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One hundred years ago the anti-colonial liberation
struggle began in Namibia, when the Herero, later
also the Nama and Damara rose up with arms to de-
fend themselves against the German colonial power
in what was then „German-Southwest Africa“. The
German colonial army under General von Trotha re-
acted with a war of extermination, which ended with
the defeat of the Herero at the battle of Waterberg in
August 1904 and led to thousands of Herero dying
of thirst when the German troops drove them into
the Omaheke desert. Later the German colonial army
set up so-called concentration camps in the country,
where the Herero and other peoples such as the Na-
ma who had joined the resistance were driven toget-
her. Here too thousands lost their lives. 

To commemorate this first genocide committed in
the name of the German people, the United Evan-
gelical Mission and the Evangelical Church in the
Rhineland together with the Archive and Museum

Foundation Wuppertal invited people to a comme-
moration service and a conference to remember the
crimes committed and the ensuing guilt and to
work together to shape a new future. 

An exhibition was opened on the same day under
the title „Remember Namibia! Mission, colonialism
and the fight for freedom“, which demonstrated the
role of mission in pre-colonial Namibia, during the
colonial era and the war, and afterwards. 

With this documentation of the exhibition and con-
tributions from the conference, the international
United Evangelical Mission of today wishes to offer
a self-critical contribution to the history of church
and mission and at the same time deepen the rela-
tions between Germany and Namibia. 

In the official statement of the UEM, which is also
printed here, we express our expectations of the

„100 years since the start of the anti-colonial liberation war in Namibia“
Foreword

BY JOCHEN MOTTE



German Parliament and the German Government to
acknowledge Germany's historic responsibility for
the genocide and its visible consequences today in
the unjust distribution of land between black and
white farmers in Namibia, thereby making a speci-
al contribution towards bringing about land reform
in Namibia. 

Bishop Zephania Kameeta, head of the Evangelical-
Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia
(ELCRN) and moderator of the UEM, summarised
our expectations of the German Government in his
speech on January 30th 2004, as follows: „… the
German Government must confess to, confirm and
apologise for the atrocities committed 100 years
ago. That is all.“

On her visit to Namibia in August 2004, on the oc-
casion of the commemoration of the Herero upri-
sings, the Federal Minister Heidemarie Wieczorek-
Zeul asked the Namibians and the descendants of
the Herero gathered there for forgiveness using the
words of the Lord's Prayer. With this act the Mini-
ster clearly went far beyond the position of the Fe-

deral Government and Parliament hitherto. Bishop
Kameeta accepted the apology on behalf of the
churches and acknowledged the visit as a historic
contribution to reconciliation.

With the translation of this volume into English, we
wish to make the exhibition and the contributions
of our member church, the ELCRN, to the comme-
moration celebration in January 2004 available to
interested people in Namibia.

Our special thanks go to Wolfgang Apelt and Julia
Besten, who have edited the documentation as it is
now presented. Our thanks also go to Eberhard
Löschcke, Hans Lessing, und Wilfried Neusel, who
did most of the work and the planning for the com-
memoration event.

Finally we thank Cynthia C. Lies and Elisabeth
Steinweg-Fleckner for their translation.

Jochen Motte
Wuppertal, February 2005
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This statement was written in close co-operation
with the Evangelical Church in the Rhineland, the
regional synod of which passed a largely identical
statement on January 16th 2004.

January 2004 marks the one-hundredth anniversary
of the beginning of the colonial war in the former
German South West Africa. During this war, which
ended in 1908, great sections of the Herero people,
as well as the Nama and Damara, were wiped out.
Depriving these people of their rights led to land ex-
propriation, expulsions, pass laws, forced labour and
the splitting up of large and small families. Today,
historical research is almost unanimous in describing
this annihilation as an act of colonial genocide to be
ranked alongside a whole series of acts of genocide
perpetrated during the 20th century. 

The Rhenish Mission Society (RMG), one of the
forerunner institutions of the United Evangelical
Mission (UEM), which had worked in Namibia sin-
ce 1842, was connected with both warring parties
and was faced with the dilemma of remaining loy-

al to each. This is also true of the Rhenish missio-
naries working in Namibia, who, on the one hand,
were standing up for the interests of the indigenous
population, but, on the other, were working with
the colonial authorities. Hence, at their request, the
Rhenish Mission Society gathered together the sur-
vivors of the war, who were later interned by the
colonial government in concentration camps, whe-
re a large number of the incarcerated Namibians
lost their lives. This two-sided loyalty also shaped
the attitude of the Mission during the period of
South African colonial administration in Namibia. 

One hundred years after the beginning of the
anti-colonial war of rebellion in Namibia, there are
still many open questions regarding the role of the
Church and Mission in this „darkest chapter in the
joint history of Germany and Namibia“ (as descri-
bed by Präses Manfred Kock, chairman of the coun-
cil of the Evangelical Church in Germany, when he
visited Namibia in the year 2000).

To mark Namibia's independence in 1990, the
United Evangelical Mission, together with its Ger-

Remembrance, reconciliation, shaping a common future
Statement by the United Evangelical Mission to commemorate 

the beginning of the Herero rebellion against German colonial rule 100 years ago



man Protestant member churches, issued a state-
ment admitting its historical share of the guilt for
colonialism, racism and apartheid in the region that
is now Namibia, and asking for forgiveness from
the Christians of Namibia. 

In 1996, the German United Evangelical Mission
became an international organisation. It has 34 mem-
ber churches in Africa, Asia and Germany, including
the Evangelical Church in the Rhineland (EKiR) and
the Evangelical Lutheran Church in the Republic of
Namibia. (ELCRN). In the new UEM, in which all chur-
ches from southern hemisphere countries are equally
involved in all aspects of planning and making deci-
sions on joint programmes and projects, the willing-
ness for reconciliation and to share with one another
is demonstrated in an exceptional way. 

The year 2004 is therefore a unique opportuni-
ty, in dialogue with the descendents of the Herero,
Damara and Nama and Namibian society as a who-
le, to commemorate the victims of the genocide and
the anti-colonial rebellion, to rescue them from ob-
livion, to remember the guilt and the origins and
consequences of the crimes committed under colo-
nial rule and thus to make a contribution towards
reconciliation and strengthen the relationship bet-
ween Germans and Namibians. 

Together with our brothers and sisters in Nami-
bia, the UEM wishes to remember this dark period

of history, to reflect on the consequences for how it
acts today in situations of violent conflict in many
parts of the world, to facilitate encounters and dis-
cussions between people from Germany and Nami-
bia, so as to shape a common future. This year,
alongside acts of worship and other events, the
UEM, together with the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in the Republic of Namibia, will seek to ma-
ke a contribution to this through exhibitions, films
and other media as well as support for programmes
of research, meeting and exchange. 

The UEM asks the Evangelical Church in Germa-
ny (EKD) to support the churches in Namibia in ful-
filling their prophetic ministry and, in particular, to
support the Lutheran Churches and help them in
their efforts to achieve unity.

Remembering the crimes committed under colo-
nial rule in Namibia is a demand and an obligation
placed not only on us as the church but the whole
of our society. 

On the occasion of this anniversary year 2004,
the German government and parliament are called on
to affirm Germany's specific responsibility, expressed
by parliament and government, in its relations with
the Republic of Namibia, and to exhibit this through
concrete measures in shaping bilateral relations. 

The UEM asks the German government on the
occasion of the commemoration of the events of the
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years 1904-1907, to explicitly admit Germany's hi-
storical responsibility for the crimes of colonialism
and racism in the region that is now Namibia, and
in particular for the genocide committed against the
Herero, Damara and Nama.

Furthermore, against this background, the UEM
asks the German government, within and beyond
its joint development work, to make a special con-
tribution to the continuation of land reform,

through which the unfair distribution of commerci-
ally used farmland in Namibia, brought about by
colonial history, will be corrected. 

One hundred years after the beginning of the
anti-colonial rebellion, Germany can, in this way,
make an effective contribution to the peaceful de-
velopment of Namibia and to relations between the
different ethnic groups in Namibia.
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No event in Namibian history is so disputed as the
German Colonial War from 1904 to1907. What hap-
pened at that time – the reasons for the war, the con-
duct of the war itself and the time after the war – are
all part of an ongoing debate that has in the mean-
time extended far beyond an academic historical de-
bate. There are various reasons for this. The procee-
dings against the German Federal Government and
German companies brought before American courts
by the Herero people for one, and no less so the da-
te 2004 have brought the subject into the columns of
the German and international newspapers. A large
number of radio and TV programmes on German co-
lonial history have already been presented and more
will follow. Films and exhibitions, conferences and
new publications such as the volume „Genocide in
German South West Africa“ (Völkermord in Deutsch
Südwestafrika) edited by Joachim Zeller and Jürgen
Zimmerer, or Gerhard Seyfried's novel „Herero“ all

deal with this chapter of German and Namibian hi-
story. A history both divided and shared.

