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STEFFEN BENDER, Der Burenkrieg und die deutschsprachige Presse:
Wahrnehmung und Deutung zwischen Bureneuphorie und Anglophobie
1899–1902, Krieg in der Geschichte, 52 (Paderborn: Schöningh, 2009),
296 pp. ISBN 978 3 506 76714 1. €39.90

Analysing the South African War as a ‘media event’, the author has
conducted a careful investigation into a large number of German-lan-
guage newspapers and periodicals against the historical background
of the complex relations between the Germans, Afrikaners, and
British. When the South African War erupted in 1899, an enormous
wave of Burenbegeisterung (pro-Boer enthusiasm) began to wash over
the German population. The position of the German government and
of the Kaiser was, however, ambivalent. The leadership of the Reich
was torn between the all-round euphoria triggered by the struggle of
the two Afrikaner republics for independence on the one hand, and
strategic manoeuvring vis-à-vis the British rival on the other. Most
German observers of Britain’s biggest war effort since the Crimean
War agreed, however, that the British Goliath had unleashed an
unsolicited attack on the Afrikaner David. A multitude of associa-
tions, publications, and commercial products celebrated the Afri -
kaner militia fighters, whose martial spirit supposedly owed a great
deal to their Germanic ancestry. Thus many Germans bought into the
ethnic stereotypes that frequently underpinned nationalist fervour
during the age of imperial rivalry. 

Anticipating later academic debates about the causes of the war,
the contemporary media sought to identify the political and econom-
ic reasons for the conflict on a scale between ‘gold’ and ‘empire’.
Conservative and left-wing papers alike agreed that ‘gold’, that is,
naked capitalist greed, was the prime mover for Britain to push the
Afrikaners into the conflict. Liberal publications tended to argue for
‘empire’ by emphasizing that Britain had forced the war upon the
small Afrikaner republics in order to safeguard its imperial interests.
Especially when instigated by Pan-German circles, public discussion
of the war was increasingly radicalized by Anglophobia. Some com-
mentators prematurely interpreted the initial series of British defeats
in December 1899 as proof of the overall incompetence of the British
military. Many observers gloated at the lack of leadership qualities
among British officers who had allegedly been spoiled by a protract-
ed history of effortless victories against ‘primitive’ tribes, but were
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out of their depth when facing more sophisticated European en -
emies.

Unrealistic expectations of an impending Afrikaner victory were
dampened when the British officially annexed the Afrikaner
republics in 1900. This marked, however, the beginning of a renewed
phase of fighting which assumed all the ugly aspects of a bitter guer-
rilla war. The ensuing systematic burning of farms and the imprison-
ment of Afrikaner women and children in concentration camps—not
much notice was taken of the existence of similar camps for black
South Africans—enraged the public and exacerbated the anti-British
mood. Criticism of the inhumane conditions was, of course, also
articulated in the British media and public, but in Germany the
debates about whether or not British tactics amounted to premedi-
tated genocide fed into pre-existing anti-British notions. The author
points out that these ideas proved to have an extraordinary longevi-
ty in Germany. In 1941, the Nazi film Ohm Krüger indulged in images
of sadistic British soldiers maltreating their victims in the camps.
Conversely, some newspapers emphasized that Germany’s position
in the South African conflict should be strictly neutral with a view
towards consolidating the Reich’s global position. A few commenta-
tors even poured cold water on pro-Boer passions by arguing that the
popular image of the Afrikaners, who allegedly lived in some sort of
pre-modern, rural idyll, indicated that national independence for
these backward, farming communities was an anachronistic project
in the age of industrialization.

The German government declined Afrikaner pleas for diplomatic
mediation in the conflict because it hoped to be rewarded for abstain-
ing from making anti-British gestures in public. At the same time,
some German leaders were rubbing their hands in anticipation of a
decisive dent in Britain’s prestige. Thus German attitudes towards
their ‘Germanic cousins’ in southern Africa were marked by conflict-
ing views in relation to the question of how Germany should interact
with Britain in the competition for a strong position in the network of
international relations. Apart from political considerations, Emperor
Wilhelm himself was influenced by his close familial relations with
the British royal house and not at all fired up by the kind of ‘perfidi-
ous Albion’ propaganda that whipped up emotions among the rank
and file in Germany. His sympathetic attitude towards Britain
became public on the occasion of Queen Victoria’s death in 1901,
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while the war was still raging in South Africa. His tactful appearance
in England at the time of his grandmother’s death earned him posi-
tive comments in the British press, but was noted in much less friend-
ly terms by conservative German papers. Especially when Wilhelm
awarded the commander of the British forces in South Africa, Lord
Roberts, the highest German military honour which could be be -
stowed on foreigners, many German observers were alienated. Keep -
ing his eyes on Britain, the Emperor declined to receive Afrikaner
delegations, including the venerated President of the Transvaal
Republic, Paul Kruger.

Despite popular support for the Germanic brethren, ambivalence
towards Afrikaners unmistakably coloured German views when
dealing with the immigration of Afrikaner farmers into German
South West Africa. There were exaggerated expectations of an in -
creased influx of Afrikaners after the outbreak of hostilities in South
Africa. Thus Afrikaner settlers were initially hailed by some enthusi-
astic proponents of German influence in southern Africa, who
claimed that hardy Boers were useful in preparing the virgin soil in
South West for colonization by a superior Teutonic race. Dis appoint -
ment increased, however, when the cultural disparities between the
two settler communities began to emerge more sharply, and fears of
being swamped by hordes of ‘uncivilized’ Afrikaner settlers began to
replace uncritical adulation.

This study covers much familiar ground in terms of the event his-
tory of the South African War and its international ramifications. It
would be churlish to take the author to task for clearly being on more
familiar ground when dealing with the European than with the
South African aspects of the history of the war. For example, J. B. M.
Hertzog, contrary to the author’s assertion, was not actively involved
in the Afrikaner Rebellion of 1914–15, but he kept his cards closer to
his chest than the insurgents (pp. 259–60). Moreover, it is inevitable
that the extensive quotations from papers and periodicals at times tax
the reader’s attention span. Bender’s focus on the South African War
as a media event is fruitful, however, in presenting a nuanced analy-
sis of the complexities of German domestic and foreign politics. The
disparities between the Reich’s policies and popular support for the
Afrikaner republics generated vigorous public debates. The author
provides a useful reminder of the wide range of opinions which were
expressed by the media, despite the authoritarian structures of the
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German Empire, which conducted much of its diplomacy in a secret
manner. Tensions between the German leadership and its conserva-
tive and liberal critics were thrown into sharp relief with every diplo-
matic crisis as it emanated from the bitter military conflict in South
Africa. The author has therefore made an important contribution
which is relevant beyond the historiography of the South African
War.
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