘race’, that sexual relations with Whites/Germans/ʻAryans’ were evaluated as ‘Rassenschande’, ‘racial defilement’ (in Nazi terminology) or as a ‘sin against racial consciousness’ (in the language current in German South West Africa) and that in both cases Germans or the part of the German nation living in German South West Africa were thus considered to be a biopolitical collective. Kundrus disputes this. Moreover, she even casts doubt on the consensus arrived at by historians of Africa over the past few years that the war waged by the German Empire against the Herero was genocide. Why does she claim, against all the historical evidence, that General von Trotha spared the lives of women and children in his Extermination Order of 2 October 1904, when in fact he explicitly ordered them to be driven back into the desert where they were to die of thirst?42
 
                Is it really necessary and historically justifiable to play down the impact of colonialism in order to refute any link to the Third Reich? Is it not more important and more intellectually honest to take colonialism (and in this case above all settler colonialism) and National Socialism seriously as phenomena of extreme violence, and to investigate the connections, relationships and similarities, in order to better understand the differences? It may be that the reason why there is such a lack of appreciation of colonialism’s potential for violence is that Hegel’s dictum that African history is not important enough to merit any closer consideration still resonates in the background. In any case, it is a conspicuous fact that none of the critics of the postcolonial perspective are themselves historians of Africa, which may at least partly explain why they appear to take a bird’s eye view of the matter.
 
                It was also Hegel who saw the pinnacle of development in the modern European state, a ‘development’ that justified force and oppression for the ‘greater good’ of civilisation. Without a doubt, a certain degree of unquestioning faith in the state and in ‘progress’ that takes no notice of alternative forms of socialisation and political community, and consequently does not question the fundamental legitimacy of forced cultural change, is to be found in the debate outlined above.
 
                Robert Gerwarth and Stephan Malinowski also seek to discredit the postcolonial perspective, though on a more sophisticated argumentative level, by presenting a more positive assessment of colonialism.43 They try to do this by adopting two problematic intellectual approaches: the first being to completely ignore settler colonialism, and the second, which is linked to it, being to place a one-sided emphasis on colonialism’s potential for promoting development. They speak of colonialism, but then deal only with ‘indirect rule’ on the one hand and with a few African and Asian intellectuals who they say were shaped by the ‘school of colonialism’ on the other. And so they see, in the fact that National Socialism neither knew the concept of ‘indirect rule’ nor planned to initiate any ‘development’ of the subjugated peoples, proof that National Socialism and colonialism were fundamentally different. Leaving aside the question as to whether or not Nazi plans for the satellite regimes of central, southeastern and western Europe corresponded to ideas of ‘indirect rule’: their argument fundamentally misses the core of the debate. It is settler colonialism that is the primary framework of reference for the Nazis’ imperialistic ideas: Germans were to be settled in eastern Europe, and were to develop and control this Lebensraum (a central term in Nazi ideology). Settler colonies like North America, Australia and New Zealand, which significantly are not mentioned by Gerwarth and Malinowski, did not experience ‘indirect rule’ (except as a temporary measure for tactical reasons), nor did they display the ‘promise of development’ that Gerwarth and Malinowski deem to be so characteristic. There exists neither a Native American Nehru, nor an Australian Kenyatta, nor a Ho Chi Minh from New Zealand. If one were to apply Gerwarth and Malinowski’s criteria, one would come to the absurd conclusion that there were no echoes of colonialism in the histories of the United States, Canada, New Zealand or Australia.
 
                It is also noticeable that the examples of successful ‘development’ put forward by Gerwarth and Malinowski are all cases taken from the final phase of colonialism, when the colonial powers, especially the United Kingdom, in the knowledge that the independence movements could no longer be stopped, attempted literally at the last minute to do something to window-dress their records.44 Far less of this ‘civilisatory’ mission had been perceptible in earlier centuries.45 To project this trait of development policy in the years following the First World War back into the past, however, is to view history with hindsight. Such an approach is based precisely on the kind of understanding of tradition and continuity that is held to be inadmissible in analysing National Socialism.
 