This momentary boom however cannot belie the
fact that so far the colonial era has played practical-
ly no role at all in the German awareness of history1.

This probably has to do with the fact that after the
Hitler regime, the Second World War and the extermi-
nation of the European Jews, the first thing on the
agenda was to start off the painfully difficult process
of analysing and working on the most recent history
and that – as is often forgotten today – against the
opposition of large groups of the population.

But that the colonial era plays hardly any role at
all in the German awareness of history can also have
to do with the fact that, in the end, Germany counts
as relatively guiltless when colonialism is equated
with colonial rule – as Albert Wirz und Andreas Ek-
kert have pointed out.2 It is well known that the era
of direct colonialism ended for Germany already in

The colonial era
plays hardly

any role at all
in the German

awareness of
history.

1 Gesine Krüger, Vergessene Kriege: Warum gingen deutsche Kolonialkriege nicht in das Historische Gedächtnis der Deutschen ein? In:
Dieter Langewiesche & Nikolaus Buschmann (Ed.), Zur Rolle des Krieges in Gründungsmythen, Campus Verlag Berlin 2004. 
2 Andreas Eckert / Albert Wirz, Wir nicht, die Anderen auch. Germany and Colonialism in: Sebastian Conrad / Shalini Randeria (Ed.),
Jenseits des Eurozentrismus. Postkoloniale Perspektiven in den Geschichts- und Kulturwissenschaften, Frankfurt / New York 2002, pp. 372-
392.

What really happened
BY GESINE KRÜGER



In Namibia the
colonial past
plays a much
greater role
than in 
Germany.

1915. Thus it was possible for Hasso von Etzdorf, the
head of the International Department of the German
Foreign Office, for example, to state in 1959: „As a
colonially guiltless and economically highly develo-
ped country“, the role of a „natural mediator“ bet-
ween Africa and the former colonial powers falls to
Germany. „We have a great plus in Africa – the loss
of our colonies forty years ago“ „ The chastity of the
impotent“, Etzdorf continued somewhat fatuously,
was however nothing to crow about.

Even in German school textbooks the colonial era
is usually dealt with in one chapter on imperialism
and the First World War, concentrating mainly on the
short period of German colonialism that is considered
to be concluded. This point of view was confirmed by
the Federal President at that time, Roman Herzog, on
his official state visit to Namibia in 1998. In his
speech on the occasion of the visit he said: „we had a
short period of common history that was not a very
happy period. For Germany this period concluded
with the end of the First World War.“3 I do not think
that I need to point out here that „not a very happy
period“ is a fairly unhappy euphemism for what hap-
pened in those days. But for Germany, according to
Federal President Herzog, this period is concluded. 

In Namibia it was, and still is, different. Here, for
all groups of the population, the colonial past plays
a much greater role than in Germany. Not to menti-
on the presence of colonial times in the tourist in-
frastructure and the representation of the country in
the advertising brochures. Here quite obviously the
colonial setting – the famous Black Forest Gateau
and German beer, the Rider from SouthWest and the
architecture of Windhoek's Independence Avenue,
to mention but a few! – are used to attract not on-
ly German visitors from abroad. 

In Namibia, a living culture of remembrance has
existed for a long time – and what concerns me – it
still exists today. It has a long tradition, very many
ways of looking at history and takes many different
forms of expression. Part of this is most certainly –
the often rather defiantly written and backward-
looking – local history in the German language, be-
sides the rich oral tradition of local history and the
many so-called Preislieder (prized songs), that still
remind people in Namibia and Botswana today of
the war and their flight after the war. A well-deve-
loped festival culture is also part of this. The largest
and perhaps most important celebration up until
Namibia's independence was the Herero Festival,

14

3 Quoted from Ulf Engel / Hans Georg Schleicher (with help from Inga-Dorothee Rost), Die beiden deutschen Staaten in Afrika: Zwischen
Konkurrenz und Koexistenz 1949-1990, Hamburg 1998, p. 35.



which has been celebrated every year in August in
Okahandja with only short interruptions since 1923.
This centred and it still centres on the commemora-
tion of the colonial war and the history of the Here-
ro that was by no means concluded in 1904. In the
south of the country, a celebration has taken place
every year, presumably since 1930, which centres
on the „remembrance of the great old Captain Hen-
drik Witbooi, who died in battle against the German
colonial masters.“ Reinhard Kössler, whom I have
just quoted, sees in the renaming of the festival in
„Heroes Day“ in 1980, a „symbolic opening towards
the national liberation movement.“4

SWAPO was also very much aware of the sym-
bolical importance of colonial times and particular-
ly of the anti-colonial resistance. Thus it appears
that the first shot in Ongulumbashe was fired on
exactly the date of the Herero Day. But is it really
the case that this war was simply the beginning of
anti-colonial battles that achieved their aim with
the national independence of Namibia, as the newly
erected memorial Heroes Acre suggests?

In this lecture on what really happened, I wish
to explicitly direct our attention away from Germa-
ny and to Namibia. For in many newspaper articles

that have appeared recently, the main role is gene-
rally given to German soldiers and farmers, German
colonial officials and colonial politicians. Herero,
Nama, Damara, Ovambo, the whole of the African
population seems to be strangely invisible. The
African women, men and children are simply vic-
tims. And even more. Put rather cynically they are
just actors on a historical stage whose curtain fell
in 1904 or at the latest in 1907. Here history seems
to end. At the beginning, I already stated that the-
re is hardly any event in Namibian history that is
so disputed as the German colonial war. And hard-
ly any event that has been so well researched. That
may seem surprising at first. For the many newspa-
per articles give quite a different impression. The
SÜDDEUTSCHE ZEITUNG speaks for example of a
„forgotten people“ (10.01.2004) the DALLAS MOR-
NING NEWS speaks of „Namibia's dirty little se-
cret“, and DER SPIEGEL claims, quoting DIE ZEIT
here, that „in the end it was through 'post colonial
studies' in the Angloamerican language sphere […]
that in German universities colonial history was
'rediscovered'“.5 In fact German colonialism has
been a subject of critical historical research since
the 1960s. In German universities it was at first im-

The african
women, men
and children

are simply
victims.

15

4 Reinhard Kössler, „A Luta Continua“: Strategische Orientierung und Erneuerungspolitik am Beispiel des „Heroes Day“ der Witbooi in
Gibeon, in: Zeller / Zimmerer, p. 184.
5 Der Spiegel No. 3, 12.1.2004, p.103.



When does the
history of the
war begin?

portant to study colonial history in general, not on-
ly from the perspective of German history. Then
African history, also of the former German colonies,
was established in Hannover, Berlin, Hamburg and
other German universities. So in over 50 years a
comprehensive German and international research
literature on colonialism has come into existence,
quite apart from important projects in Namibia that
have to do with writing down oral stories. However,
all this is hardly known to the general public. What
really happened at that time? When does the histo-
ry of the war begin? Who fired the first shot is still
disputed, as it always was. Was it German provoca-
tion that started the war?6 Or did the revolt begin
with a well-prepared attack by Herero warriors on
German farms in central Herero country? There are
indications and proof for both interpretations. But
in my opinion it is more important that even if
Lieutenant Zürn is in fact responsible for the firing
of the first shots, a large number of the Herero
chiefs saw armed revolt as their last option.7

Samuel Maharero wrote in a letter to the then
governor Leutwein, that not the Herero, but the
Germans had already begun the war before 1904,
for „how many Herero have you killed, both with
guns and by locking them away in prison.“8 On the
eve of the war there had even been a spate of bru-
tal attacks by settlers and traders upon members of
important Herero families.9 Acts of violence, humi-
liation and unjust court judgements led to a bitter-
ness, which the missionaries warned about again
and again. The missionary Johann Brockmann for
example wrote: „It seemed to me like a faraway roll
of thunder before the storm when my faithful cong-
regation elder Elphas said to me one day: Muhon-
ge, we do not wish to be beaten, otherwise it could
be that we also begin to hit back.“ Why then were
the German colonial rulers so sure, why did they
demonstrate their notorious feeling of being the
master race so blatantly?

Long before the German Reich laid claim to a
colony of its own, present day south and central

16

6 Jan Bart Gewald, Herero Heroes. A Socio-Political History of the Herero of Namibia, 1890-1923, Oxford 1999.
7 Gesine Krüger, Kriegsbewältigung und Geschichtsbewusstsein. Zur Realität, Deutung und Verarbeitung des Deutschen Kolonialkriegs
1904-1907, Göttingen 1999.
8 Archives of the Evanglical-Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia (ELCRN): Documents VII, 11.19: Letters of Maharero and ot-
hers. Letter Samuel Maharero to Theodor Leutwein, Otjizonjati, 6.3.1904.
9 Drechsler, Horst (1984): Südwestafrika unter deutscher Kolonialherrschaft. Berlin (Ost), p. 135. Since 1903 alone, twelve murders have
been proved to have been carried out by settlers and soldiers. Zirkel, Kirsten (1989): Militärische Struktur und politische Führung im
Deutsch-Südwestafrika-Krieg 1904-07. Düsseldorf (unpublished Masters dissertation), p.59.



