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The history of the Herero in colonial Namibia has recently been
examined by a younger generation of scholars. Gesine Krüger’s book
on the influence of the German-Herero war (1904-1907) on the
indigenous and European historical memory and consciousness sup-
plements other important studies, such as Jan-Bart Gewald’s Herero
Heroes. Modern scholarship has emphasized that this war, which saw
the extermination of large parts of the Herero population, should not
obfuscate the view of other important events in the history of indige-
nous Namibians. Until a short time ago, most studies focused on this
tragic chapter in Herero history rather than on the period of South
African occupation. Krüger concentrates on the way in which the
Herero and the Germans made sense of the war instead of giving
another account of the military aspects. This is an important book
because the author succeeds in restoring the link between the trau -
matic experience of the war and the impact it made on the post-war
community.

In her discussion of the reasons for the war and the strategic aims
of the Herero, the author examines the various explanations which
have previously been suggested, ranging from colonial denuncia -
tions of the Herero’s ‘betrayal’ to empathizing scholarly accounts of
a proto-nationalist struggle against colonial subjugation. She sug -
gests that the decision to risk a war against the Germans was not so
much based on millenarian expectations of a military victory, but
that it reflected the hope of improving the deteriorating position of
the Herero vis-à-vis the colonial power at the political level. These
expectations proved to be unrealistic. The subsequent annihilation of
the Herero at the hands of the German colonial soldiers resulted in a
heated debate among scholars about whether or not the mass killings
amounted to genocide. Krüger does not leave any doubt about the
genocidal intentions of the supreme commander, Lothar von Trotha,
but she explores the nuances of this debate in a subtle manner. She
emphasizes that both the denial of the organized mass murder of the
Herero and the allegation of a murderous continuity in German his -

76



tory should be understood within the context of the Sonderweg debate
and Holocaust historiography.

The colonial soldiers did not come to Namibia without a precon -
ceived image of ‘true’ Africa. Thankfully, Krüger’s examination of
the ideological genesis of war diaries and memoirs does not meander
through fashionable references to the literary canon of ‘otherness’
which seems to have atrophied into a new orthodoxy in too many
scholarly contributions. She argues that previous studies may have
acknowledged some inconsistencies in the Eurocentric descriptions
of Africa in the colonial literature, but that they still conveyed too
homogeneous an image of the racist colonial soldier. While colonial
diaries were certainly influenced by the tendency to re-invent the
identity of the European warrior in Africa, they convey a sense of
self-doubt and irritation which has been left out of most of the pub -
lished literature. In their unpublished diaries, many soldiers
sketched Africans as marginal figures in an empty landscape instead
of giving elaborate justifications for colonial expansion, which is
more typical of published texts. Some of this amateur writing exert -
ed a greater influence on public perceptions of Africa and colonial
history than academic studies.

Krüger suggests that the publicly announced German plan to
transform the indigenous Africans into a faceless colonial proletariat
after the war has been taken too literally by many scholars. After the
war ended, Africans undermined the colonial ‘fantasy of omnipo -
tence’ (Allmachtsphantasie) by fleeing from exploitative labour rela -
tions and restrictive pass laws. The German authorities faced enor -
mous difficulties in controlling those Africans who had avoided the
registration and classification processes by assuming false identities.
Many Herero continued to roam the vast expanses of Namibia.
Despite the paranoia and fear which characterized the behaviour of
the Germans in the post-war period, many farmers tried to secure a
supply of cheap and reliable labour by giving their Herero workers
an incentive through payments in kind, that is, livestock. By 1913,
Herero farmers had accumulated considerable numbers of stock and
thus bypassed the plans of the Germans to rob them of their land and
cattle for good. Many of the scattered survivors managed to re-estab-
lish contacts among each other. The author has discovered a number
of letters which demonstrate how literate Herero were concerned to
keep track of friends and relatives. She shows that the colonial dis -
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course, and some of the scholarly literature, mainly described the
emergence of a disempowered African underclass after the war and
thus ignored the fact that individual and collective resilience created
niches for the socio-economic and cultural reconstruction of Herero
society.

The South Africans found it difficult to stop indigenous mobility
and the attempt to reclaim land and cattle. Pre-occupied by their
effort in the First World War, they controlled the Herero communi -
ties rather ineffectively, at least during the early period of occupa -
tion, despite the nominal rapprochement between the old and the new
colonizers. The exiled and displaced Herero continued to move back
into their old settlement areas. Almost under the noses of the settlers,
Herero groups reorganized themselves on white farms. Confirming
previous studies, the author describes the 1923 funeral of Samuel
Maharero, the paramount Herero chief who fled Namibia during the
war, as an important event in the reconstruction of Herero identity.
The appearance of the Truppenspieler , who wore German-style uni -
forms and exercised in military fashion, was observed with particu -
lar concern by the colonial authorities. Their activities gave rise to
rumours of a renewed African rebellion. The otrupa or otjiserandu cre-
ated a platform for the expression of a group identity in the aftermath
of the devastating experience of German colonialism and also played
an important role in presenting a united front to the South African
authorities. In 1919, a Herero petition asked for the dispossessed land
to be returned to the Herero ‘nation’. 

The author carefully explores the ambiguity of Herero symbols
and ceremonies. While ‘the wearing of uniforms alluded to the role
played by both the Herero and the Germans in the colonial war’ (p.
237), the activities of the otjiserandu were a complex play on the many
facets of African identity in the face of colonial power  per se.
Ironically, the obsession of many Herero with military drill, which
had worried the whites, facilitated the incorporation of Herero vol -
unteers into the South African Native Military Corps which was
established at the beginning of the Second World War. Equally fasci-
nating are Krüger’s comments on the ‘symbolic re-occupation’ of
Herero land through the construction of memorials and graves on
white farms. The Herero dotted the political and cultural landscape
with commemorative places in order to imagine the unity of the peo-
ple. 
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In her discussion of the activities of Herero women in the 1930s,
the author is less convincing in establishing a link between the colo -
nial war and post-war Herero society. The conflict which emerged
between some influential Herero women and the colonial authorities
revolved around gender and generational antagonism among the
Herero, rather than around specific problems related to the experi -
ence of the German-Herero war. This does not prove that the memo-
ry of the war had faded among the Herero, as has been claimed by
some scholars, but it does not emerge clearly from Krüger’s account
to what extent the indigenous discourse about witchcraft, tradition,
and female power could have been influenced by other factors relat-
ed to social change under the South African occupation.

This well-written book makes an important contribution to
Namibian historiography and beyond, because Gesine Krüger has
presented a sophisticated examination of historical consciousness
and memory in a changing African community. She argues against
the dichotomous view of an African society as trapped somewhere
between tradition and modernity, between collaboration and anti-
colonial resistance. Instead, she shows that the internal forces of
change which are expressed by men and women in contradictory
ways, and which are not always clear to the outside observer, must
be examined carefully. 

TILMAN DEDERING is a Lecturer in History at the University of
South Africa, Pretoria. He is the author of Hate the Old and Follow the
New: Khoekhoe and Missionaries in Early Nineteenth-Century Namibia
(1997), and has published several articles on pre-colonial and colonial
Namibian history.
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