                Above and beyond the desire to reject the postcolonial perspective at any cost, however, there appears to be another important motivation for the emphasis on the developmental characteristics of colonialism. Colonialism essentially shaped the modern world, and created the hegemonic position of ‘the West’ that prevailed right through to the beginning of the 21st century. Whereas National Socialism with all its crimes appears as a negative alternative model, colonialism has in recent years enjoyed a ‘rediscovery’, especially of its positive aspects, in part as a – positively perceived – precursor to globalisation.46
 
                It is therefore seen as essential to repudiate every connection between colonialism and National Socialism, not only in order to ensure that National Socialism is not relativised but also to rescue a certain way of looking at colonialism. Colonialism is subjected to a de facto whitewashing by placing a one-sided emphasis on the emancipatory elements of non-settlement colonialism (while almost completely ignoring settler colonialism). Pointing to “an ambivalence that was missing from National Socialism, but by contrast played a vital role in late European colonialism, regarding forced modernisation and development on the one hand, and violence and destruction on the other”,47 is in fact mere lip service: in reality, hardly any consideration is given to colonial violence, especially in settler colonialism. Misinterpretations of history, such as, for example, the judgment that von Trotha was recalled because of his violations of the law, whereas Nazi perpetrators were shielded by laws (the correct version being that von Trotha was incited from the highest level to exercise particular ruthlessness and was ultimately relieved of his command because he had not won the war quickly enough), imply an image of colonialism as a system that is under an obligation to respect minimum humanitarian requirements, and in which any crimes that may have been committed are to be regarded as regrettable ‘operational glitches’ or collateral damage. Not only is this approach revealingly reminiscent of the view that was typical of the post-war period in Germany of National Socialism as an ‘operational glitch’;48 it also draws a veil over the systemically inherent potential for violence in colonialism. Anyone who presents the Nazi claim to be entitled to determine who had a right to live in the world and who not as being historically unique, without even mentioning the destructive potential of settler colonialism that resulted in the destruction of dozens of cultures, overlooks the fact that the racial hierarchies that deliberately encompassed the consequential ‘disappearance’ of entire peoples were a fundamental feature of settler colonialism. There was no other way of justifying the mass murder and robbery that settler colonialism basically was.
 
                If, however, one takes the inherent excessive violence of settler colonialism seriously, then the postcolonial perspective on National Socialism can no longer be disparaged, but is rather explicitly demanded. This does not mean equating the Holocaust with other acts of mass violence and genocide, nor does it relativise it in any way. Rather, it opens up the way to a comprehensive analysis that helps us to understand both phenomena – settler colonialism and National Socialism – better.
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                I followed their tracks, which led me to a number of wells where I beheld terrible scenes. All around them lay heaps of cattle that had died of thirst, having reached the wells with their last remaining strength, but not having being able to drink in time. The Herero continued to flee before us into the sandveld. The terrible spectacle was repeated over and over again. The men had worked with feverish haste to dig wells, but the water had become more and more sparse, the waterholes scarcer and scarcer. They fled from one to the next, losing almost all their cattle and very many people. The nation was shrunk to meagre remnants which gradually fell into our hands, though both then and later some escaped through the sandveld into British territory. The policy of shattering the nation in this way was as foolish as it was cruel; many of them and their wealth of cattle could still have been saved if they had now been shown mercy and received back; they had been punished enough. I proposed this to General von Trotha; but he wanted them completely exterminated.1
 
              
 
              This eyewitness account by Major Ludwig von Estorff provides first-hand documentation of the German policy of annihilation in South West Africa. Major Estorff was the commander of one of the cavalry units that pursued the Herero into the sandveld of the Omaheke desert after the Battle of Ohamakari (Waterberg) in August 1904. Although Estorff, as a career officer, had very probably seen his fair share of violence and cruelty, he was noticeably disturbed by what he had experienced on this occasion. When he wrote about cattle succumbing to thirst, he was writing in code: what he meant were dying human beings, men and women, children and old people. As we know from other sources, thousands of Herero died in the cruellest manner imaginable in the desert. They cut the throats of their cattle to quench their thirst with the blood and tried to squeeze the last drops of liquid out of the contents of their livestock’s stomachs.2
 
              Von Estorff’s is a remarkable testimony to one of the darkest chapters in German history: a chapter that has largely been expunged from Germany’s public consciousness, having been overlaid by memories of the two World Wars with their millions of victims and, above all, by the inconceivable crimes of the Holocaust. But there was an additional reason why this chapter fell victim to collective colonial amnesia: namely because many Germans sought to set against the horrors of the Third Reich a more positive, indeed an immaculate picture of German history in the period prior to the monumental crime against humanity that the murder of the Jews represented. Yet events in German South West Africa, today’s Namibia, during the years 1904–1908 reveal much about the destructive forces and the potential contempt for humanity that was already to be found in the military and bureaucratic institutions of Imperial Germany before the Nazis came to power.
 
              In the minds of many people, however, no connection may be admitted to exist between colonial and Nazi practices of murder, since the thesis that the crimes of the Nazis were unprecedented can be used to exculpate German national history prior to 1933. Indeed, for a long time – before people came to forget that there had ever been such a thing – German colonial history had been held up as exemplary, humanely focused on ‘educating’ the ‘Natives’ to adopt civilisation. How and why it was possible for this false assessment (which appears to have been a late fruit of the resistance against the so-called ‘colonial guilt lie’, resistance which sought to counter and reject criticism of Germany’s colonial record voiced by the victors of the First World War in the Versailles Peace Treaty) to be upheld for so long even in the Federal Republic after the Second World War, is an interesting phenomenon in itself.
 