Namibia were already affected by colonial political
developments at the Cape and part of a wide trade
network. In no way was it a case of the isolated
hinterland of colonial novels.

This is demonstrated, for example, by the famous
proclamation of Maharero, Samuel Mahareros father,
in 1884, in which he laid claim to rule a clearly de-
fined territory, determined the borders of his country
and protested against any sale of land or mining
rights that had not been authorised by him.10 The
content and even more the form of the proclamati-
on, written in German and Otjiherero with seal, date
and signature, show Maharero's knowledge of Euro-
pean forms of legitimation of rule, his foresight and
his clear orientation about regional and world poli-
tical activities. In 1888 Maharero still had sufficient
power at his disposal to drive out the first Reichs-
kommissar Goering. However, he knew that behind
the first few European delegations that appeared in
his kingdom, there were powers that had to be rek-
koned with – whether the Government at the Cape,
Great Britain or the German Reich. 

Ten years before the proclamation, chiefs from
the „Damaraland“, as it was then called, among

them Maharero himself had appealed together in a
letter to the Governer and High Commissioner of
the Cape as the representative of the British Go-
vernment. They requested help against an ap-
proaching invasion of Boers, who together with
their families had already reached the borders of
their lands and, according to the chiefs' informati-
on, were prepared to enter into military conflict.
They wished to meet all foreigners and visitors with
politeness and respect, they stated in their letter, but
they protested sharply against the permanent sett-
ling of large groups of new settlers. „We have huge
herds of cattle and sheep in our possession and du-
ring the dry season we have considerable difficul-
ties in finding sufficient water and grazing areas for
them. We therefore have no free land available to
which we could grant any nation admittance, par-
ticularly not those that have made us to believe that
they have always considered the black peoples with
contempt and displeasure and who both recognize
slavery and also practise it.“11 Against a settlement
of Boers, who as cattle holders would also lay claim
to extensive grazing ground, all the Damara (the
word Herero was not yet used everywhere) would if

They wished 
to meet all

foreigners and
visitors with

politeness and
respect.
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10 „The proclamation is written down ‚from Mahareros mouth' in the Herero language by his secretary and schoolmaster Wilhelm Kaumu-
nika. It is the size of a poster, has at the bottom a, for those days, brilliant translation into the German language and is dated Okahandja,
19th September 1884. The proclamation also bears Mahareros seal.“. Vedder, Maharero und seine Zeit, p.28.
11 NAN, A.3, 75 Documents from Maharero's estate, No. 8. Translation Andrea Hintze.
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necessary defend themselves with weapons. Tru-
sting that the Government at the Cape would also
want to prevent a threatening war, the chiefs reque-
sted that they should mediate to get an official let-
ter from the British Government sent to the Boers in
which the Government stated their objections to an
invasion. The letter was signed by Kamaharero, Ze-
rawa (Zeraua) and Kambazembe (Kambazembi), all
of them rich and powerful Herero-ovahona.12

This letter indicates past conflicts among Afri-
can groups for grazing land and water and foresees
the conflicts with future German settlers in the di-
stant future. The particular way of keeping extensi-
ve herds of cattle, which not only applied to the He-
rero, or rather „Damara“, with seasonal migration
and the movement of herds from summer to winter
pastures, made it difficult to secure land rights on a
permanent basis. Every competitor, who could
claim troops and weapons on his side at the com-
plicated negotiations for territories and water holes,
threatened the fragile balance. That the local chiefs
in central and south Namibia also feared colonial
invasion, although at the same time they sought for
allies at the Cape, is reflected in another letter from

Moses Witbooi and Jakobus Isaak to Maharero in
1878. There he writes:
„Hoachanas, 19th June 1878
Highest noble brother and captain Maharero!
We would very much like to hear what your thoughts
are on Palgrave's intention and his request that we
should join in an alliance with him.“

W-C. Palgrave was sent from the Cape to Nami-
bia in 1876 as Special Commissioner and tried to
make contracts with as many Nama and Herero
chiefs as possible.

The letter continues:
„We have heard with satisfaction that you too were
against entering into such an alliance with him. For
see, it is our firm decision that we wish to retain
our land and our people whatever may happen. We
will stand as one man for our land. Therefore we re-
quest you to let us know your position through a
letter. [...] They are trying to keep us apart from
each other. [...] Finally we greet you warmly and re-
main your faithful brothers. Moses Witbooi, Jako-
bus Isaak.“13

This letter shows clearly reservations against
contracts with the Cape Government. It is also an

18

12 Omuhona (sg.) can be translated as Lord, leader, Chief.
13 quoted from Heinrich Vedder, Maharero und seine Zeit im Lichte der Dokumente seines Nachlasses (Maharero and his times in the light of
documents from his estate), in: Veröffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für S.W.Afrika, Bd V., 1929-30, Windhoek 1931, p. 18.



example of a policy of alliances, a diplomacy that
already went beyond regional and so-called ethnic
borders before the official colonial conquest . That
in the colonial war 28 years later the two sons,
Samuel Maharero und Hendrik Witbooi, were in op-
posing camps at first, is perhaps a particular trage-
dy of history, but shows once more that simplified
pictures of history explain little. However much co-
lonial politics were always based on a violent rela-
tionship14 and if necessary also enforced their po-
sition with superior military strength, it is neverthe-
less just as important to look at the politics and
strategies of the local protagonists. Otherwise histo-
ry is always explained by its results.

It was not a lack of political foresight on the
part of African leaders, nor the conflicts in the 19th
century allegedly resulting from „old clan rivalries“,
nor was it the at first only nominally existing Ger-
man colonial rule that led to a deep crisis of Afri-
can society towards the end of the 19th century.
While it is correct that the giving up of land (how
far we can speak of the sale of private property is
quite unclear) was always extremely problematic on

account of the reasons given above. On the eve of
the war, the question of land had without doubt co-
me to a climax.

But even more decisive was the cattle plague
that reached Namibia in 1896 and spread like wild-
fire. The colonial authorities separated infected
herds and started a vaccination programme. Jan
Bart Gewald wrote: „The radical breakdown of a
world that was based on the ownership of cattle be-
came even worse as young Herero who were not yet
old enough to be herd owners were employed for
the astronomical wage of one ox per day to help
with the slaughtering of cattle. Whole herds were
killed in the useless attempt to prevent the epidemic
from spreading further.“15

It is only against this background that the dra-
ma of the events generally called the reasons for the
war can be understood. The credit orders, the buil-
ding of a railway line right throught the center of
Herero land, the policy of reservations that were in-
tended to prevent further sales of land, but also pre-
vented Herero chiefs from using their land as a new
form of capital.

Radical 
breakdown

19

14 Gesine Krüger, Koloniale Gewalt. Alltagserfahrung und Überlebensstrategien. In: Dag Henrichsen/Jan Bart Gewald/Larissa Förster (Hg.),
Namibia – Deutschland: eine geteilte Geschichte. Kolonialkrieg - Genozid - Erinnerung. Publication to the exhibition of the same name in
the Rautenstrauch-Joest-Museum Cologne, (in publication).
15 Jan Bart Gewald, Kolonisierung, Völkermord und Wiedekehr. Die Herero von Namibia 1890-1923, in: Jürgen Zimmerer / Joachim Zel-
ler (Hg.), Völkermord in Deutsch-Südwestafrika. Der Kolonialkrieg (1904-1908) in Namibia und seine Folgen, Berlin 2003, p. 108.



In a situation 
of drastic eco-
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In 1904, in a situation of drastic economic pres-
sure and social degradation, a war began that was
finally to reorder huge parts of present day Nami-
bia. Even today traces of it are still visible in the to-
pography. The distribution of the land into central
commercial farming areas and the surrounding, of-
ten piecemeal reservations.

At first the Herero warriors, supported in part by
their wives, were quite successful. They won battles,
but the German Reich was in a position to mobilise
more and more troops. A defeat against „the nati-
ves“ was unthinkable, even if many soldiers and so-
me of the officers, the old Afrikaner, spoke with fe-
ar and respect of the capabilities of their opponents.
Together with a neverending stream of troops the
German Reich finally sent Major General von Trot-
ha, a military man experienced in fighting revolts,
who was to garantee a rapid end to the war. His
view of the world was that of racial war and encir-
clement battles. He saw himself as a Commander,
who would quickly clean up the situation with stre-
ams of money and blood. Captain Viktor Franke,
who liked to think of himself as an old African,
spoke scornfully about this theatre general. But von
Trotha's policies won through. The plan to destroy
the Herero gathered at Waterberg in a encirclement
battle failed however. The majority of the Herero,
who had withdrawn into the swampy area with

their wives and children and their herds were able
to break out of the ring of German troops and es-
cape through the Omaheke into Betshuana. They
followed well-known trade routes, but the number
of people and cattle, the lack of watering places, the
pursuit of the German troops and the misery of the
people having suffered for months through the war,
meant that only few survived the escape. Very very
many people died as they tried to escape and von
Trotha was finally able to sell his unsuccessful plan
as a properly thought out strategy, describing it as
such with rolling pathos in the official report to the
general staff. 

Von Trotha pursued an even more merciless po-
licy after the military defeat of the Herero. He set up
concentration camps and ordered forced labour
where thousands of people were worked to death.
His phantasy of clearing up once and for all with
the „races“ that were pre-destined to disappear from
world history and natural life anyway, determined
his policies after the war. But for some circles in the
colony, parts of the mission and particularly Social
Democrats and the Centre parties in the German
Reichstag this became a scandal. Arrogant declara-
tions of the kind „the tribes have now ceased to
exist“, are characteristic of an absolutly merciless
persecution of all forms of resistance and all forms
of self assertion, but also of omnipotence phanta-
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sies on his part that did not always represent the
reality. The survivors found ways and means to
withdraw from the rigid forced system of the nati-
ve decrees. They followed various strategies to de-
fend themselves against them.

The situation after the war was characterized by
a high measure of institutionalised and individual
violence. This is reflected in the colonial files even
in the lists that private people and firms had to
hand in to the administration about the Africans
they employed. Although the administration quite
explicitly demanded a differentiation between for-
ced labourers as prisoners of war and free workers,
many employers did not state this – apparently for
them they saw no difference. A combination of re-
venge and fear fed daily violence, that sometimes
peaked in such measureless brutality that the aut-
horities intervened. Yet at the same time the colo-
nial economy was sensitively dependent on black
workers and this dependence could be used. Under
the title „Complaints. Runaway workers“ the di-
strict office in Windhoek alone has twelve volumes
of files that give information about resistance and
„troublemaking“ behaviour of the workers. So ma-
ny complaints show clearly that workers in spite of

their dependant situation tried – sometimes suc-
cessfully – to get a better deal on working conditi-
ons or withdrew altogether. „Running away“ was
then one of the most frequent reasons for com-
plaint named in the files. The information in these
files reveals that the reasons for fleeing were vio-
lence, insufficient food and refusal to pay wages.
However farmers also attracted good workers away
from each other and if they offered relatively ac-
ceptable living and working conditions they had
fewer problems to recruit workers and to keep
them. Besides the complaint that people who ran
away from their working places changed their na-
mes and thus could not be identified any more,
there are many other complaints about „laziness“,
„cheekiness“ and „non-compliance“. Another very
strong complaint by the farmers was that relatives
of their workers „flooded their farms without per-
mission to be there.“

All these complaints are not only an expression
of the hysterical atmosphere among the white po-
pulation that had increased considerably after the
war, but at the same time also an indicator that the
surviving African population did not simply accept
their lot.16
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People 
fought against
intolerable
living and
working 
conditions.

Several tendencies become apparent in the
continual stream of complaints. People fought
against intolerable living and working conditions
and tried again to get possession of cattle. The He-
rero who were separated throughout the whole of
the country also began to unite in certain places in
order to renew their networks of family relations-
hips as well as relationships with friends, neigh-
bours and clients, and in this way escape from lo-
neliness and proletarianisation. Employers for ex-
ample who only employed one or two workers had
to face the fact that they could not keep their
people. In 1907, a letter from the Swakopmund Ci-
tizens Association states: „that the natives always
seek for such work positions where a large number
and if possible a large number of their own tribe
are occupied, and therefore run away at the first
opportunity without it being possible in most ca-
ses to find the people and bring them back to
work.“17 An important motive for fleeing from
work situations and the refusal to renew contracts
was quite obviously, besides unacceptable conditi-
ons, also the Herero striving to find their relatives

again after the war and to return to their home-
lands. The missionaries also observed when loo-
king for refugees of the war that the Herero retur-
ned to their former settlement places.

After the formal revocation of forced labour
there was a noticable migration to the former sett-
lement areas and to the former seats of the chiefs,
that besides being the places were the old graves
were, now increasingly grew to be seen as the cle-
ar localisation of a former „Herero-Land“ and to
constitute the mythological country of the ance-
stors.“18 Farmers who settled here and who em-
ployed members of leading Herero families were
surprised to find that they had a constant stream of
workers. This process was fittingly described by
Helmut Bley as „non-recognition of the disposses-
sion of the land“.19 Building on this after the end of
German colonial rule, a symbolic occupation of the
land took place when Herero and Nama claimed old
settlement areas for themselves, often marked by
old and new graves, and held festivals and memo-
rial celebrations there, even if, or perhaps because
they were now in so-called „white“ areas.

22

17 NAN: BSW 47, XVII, Bd.4: Brief Bardowski, Swakopmunder Bürgerverein an das Kaiserliche Bezirksamt Swakopmund vom 4.9.1907.
18 On the land issue, see Henrichsen, Dag (1994): „'Ehi rOvaHerero'. Mündliche Überlieferungen von Herero zu ihrer Geschichte in vor-
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The dead of the war cannot give us any more in-
formation, but the survivors and their descendants
in the south and centre of the country have retai-
ned their history, for example in the festivals, in the
oral literature and in a living analysis and working
on history and the past that has a very high stan-
ding in all African societies in Namibia.

This can and should perhaps be an example for
us. It is not only a case therefore of recognising hi-
storical guilt, historical responsibility – and one can
have very differing opininions about the current
court case brought by the Herero Chiefs Council
and by Chief Riruako if one sees them in the con-
text of present day politics in Namibia – but it is a
question of taking seriously the fact of a shared hi-
story, that is very present in the consciousness of
many people in Namibia. And not only as seperate
history but also as joint history.

Paradoxical as it may appear, it may well be that
a well-formulated recognition of guilt, which the
German Government refuses at present for legal
reasons, could be a starting point for disposing of
history. This can frequently be heard, when German
politicians point out that, all in all, Namibia is the
most important receiver country of development
aid, as though with that we had paid off our histo-
rical guilt. But the demands for reparation are not
only concerned with the material aspects but also

with the recognition of historical responsibility. To
show respect, whether by an official visit of a Ger-
man politician on Herero Day, on Heroes Day,
would be a meaningful gesture of apology and re-
conciliation that has been waited for, in vain, for so
long.

However, it also indicates a too rapid disposal of
history, when the colonial war is declared alone and
unhistorically as the laboratory of the Holocaust,
the Shoah, so making all other questions no longer
relevant. In this way Africa and Namibia remain as
far away as they always were and the Germans dis-
cuss as always just among themselves. About their
own history.
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„The need to lend a voice to suffering 
is a condition of all truth.“ (J. B. Metz)

Brother Praeses Schneider, Brother Moderator and
Bishop Kameeta, my dear sisters and brothers!

Twenty years ago to the month at an ecumeni-
cal conference held between the 9th and the 11th of
January 1984 in Bad Neuenahr, I delivered a lecture
on the topic: „The Church Facing the Namibia
Question“. The Bad Neuenahr conference took place
during the Rhenish synod, but also at a certain crit-
ical distance from the latter. The brothers and sis-
ters of the Council of Churches in Namibia (CCN),
among them its General Secretary Dr A. Maasdorp
and his successor N. Nakamhela were present at the
conference and divided their time between its pro-
ceedings and those of the synod. We also, at this
time, learnt a great deal from the brothers and sis-
ters of the Belydende Kring (Beyers Naudé und W.
Kistner). 

The question then at issue, both from an ecu-
menical and from a theological perspective, was

one which had already been discussed at other con-
gresses – such as the Oberhausen congress organ-
ised by Frauke Heiermann, in the presence of the
soon-to-be General Secretary Dr A. Shejavali. It
was the question of whether the Namibia Fund be-
ing offered by the Rhenish Church to its Namibian
sister church constituted merely a part of the Spe-
cial Fund of the World Council of Churches’ Pro-
gramme to Combat Racism or whether, instead, it
constituted an alternative to the latter. Since both
the Rhenish Church Board and the leadership of the
United Evangelical Mission at the time, had, despite
their committed involvement in Namibia, not ap-
proved the WCC’s Special Fund – with reference to
Jesus’ command in the Sermon on the Mount to re-
nounce all violence – the brothers and sisters from
Namibia, for their part, were unable to approve of
this alternative Special Fund. That is to say, the
Namibian delegation could participate there in
Communion only silently abjuring a part of what
they had come there to say. That, or not participate
in Communion at all. 
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What we owe to people in Germany and in Namibia
Germany and German Christians facing the Namibia question yesterday and today!*

BY BERTOLD KLAPPERT



Christian 
campaign
„Freedom for
Namibia and
South Africa“.

This was also a time, however, when we learnt a
great deal from our Namibian and South African
brothers and sisters and, through this learning
process, eventually succeeded in gaining agreement
on the ecumenical Special Fund to Combat Racism.
This was also because of Dietrich Bonhoeffer who,
starting from his discovery of the principle of non-
violence in the Sermon on the Mount, found him-
self compelled down the road to active resistance –
which, in the most extreme cases, conceded the le-
gitimacy of a certain „violence from below“; and
because Bonhoeffer and Barth had seen this as the
right interpretation and required course of the „re-
sponsibility of the ruled“ as defined by the fifth ar-
ticle of the Theological Declaration of Barmen and
had practised this interpretation accordingly in op-
position to the official church. 