              Does examining the German genocide in Africa contribute to an understanding of the Holocaust? Anyone who is seeking simple answers to this question will be disappointed. There is no monocausal explanation for the crimes of the Nazis, nor is there any kind of straight line leading more or less automatically from German colonialism to the murder of the European Jews. Auschwitz was neither the logical consequence of the events in South West Africa, nor was it, viewed from a Windhoek perspective, inevitable. Auschwitz, to use that name as shorthand for the crimes of the Nazis, happened because the Nazis were in power in Germany and because the majority of Germans clearly shared the antisemitic and racist attitudes of their leadership, or at least did not find it necessary or worth their while to oppose those attitudes. But nevertheless, a connection does exist between the colonial adventures of the Wilhelminian Empire and the crimes of the Nazis, both the Holocaust and the war of annihilation in the East. In the first place, colonial policy provides a clear illustration of the genocidal potential already present in parts of the bureaucracy and the military establishment. And secondly, colonialism in its culture of domination established a reservoir of practices that Nazi thugs were then able to draw on. Even where they did not adopt elements taken from this cultural reservoir directly (I have analysed elsewhere three lines of transmission of a colonial mindset: personal experience, institutional memory, and collective imagination),3 Nazi perpetrators could, to a certain degree, subjectively feel legitimised in their actions by pointing to similarities with colonial practice. Intellectual familiarity with genocidal policy, racist thinking and ideas about population control and management derived from such practice was key to enabling a relatively large number of Germans, apparently without any great mental reservations, to play their part both in the Nazis’ territorial occupations and in the war of annihilation. In particular, the positive connotations attached to European colonial rule at the time (and until well beyond the middle of the twentieth century) may well have helped to conceal the criminal nature of German rule from contemporaries. Intellectual familiarity with the expulsion and destruction of entire peoples, with resettlement and slavery to the benefit of German ‘masters’, and with the most brutal methods of ‘combating partisans’ and of annihilation through neglect, allowed perpetrators to contextualise events ‘in the East’ during the Second World War as a process of colonisation that was normal in a historical perspective. Anyone who so desired could therefore legitimise what he was experiencing.
 
              The fact that in reality European colonial rule was not at all monolithic but took on a wide variety of forms does not affect these findings in any way. In the first place, the most important factor was not ‘the reality’, however defined, of colonialism but the ideas that people had of it during the Third Reich; and furthermore, German colonialism above all, and colonial rule in German South West Africa in particular, was marked by a terrible brutality. This brutality was widely known about in Germany, since one of the most conspicuous features of the genocide committed against the Herero and Nama was undoubtedly the fact that at the time nobody sought to conceal it. On the contrary, the events were popularised through countless memoirs, official reports and novels. They were, for example, presented quite openly in the official German military chronicle:
 
               
                This bold undertaking casts a brilliant light on the relentless energy of the German leadership during the pursuit of the defeated enemy. No effort, no deprivation was spared in order to rob the enemy of their last will to resist; like wild animals harassed half to death in the hunt, they were pursued from watering hole to watering hole, until they finally fell into a state of complete apathy, victims of the nature of their own country. The waterless Omaheke was to complete what German arms had started: the annihilation of the Herero nation.4
 
              
 
              No words of pity, no words of regret. ‘Mission accomplished’, the reader was probably supposed to think. But the report is not entirely accurate. Though the Germans did indeed act extremely brutally, the campaign was not quite as victorious as the official historiography suggested.5 The Herero had been successful in their resistance and several thousand of them survived the horror of the Omaheke. They managed to preserve the Herero nation and were able to restore or else build anew the political and cultural structures that had been destroyed. The image that the official chronicle conjures up of a German military machine proceeding with absolute precision and power is therefore misleading.6
 
              In addition, not everyone considered the policy of annihilation to be either successful or sensible. As is shown by the quotation at the beginning of this chapter, Major von Estorff, for example, was not of the opinion that the strategy of ‘exterminating’ the Herero had been successful, let alone sensible. Estorff stood out from among his fellow officers in that he was an ‘old Africa hand’, i.e. a soldier who had already been living and serving in German South West Africa prior to the war. The first governor, Theodor Leutwein, was such an ‘old hand’ as well, and he too criticised the strategy of his successor, Lieutenant General von Trotha. Leutwein was not, however, able to prevail with his views. Only a few months after the outbreak of the war he was more or less forced to resign, as he was seen as being too lenient toward the African population. Leutwein commented with great bitterness that several hundred million Reichsmark had been spent and several thousand soldiers deployed in order to ensure that of the three pillars of the German colonial economy – mining, cattle, and the African workforce – the second had been completely and the last-mentioned two-thirds destroyed. What had brought things to this catastrophic situation?
 