It is for this reason that I cannot begin this talk
without first expressing to you, brother Kameeta,
my deep personal gratitude for all that I have heard
and learnt from you over the years – now going on
two decades – between 1984 and today, particular-
ly, I might add, from your profound and contextu-
al interpretations of the Bible. You visited my lec-
tures in order to tell the students there about the
Black Theology of Liberation which, in the years
since 1971 and the publication of the „Open Letter“
of the two black Lutheran churches in Namibia in

June of that year, you developed together with the
first native Namibian bishop of your church, Dr
Lukas de Vries, and the first General Secretary of
the CCN, Dr Albertus Maasdorp. With this Theology
of Liberation you set about resisting and opposing
the political system and pseudo-Christian apartheid
and took a stand against the terror inflicted by the
oppressive, racist state authorities and a stand for
the self-determination and the independence of
your country. The disputes over the alternative Spe-
cial Fund of the Rhenish Church brought us partic-
ularly close together, specifically in the context of
the Christian campaign „Freedom for Namibia and
South Africa“. The activities of this campaign con-
sisted in the holding of vigils and prayer vigils in
front of the South African Embassy in Bonn-Bad
Godesberg. Three Rhenish ministers from the Parish
Service for World Mission (Dr Jörg Baumgarten, Dr
Markus Braun, Klaus Gockel) together with the
Frackmanns, a married couple – both ministers of
the Johannes Parish in Bad Godesberg – were re-
sponsible for these vigils. Many other groups, how-
ever, including the Church Seminary Wuppertal, al-
so participated in the vigils. 

Your position at that time was that, although
you could have badly done with the money to help
liberate Namibia and achieve political independ-
ence for the country, you preferred to do without
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the Rhenish Church’s alternative fund if accepting
it - coupled as it was with the slogan „No Church
Funds For Violence!“ – meant dissociating yourself
from the WCC’s Special Fund to Combat Racism, a
combat which, where necessary and in extreme cas-
es, might involve violence from below.

I still clearly remember sitting with you, Broth-
er Kameeta, in my car on the Bonhoeffer Weg. It
was there, I recall, that I passed on to you certain
relevant documents by Karl Barth who, having been
driven out of Germany, issued, in his lectures on
political resistance which he delivered in Scotland
in 1938, an analogous appeal, directed in this case
to the Allies, to employ armed force to liberate Ger-
many from the Hitler regime – and this despite the
fact that, in the Germany of 1938, most of the
members of the clergy had shown themselves ready
to take an oath of allegiance to Hitler which the so-
called Fuehrer had not, in fact, even required of
them. It was not, indeed, with the aim of informing
or instructing you that I gave you these documents
on that day. You certainly need no instruction from
me in these matters. Rather, my intention was to
provide you with something that you could hold up
to the official representatives of the church and
missionary organizations in Germany and declare:
this time, we Namibians are standing firmly in the
tradition of the Confessing Church not only in

terms of Barmen in 1934 but also of Scotland in
1938, when Barth gave his lecture on the „service
of God through politics“ and, in his famous letter to
the Czech theologian Hromádka, calling on the
Christians and soldiers of Czechoslovakia to take up
arms against the Hitler regime. 

During the time of the Constituent Assembly in
Namibia after liberation in 1990, I sent you, in your
capacity as Vice-President of the parliament in
Windhoek, those pioneering essays on the politics
of law and society by our former German President,
G. Heinemann, which are known to only a few peo-
ple today, to the disadvantage not only of the ec-
clesiastical, but also the political and academic
communities. One rare exception here is the impact
of these ideas on the political ethics of our present
President, Johannes Rau. This impact was clearly
evident, for example, in Rau’s recent Lessing Lec-
ture at Wolfenbüttel on the issue of tolerance be-
tween Judaism, Christianity and Islam and on the
vexed „hijab issue“, which not only documents but
also will determine the long-term future of the spir-
itual, intellectual and theological stance of Ger-
mans toward Islam in Germany .

With few exceptions – one, perhaps, is the essay
by J. Schroer – all of us, in the meantime, have
learnt a great deal more about the issue: „The
Church Facing the Namibia Question in an Ecu-
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Instead, 
our government
declared its
willingness 
to increase
development
aid. 

menical Context“. For this, we are indebted to our
Namibian brothers and sisters – even now in the
year 2004, the 70th anniversary of the Theological
Declaration of Barmen.

Introduction: Commemoration arising
from repentance does not make us
„Hostages to History“ 

In contrast, the topic: „Germany facing the Namib-
ia Question Today“ is still problematic. Our political
class has indeed realized that – as Michael Nau-
mann put it in an editorial in DIE ZEIT (7.8.03) –
„Germany can no longer (with respect to Africa)
look the other way“. For example, the Foreign Min-
ister and even the Chancellor are now making state
visits to Africa. However, on this issue, we cannot
fail to be disappointed by the Foreign Minister, for
whom I otherwise have the highest regard (I am
thinking specifically here of his firm approach in
dealing with Donald Rumsfeld on the question of
the war in Iraq). Although Foreign Minister Fischer
acknowledges „Germany’s responsibility for its his-
tory as a colonial power“, we learn that he is not
prepared to commit himself to „any form of apolo-
gy that would involve reparations“. I am, of course,
aware that after German re-unification, the German

and Namibian governments reached agreement on
giving up all claims to reparation. Instead, our gov-
ernment declared its willingness to increase devel-
opment aid. So far, so good! What remains deeply
problematic, however, is Fischer’s justification for
the refusal of the idea of Germany apologizing and
accepting guilt: „In doing so, we would become
‘hostages to history.’“ As if, in adopting this very at-
titude, we were not in fact becoming „hostages to
history“ in the truest and worst sense – by estab-
lishing a comfortable position for ourselves (similar
to the stance taken by the present Japanese govern-
ment toward the 30 million war victims in Korea
and Manchuria) safely below the point at which re-
sponsibility is expressed in concrete reparations:
„Shame? YES! But accepting guilt and responsibil-
ity to such a point that one would actually have to
make reparations? NO!“

The same could also be said about Chancellor
Schroeder’s first visit to Africa. In his speeches on
African soil, he not only chose to comment on the
German Presidential elections instead of the far
more relevant and appropriate question of German-
European responsibility for Southern Africa, but al-
so planned his itinerary in such a way that avoided
Namibia, of all places – a country to which Berlin,
aware of its special responsibility for development
in its former colony, quite rightly contributes devel-
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opment aid on a scale out of all proportion to the
contributions it makes to other regions. Schroeder’s
decision was deeply regretted in Namibia and, one
hundred years after the massacre at Waterberg, was
the focus of severe criticism. 

One hundred years after 1904, we – all of us:
our churches, our United Evangelical Mission and,
in particular, our Federal Republic of Germany – are
faced yet again with the question of shared respon-
sibility and guilt, and of what Bonhoeffer called
„responsible guilt“ – guilt accepted with adult re-
sponsibility. 

No commemoration of Barmen (1934)
without commemoration of Waterberg
(1904)

(In saying that we stand here today „70 years after
Barmen“ is also to say „100 years after the genocide
of 1904“.)

In this year, commemorating the 70th anniversary
of the Theological Declaration of Barmen, we have
a lesson to learn: there can be no commemoration
of Barmen today without the commemoration of
what happened at Waterberg! 

11 NNoo  ccoommmmeemmoorraattiioonn  ooff  BBaarrmmeenn  ((11993344))  wwiitthhoouutt
ccoommmmeemmoorraattiioonn  ooff  BBeerrlliinn  ((11888844))

Here in Wuppertal, in 1984 – the 50th anniversary of
the Theological Declaration of Barmen – Eberhard
Bethge gave a lecture on „Barmen and the Jews“. In
his lecture, Bethge, speaking as a friend of Bonhoef-
fer and as one carrying on his tradition, said: „To-
day, critical comments pointing to shortcomings in
the Barmen Theological Declaration come from quite
other fields of experience (than those of 1934). The
chorus of such criticism is louder at this 50th an-
niversary of Barmen than at any earlier one; and this
at a time when this anniversary is acquiring un-
precedented ecumenical significance.“

Shortly before this, Eberhard Bethge and I had
both delivered lectures at the large American Bar-
men Conference in Seattle. Another participant at
this same conference was Burgess Carr, the then
General Secretary of the All Africa Conference of
Churches (AACC). Bethge said of this encounter:
„Carr told how he (as an African) was participating
in the commemoration of the Barmen Declaration.
He added, however, that he found it impossible to
celebrate and commemorate the passage of the 50
years since 1934 without at the same time engaging
in a commemoration of quite another sort, of an
event that had occurred not 50 but 100 years previ-
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„What is it 
we owe to 
the people 
(i.e. us – the
people in 
Germany and
the people in
Namibia)?“

ously. This was the „Berlin Africa Conference“ of
1884, at which the colonial powers of Northern Eu-
rope had, under the leadership of Bismarck, set about
dividing up the regions of West and East Africa
amongst themselves.“ Barmen 1934 is, in fact, the
50th anniversary of Berlin 1884. Bethge also reports
how Carr went on: „He too, he said, celebrated Bar-
men as one of the great (ecumenical) decisions for
the freedom given to us by the Gospel. But he could
not help but also be aware of how this decision had
made its way into his world: still now, as then, with
a plus-sign for some (the whites), whose presence
there was to be traced back to 1884, and with a mi-
nus-sign for their victims“. From this, Bethge drew
the following conclusion, which I pass on to you as
a thought appropriate also to the 70th anniversary of
Barmen, which we commemorate this year: „We
have not yet attempted to think through the possible
connections between the commemoration of Barmen
and Christian colonialism. To which shortcoming
will Carr eventually point?“ And Bethge closes by
saying: „We make mention of Carr in order to re-
mind ourselves of the fact that after 50 years [and
here I might bring Bethge’s statement up to date and
add: also after 70 years] we also need to heed and
consider other areas of deficiency“.