              
                Causes of the War
 
                Germany had made its entry onto the stage of formal colonial rule very late, because prior to 1871 it had lacked the national framework to do so. After the foundation of the Reich in 1871, however, an enthusiastic public demanded that Germany too must have its share in the partitioning of the globe. These voices eventually became so loud that in 1884 Chancellor Otto von Bismarck declared himself prepared to support the formal acquisition of colonies7 – an idea that until then he had always rejected. Within only a few years, territories roughly corresponding to the present-day African states of Togo, Cameroon, Tanzania, Rwanda, Burundi and Namibia, as well as a few smaller possessions in the South Seas, were declared German Schutzgebiete, although this designation was a misnomer: they were colonies in all but name.8 In view of the climatic conditions, only German South West Africa was considered suitable for the establishment of a settler colony, i.e. for permanent occupation by German settlers. This latter circumstance fired the imaginations of a whole generation in Germany, and would prove decisive in shaping the further history of Namibia.9
 
                Imperial Commissioner Heinrich Göring took formal possession of the colony with two fellow officials in 1885. However, this was little more than a symbolic act. It must have been clear to those responsible at home that they would never be able to establish a functioning administration in this vast territory with only three officials: a territory that towards the end of the nineteenth century was inhabited by an estimated 90,000 to 100,000 Ovambo, 70,000 to 80,000 Herero, 15,000 to 20,000 Nama, 30,000 to 40,000 Berg Damara and San and 3,000 to 4,000 Basters. Not until the first governor, Theodor Leutwein, took office in 1893 did the systematic establishment of German rule and the methodical build-up of a German administration commence. The increasing sophistication of the bureaucratic structures amply illustrates this process: In 1894 the colony was divided into three Bezirke (regions or districts), namely Keetmanshoop, Windhoek and Otjimbingwe. By 1903 this number had already doubled, and by 1914 there were sixteen Bezirke and autonomous Distrikte, which in their turn were divided into police station areas or ‘police wards’.10
 
                It was also Leutwein and his young administrative team who embarked on the implementation of a utopian vision for colonial rule, with the ultimate goal of building a model colonial state based on a racial ideology. Through a series of shifting alliances with African rulers such as Samuel Maharero and Hendrik Witbooi, to name only the two most important, the colonisers superficially secured the territory for the short term in an effort to convert the African societies into a ‘black working class’; a status in which the Africans, though not completely without rights, would nonetheless face severe discrimination. It was the aim of the constant expansion of the German bureaucracy to establish White domination, the process being accompanied by the arrival in the colony of larger and larger numbers of settlers who regarded themselves as the ‘master race’. Repeated instances of Africans being defrauded, together with the murder and rape of individual Africans and increasing seizures of Herero land, ultimately led to war.11
 
               
              
                The Course of the War
 
                Academics are still at odds about who fired the first shot in 1904.12 Much evidence, however, points to the escalation having been contributed to by provocations on the part of Lieutenant Zürn, the district chief of Okahandja. What is certain is that the attack by the Herero on 12 January was unexpectedly successful, partly because the German Schutztruppe was engaged in another, limited conflict in the south of the colony. Within only a few days the Herero had occupied the whole of central Namibia, with the exception of the military bases, and had plundered settlements and farms. Rumours that hundreds of German men, women and children had been murdered and mutilated spread like wildfire, and contributed to no small extent to the radicalisation of the war. It was later established that a total of 123 Germans had lost their lives during these initial raids; but that the Herero, following the orders of their leaders, had in fact deliberately spared women and children as well as missionaries and in some cases even conducted them to other German settlements.
 
                The Herero did not, however, exploit their early successes to complete a quick victory over the Germans, who had taken refuge in their fortified positions. Instead, the latter were able to rally and summon reinforcements from Germany. Thanks to the rapid deployment of these troops the impending defeat was averted. A series of small skirmishes followed without a decisive victory on either side. The auxiliary forces arriving from Germany and also individual incensed settlers engaged in acts of retaliation and committed massacres that drove those Herero who had not yet been involved in the war to take up arms as well. Everywhere there was talk of “clearing up with them, hanging them, shooting them down to the very last man, with no mercy”.13 However, these were still uncoordinated individual actions, not a systematic strategy.
 
                Nevertheless, a certain style of rhetoric was already developing that anticipated the forthcoming genocide. It was clearly reminiscent of Emperor Wilhelm II’s infamous Hunnenrede, his ‘Hun Speech’, in which he had admonished troops on their way to China to crush the ‘Boxer Rebellion’ to act with particular brutality, drawing their inspiration from Attila’s Huns.
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