In August 1974, Burgess Carr visited the UEM in
Wuppertal. He expressed a particular wish to visit

the Gemarke church, where the Ecumenical Confes-
sion of Barmen was adopted in 1934. He spent a
long time there in the company of Siegfried Groth
kneeling in silent prayer. The Barmen Declaration
was for him not only an ecumenical confession of
evangelical freedom. It was also a confession of
guilt made by the Confessing Church for had been
done in Berlin in 1884.

22    DD..  BBoonnhhooeeffffeerr’’ss  SSoolliittaarryy  CCoonnffeessssiioonn  ooff  GGuuiilltt  iinn
11994400

The UEM has asked me to explore the theme: „What
is it we owe to the people (i.e. us – the people in
Germany and the people in Namibia)?“ on the basis
of the confessional traditions that are binding for
us. I will do this by reference to the examples of
two confessional traditions. In this section – II.2 – I
will examine Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s „confession of
guilt“ made in 1940, and then, in section III.2, I will
go on to look at the statement made by the Con-
fessing Church in 1947 in Darmstadt on the wrong
political course taken by the German people. These
two documents are the best and most credible sum-
mary of our church’s confessional traditions. 

The Berlin Conference of 1884; the genocide
against the Herero people in 1904; the genocidal
slaughter of the people of Armenia only ten years
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later in 1914; the stripping of the rights of Jews,
Communists and Socialists in Germany – Dietrich
Bonhoeffer surely had all these events in mind
when, in absolute solitude in 1940, shortly before
Hitler’s predatory campaign against Russia, he wrote
down his „confession of guilt“ and hid it from the
approaching Gestapo under the boards in the attic.
In this confession he took as his point of reference
the Ten Commandments – interpreting their mean-
ing, however, always in the light of Jesus Christ and
in relation to the fundamental question: „What do
the God of Israel and the Living Christ want from us
today in the Ten Commandments?“ 

I will deal with only a few of the points that
Bonhoeffer makes:

Regarding the First Commandment Bonhoeffer
writes: „The Church confesses that she has not pro-
claimed often and clearly enough her message of
the one God who has revealed Himself for all times
in Jesus Christ and who suffers no other gods be-
side Himself … She has often been untrue to her of-
fice of guardianship and to her office of comfort.
And through this she has often denied to the out-
cast and the despised the compassion, which she
owes them. She was silent when she should have
cried out because the blood of the innocent was
crying aloud to heaven. She has failed to speak the
right word in the right way and at the right time.“

Bonhoeffer’s allusion here to the murder of Abel
(Genesis 4,10) and to the Solomonic tradition of
„speaking up for people who cannot speak up for
themselves“ are intended to point out that the
churches have a duty of solidarity not only to their
own members but to all victims everywhere, even if
they do not belong to the church.

Regarding the Second Commandment Bonhoef-
fer writes: „The Church confesses that she has tak-
en in vain the name of Jesus Christ … and she has
not striven forcefully enough against the misuse of
this name for an evil purpose. She has stood by
while violence and wrong were committed under
cover of this name“. Here, Bonhoeffer is thinking of
colonialism in the mantle of Christianity and of the
whole German-national ethnic pathos in the missi-
ology of that time.

Regarding the Fifth Commandment Bonhoeffer
writes: „The Church confesses that she has wit-
nessed the lawless application of brutal force, the
physical and spiritual suffering of countless inno-
cent people, oppression, hatred and murder and
that she has not raised her voice on behalf of the
victims and has not found ways to hasten to their
aid. She is guilty of the deaths of the weakest and
most defenceless brothers of Jesus Christ.“ These
words refer not only, as Eberhard Bethge has right-
ly pointed out, to the Jews. They also refer to those
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„Was not 
the Church
hindered 
and tied 
on all sides?“

affected by the genocides of 1904 and 1915, and
the victims both within and beyond Hitler’s Ger-
many. 

Regarding the Seventh and Eighth Command-
ments Bonhoeffer writes: „The Church confesses
that she has witnessed in silence the spoliation and
exploitation of the poor and the enrichment and
corruption of the strong. The Church confesses her-
self guilty towards the countless victims of calum-
ny, denunciation and defamation. She has not con-
victed the slanderer of his wrongdoing and she has
thereby abandoned the slandered to his fate.“ 

In closing, Bonhoeffer writes: „The Church con-
fesses herself guilty of breaking all Ten Command-
ments, and in this she confesses her defection from
Christ ... She has not proclaimed the justice of God
in such a manner that all true justice must see in it
the origin of its own essential nature. She has not
succeeded in making the providence of God a mat-
ter of such certain belief that all human economy
must regard it as the source from which it receives
its task. By her own silence she has rendered herself
guilty of the decline in responsible action … of the
defection of the governing authority from Christ.“
Here, Bonhoeffer is referring to that whole process
of theoretical justification and practical execution
in the course of which the commandments of the
God of Israel and of Jesus Christ were displaced and

replaced by a so-called „law of Nature“ and this
„law of Nature“ then in turn was equated and con-
founded with the so-called „law of the German peo-
ple“ and with the dictates of „the healthy instincts
of those of German blood“, according to the princi-
ple: „The measure of what is lawful is what benefits
the people and what the people demands.“ In the
face of all this, it had been the duty of the Church
to remind the state and the government of God’s
Kingdom, God’s Justice and God’s Commandment,
as had been confessed to in the fifth article of the
Barmen Declaration. 

Bonhoeffer had found, already in 1940, the on-
ly appropriate response to all those attempts at self-
excuse and self-justification which really took root
in Germany only after 1945. He asks: „Is this say-
ing too much? … Was not the Church hindered and
tied on all sides? Did not the entire secular force
stand against her? Had the Church the right to jeop-
ardize her last remaining asset, her public worship
and parish life, by taking up the struggle against
the anti-Christian powers?“ Bonhoeffer, however,
responds to all this (and his response remains today
an urgently relevant one) as follows : „This is the
voice of unbelief, which sees in the confession of
guilt only a dangerous moral derogation ... For in-
deed the free confession of guilt is not something
which can be done or left undone at will. It is the

32



emergence of the form of Jesus Christ in the
Church. Either the Church must willingly undergo
this transformation, or else she must cease to be the
Church of Christ. If anyone stifles or corrupts the
Church’s confession of guilt, his guilt towards
Christ is beyond hope.“ It was not until the Darm-
stadt Confession of Guilt in 1947 that Bonhoeffer’s
solitary and highly concrete confession of guilt,
sparing neither others nor himself, was taken up in
a spirit of true responsibility and applied to the
present in terms both of political and national his-
tory and of the history of the church. 

We learn from Bonhoeffer’s 1940 confession of
guilt and from Bethge’s and Carr’s reminders of the
events of 1884: there can be no commemoration of
Barmen (1934) without a commemoration of Berlin
(1884) and of Waterberg (1904)! 

The acceptance of guilt and responsibili-
ty in view of the reconciliation in and
through the crucified Christ.

(The confession of guilt of the Confessing Church of
1947 with regard to the false political path taken by
our German people.)

1904:  The genocide perpetrated by the German

Empire upon the Herero, Damara and Nama
peoples (1904–1907)

1915:  The genocide perpetrated by the Ottoman
Empire upon the Armenians

1941:  The genocide perpetrated by the so-called
„Third Reich“ upon the Slavic peoples
(1941–1945)

1942:  The genocide perpetrated by the so-called
„Third Reich“ upon the Jews of Europe
(1942–1945)

11    TThhee  eesssseennttiiaall  ssttrruuccttuurree  ooff  aa  rreessppoonnssiibbllee  lliiffee  

In the years 1941/42 – Hitler’s war of annihilation
against Russia had already been raging since 1941
– Bonhoeffer set about dealing, in his Ethik (Ethics),
with the question of „the essential structure of a re-
sponsible life“. With regard specifically to the theme
of the „acceptance of guilt“ he says: the acceptance
of guilt and responsibility is not an expression of
weakness, not a symptom of resignation and re-
sentment towards ourselves. Even today, we hear
again and again that Germans have a traumatic re-
lationship with their own past. But the acceptance
of responsibility is, according to Bonhoeffer, rather
an expression of a mature and responsible life be-
fore God. In the words of J. B. Metz: „The need to
lend a voice to suffering [and not to repress it] is a
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condition of all truth.“ Moreover, this is also, in
Bonhoeffer’s phrase, an expression of maturity and
the practice of a „responsible life“. The „inability to
mourn“ (M. Mitscherlich-Nielsen) and the denial of
recollection and commemoration – it is rather these
things, which render us „hostages to history“ and
cause us to repeat our fathers’ and mothers’ acts of
genocide. 

Distancing oneself from the past is not liberating
ourselves from it. On the contrary, it is essentially in
attempting to do so that we render ourselves
hostages to our own past – a lesson proclaimed by
Jesus himself in profound words to the Zealots and
the Pharisees who, intent on distancing themselves
from the blood-stained history of their people, from
Abel to Zechariah, were prepared to set Jerusalem,
through acts of terror and violence, on the path to
its own destruction: „And you say, ‘if we had lived
in the days of our fathers, we would not have taken
part with them in shedding the blood of the
prophets.“ Jesus continues: „Thus you witness
against yourselves, that you are sons of those who
murdered the prophets.“ (Matthew, 23:30 ff). 

These words of Jesus are also addressed to us, par-
ticularly when judging, too quickly and insensitively,
the male and female missionaries of the past who, on
the one hand, had partly gained the trust of the
Herero, Nama and Damara, but whose theology, on

the other hand, was shaped by German nationalism
and included absolute obedience to the German Em-
pire and its colonial policy. These men and women
lived and worked in the service of their Emperor in
Berlin and in ideological dependence upon his colo-
nial policies of exploitation and extermination. 

The Waterberg genocide of 1904, the genocide
perpetrated by the Ottoman Empire upon the Arme-
nians in 1915 - both these terrible events had al-
ready occurred. And Hitler had, as he once re-
marked, noted with great interest that there had
been almost no noticeable public outcry about
these crimes. Only the leader of the Social Democ-
rats, August Bebel, had protested against the
Kaiser’s policy of extermination of the Herero. And
indeed, very early in the 19th century, Immanuel
Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher had raised their
voices against the exploitative practices of colo-
nialism and against the missionary activity, which
accompanied it – in both cases, however, without
significant result. 

To this was added, in 1941, the genocide perpe-
trated against the so-called „sub-human Slavs“ by
Hitler’s war against Russia. The genocide perpetrat-
ed upon the Slavic peoples of Eastern Europe was
remembered and confessed in 1945 by that critical
commentary added, under the insistent urging of
Martin Niemöller, to the Stuttgart Declaration („we
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did not pray faithfully enough, did not love pas-
sionately enough...“) which, unfortunately, was
merely a half-hearted confession expressed in com-
parative terms: „Through our actions, infinite suf-
fering was brought down upon the peoples of East-
ern Europe“. Then, following the line taken by Mar-
tin Niemöller and Hans-Joachim Iwand, the EKD’s
1965 Memorandum on Eastern Europe opened the
way to Germany’s acceptance of its historical guilt,
its relinquishment of the East German territories and
its signing of the peace treaty with Poland and the
Soviet Union under Willy Brandt. Those of us who
lived through these events know of the massive re-
sistance from the conservative and right wing na-
tionalist forces, which had to be overcome here. 

The genocide perpetrated against the so-called
„sub-human Slavs“, which involved the murder of
some 20 million people, was followed in 1942, af-
ter the Wannsee Conference in Berlin, by the geno-
cide perpetrated against the Jewish people, in which
some 5 million died – the Jewish people whose con-
sciousness and conscience is defined by an obedi-
ence to these Ten Commandments. And indeed
Hitler himself had stated, with reference to this peo-
ple, that this moral consciousness based on the Ten
Commandments and not on the „Germanic“ Na-
tional Socialist sense of justice, was an invention of
the Jews, which, therefore, had to be eradicated. 

It was not until 1980, when the decision of the
Rhenish Synod – i.e. some 35 years after the mass
murder inflicted upon the Jews – finally confessed
to the „shared responsibility and guilt of German
Christians for the Holocaust“, for the annihilation
and extinction of European Jewry. 

22    „„WWee  hhaavvee  ggoonnee  aassttrraayy  ……““

The Confessing Church’s Council of Brethren’s
Darmstadt Confession of Guilt regarding the funda-
mentally false and wrong political path taken by
our German nation was a document drafted by the
theologians Karl Barth and H.J. Iwand together with
Pastor Martin Niemöller, who, at this time, had on-
ly recently been released from a concentration
camp. Decisive for its wider acceptance was the de-
fence of its ideas within their own churches, and in
the face of much resistance by national church au-
thorities, by the two Rhenish church presidents H.
Held and J. Beckmann, together with the Berlin
bishop K. Scharf. In this confession of 1947, Bon-
hoeffer’s solitary confession of guilt in 1940 – look-
ing back on German history since 1904 and at-
tempting explicitly to reinterpret the Barmen Theo-
logical Declaration in the light of subsequent events
– is, for the first time, adopted comprehensively. It
was in this same spirit that A. Falkenroth – head at

An invention 
of the Jews
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the time of the Church Seminary Wuppertal, son-
in-law of Joachim Beckmann and a member of the
Rhenish mission board – gave the impetus for a
penitential church service and drafted a declaration
of penitence on behalf of the UEM, exactly 30 years
after the Darmstadt Statement, in 1977 – and this
in full awareness of the significance of this date. 

The Darmstadt Statement confesses a history of
guilt, which we are to accept in a spirit of adult re-
sponsibility. In concrete terms, it addresses the fol-
lowing issues:

The nationalistic dream of a world-historical signif-
icance of the German people and of its guiding cul-
tural values according to the motto: „The German
spirit will heal the world“ („Am deutschen Wesen
soll die Welt genesen“). In his 1948 study Church
and Nation in the History of German Missiology, the
Dutch missiologist, J.C. Hoekendijk, provided a crit-
ical analysis of German missiology in the years
since the Berlin Conference of 1884. His judgement
is: „The legitimacy of a nationalist element in mis-
sionary work was discussed“ and advocated „in
Germany throughout the whole colonial period
(from 1884 to 1914).“ Among the many instances of
such advocacy that Hoekendijk cites is the follow-
ing, from the pen of the German missiologist J.
Richter, writing in the year 1915: „In the age of the

Reformation, it was the German people who gave
the Gospel back to the world. There is no doubt that
our people today also has the universal vocation to
bring Christianity to all humanity… In this sense
[that is, the sense of a German Christian culture] it
would perhaps not be going too far to say that
Protestant Germany is the evangelist among the
nations… With this truly German gift the national
element comes into its own.“ In other words: Ger-
man Christian culture will heal the world! Hoek-
endijk is certainly right, then, when he speaks, with
reference to the missiology of this period, of its „es-
sentially ethnic emotional appeal“. 

The alliance of church and mission with the forces
which preserve the old ways and structures
This alliance of „throne and altar“ meant the denial
of the duty and right to take, in the most extreme
cases, violent revolutionary action as a response to
criminal state violence „from above“. And, in turn,
the denial of this right to such resistance implied
the toleration of and the permission for the devel-
opment towards absolute dictatorship, as transpired
in the Hitler’s Germany. Just how topical this tradi-
tion of the church’s denial of the right to (where
necessary, violent) revolution „from below“ against
murderous racist violence „from above“ remained
can be clearly observed in the various official
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stances adopted by the EKD in the years between
1980 and 1990 and the criticism during this period
of the Namibian churches (CCN) for their participa-
tion in the liberation struggle led by SWAPO. Eber-
hard Bethge has also spoken, in this context, of the
„complicity“ of the churches in the criminal vio-
lence emanating „from above“. 

While the Evangelical Church in the Rhineland
and the board of the United Evangelical Mission,
despite all their committed championing of the
cause of a new socio-political system in Namibia,
continued to plead for an acceptance of the Alter-
native Special Fund, the positive and helpful reso-
lutions passed by the UEM on the participation of
the Namibian churches – even before the founding
of the CCN – in the liberation struggle led by
SWAPO, are down, largely, to Siegfried Groth. Pal-
pable in these resolutions was the intention to
awaken understanding for this participation in the
liberation struggle – an intention fulfilled by high-
lighting, on the one hand, the political practice and
the religious ideology of apartheid that amounted
to a kind of state-sponsored terrorism and, on the
other hand, the fundamental justice and legitimacy
of a theology and a practice of liberation: „Many
members of SWAPO are also active church members
whose political action is rooted in their religious
faith“ (position statement of the UEM, 24.1.1979).

The concrete responsibility for guilt which we need
to take upon ourselves
The Darmstadt statement speaks of a concrete re-
sponsibility for guilt and acceptance of this respon-
sibility that is clearly distinct from such generalised
statements as: „Of course we are guilty, and of
course we are in some way responsible; but that’s
no reason for us to make ourselves hostages to his-
tory“. In sharp contrast to this, the Darmstadt Con-
fession interprets and updates Isaiah 53, 6: „We
have gone astray.“ The language of Darmstadt is
not the language of Stuttgart, concerned with rela-
tivising guilt and detachment from it. It speaks in
unequivocal language, stripped of all „ifs and buts“.
„We have gone astray, inasmuch as we, as a church,
allied ourselves [and I add myself here: also as a
missionary organization] with the conservative
forces [monarchy, nobility and large-scale landed
property].“ Let us remind ourselves, a propos this
alliance with conservative forces, of the „Von
Trotha street-signs“ which still exist today in Mu-
nich. Let us remind ourselves also of the „large-
scale landed property“ in the hands of a small num-
ber of German farmers in Namibia, who, today, still
own 80% of Namibian farming land. We also read
in the Darmstadt Confession: „We have gone astray
... inasmuch as we relinquished the Christian free-
dom to alter [social and political] forms of life when

„We have 
gone astray.“
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the life of human beings demands that they be al-
tered.“ Let us remind ourselves, a propos big indus-
try and big banks, of firms like Woermann-Brock
and of the financial policies pursued in Namibia by
the Deutsche Bank from the era of colonialism and
of apartheid right up to the present day. 

33    RReeccoonncciilliiaattiioonn  iinn  tthhee  CCrroossss  ooff  CChhrriisstt::  iittss  ppoolliittiiccaall
ddiimmeennssiioonn

But something else identified in the Darmstadt
Statement was why the Confessing Church was able
to adopt such an open and direct approach to this
history of guilt and why it was ready to accept re-
sponsibility for it. This ability and this readiness are
rooted in the message of universal reconciliation in
Jesus Christ found in 2 Corinthians 5:19-21: „En-
trusted to us is the message of the world’s reconcil-
iation with God in Christ.“

After 1945, Article I of the Theological Declara-
tion of Barmen – „Jesus Christ is the singular and
unique Word of God“ – was given a more concrete
expression and formulation in the Darmstadt State-
ment’s reference (after 2 Corinthians 5) to the work
as well as to the word of universal reconciliation in
Jesus Christ. From this, it is concluded: „This Word
is not heard, not accepted, not acted upon and not
passed on to others except where we let ourselves

be acquitted of our entire guilt.“ What is referred to
here is neither a „collective guilt“ nor a „collective
liability“. Rather, it is the mature acceptance of re-
sponsibility for the consequences of the historical
„guilt in its entirety“. We are to be acquitted and
absolved „of the guilt of our fathers and mothers as
of our own guilt“ (Thesis 1). If this responsibility is
not accepted, this can mean, for the generation of
those born later, also a second guilt. I am thinking,
for example, of the failure to condemn and punish
most of those primarily guilty of the crimes com-
mitted by National Socialism, who walked free
while those lesser functionaries who had merely
acted on orders were convicted by the courts. It was
in reference to this that R. Giordano wrote, in 1987,
of the „second guilt“ of the Germans. And should
we continue to fail, after the elapse of 100 years, to
assume the responsibility for our guilt in the geno-
cide perpetrated upon the Herero, the Nama and the
Damara, then we would need to speak, too, in this
respect of a „second guilt“ weighing upon the con-
temporary Germany of 2004. By contrast, the hear-
ing of universal reconciliation in Christ and the ac-
tion, which follows upon this hearing, mean that
„we let ourselves be called homeward from all those
false and wicked paths upon which we Germans, in
our political will and our political action, have gone
astray“ (Thesis 1). 
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Let me briefly emphasize four points essential to
the statement made at Darmstadt: 

„Reconciliation“, as the term is used in the New
Testament, is never merely a religious or intra-ec-
clesiastical term. It is always at the same time a
„political“ concept. Because „reconciliation“ (in
Greek katallage) is, as distinct from cultic atone-
ment (in Greek hilasterion), part of the Greco-Ro-
man legal and political terminology. 

Reconciliation in Christ is linked with the ac-
ceptance of guilt and with responsibility between
generations not only at the individual and the
church level but also at the social-political and the
institutional level. H.J. Iwand gave particularly
moving expression to this truth in a letter to East-
ern Europe written in 1959, i.e. during the period of
„Cold War“ between East and West. Addressing the
problem of a substitutionary acceptance of histori-
cal guilt in its entirety in the life of nations, he
wrote : „In the case of guilt in the historical – that
is to say in the irreparable – sense, the essential
thing is: who is to take it upon themselves? This
[i.e. this acceptance] is the narrow gate through
which passes the way that leads forward. It is ...
something that lies like a stone in our way. No one
wants to take it up. No one wants to bear it. Every-
one... tries to distance him- or herself from it. In
this way, however, we flee before our own history.

We evade the afflictions with which God strikes us
– but we [thereby also] evade God’s promises.“ 

Reconciliation in Christ is a process in which the
victims must grant forgiveness to the perpetrators,
in which, therefore, perpetrators cannot grant for-
giveness to themselves or obtain such forgiveness
without the co-operation of their victims (Matthew,
5:43ff). Reconciliation is never self-forgiveness in
the sense of a religious-sacramental self-pacifica-
tion. It is rather a painful process in which, instead
of looking away, we must look into the very eyes of
our victims and, thereby, they, in turn, might final-
ly be enabled to look us in the face – like Jacob,
who, after his reconciliation with Esau, says (Gene-
sis, 33:10): „For truly to see your face is like seeing
the face of God, with such favour have you received
me.“ This passage is to be considered in the light of
H. Kannemann’s meditations on Genesis 33-34,
published in the edition of Materialdienst on 1904-
2004: „The night will end when you recognize your
fellow men as brothers and sisters.“

Reconciliation in Christ is linked to truth in the
sense of the essay by J. B. Metz and of the quota-
tion from Theodor W. Adorno which forms its title:
The need to lend a voice to suffering is a condition
of all truth. It was for this reason that, in the South
Africa of Nelson Mandela and Bishop Desmond Tu-
tu, we saw the founding by the ANC of a „Truth and
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Reconciliation Committee“ (TRC), within the frame-
work of which the victims of the crimes of
apartheid could relate, in the very faces of these
crimes’ perpetrators, the history of their unspeak-
able sufferings and these persecutors be obliged, for
their part, to confront, face to face, these their vic-
tims. There is no reconciliation – something I often
stressed during my last visit to Sumatra/Indonesia,
after the frightful battle, which occurred in the
Batak Church during the Suharto dictatorship there
– there is no reconciliation without truth! „We have
gone astray“ says the Darmstadt Statement in its
specific historical concretion and without any „ifs
or buts“. 

Reconciliation of the world through Christ is
linked to a global commitment to the cause of jus-
tice, also in the sense of economic justice, and with-
out such justice „reconciliation“ is an empty, ab-
stract concept. „We neglected to make the cause of
those deprived of their rights the cause of [all]
Christians, though this alone would have been in
accordance with the gospel of the coming Kingdom
of God.“ There is no reconciliation without justice.

Reconciliation in the New Testament always im-
plies, according to Romans 13 and 1 Peter 2:17, a
positive social and national task laid upon the
Christian amid the community of the nations. The
church as the ecumenical people of God from all

peoples (Acts 15:14) does not abandon or despise its
respective peoples. Rather, the church knows itself
to be, within the framework of the community of
nations, also especially responsible for the specific
nation to which it belongs. For this reason, the
church enquires, together with its own specific na-
tion, as to the special gift and talent of this nation,
which it may use for the benefit of the community
of peoples, and nations. It is for this reason that, ac-
cording to the Darmstadt Statement in 1947, the
German nation too finds itself assigned, thanks to
its cultural traditions and by reason of its historical
gifts and intellectual and spiritual endowments, the
following specific task: „Bid farewell to all faithless
indifference and become conscious, in this freedom
and in the utmost sobriety [that is, in sobriety also
of political analysis] of the responsibility which we
all bear, singly and together, for the construction of
a political system of a better sort: namely, one
which will serve the cause of law, public welfare,
domestic peace and reconciliation between the na-
tions“ (Thesis 7). 

Gustav Heinemann, Minister for the Interior at
the time in the cabinet of Konrad Adenauer and lat-
er President of the Federal Republic of Germany,
called this political ideal „constitutional patriot-
ism“. Heinemann – who, seated next to Karl Barth,
had attended the Barmen Synod in 1934 and had
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participated in the drafting of the Barmen Theolog-
ical Declaration – set us Germans the task, after
1945, of constantly critically examining and meas-
uring, against the standard of the magnificent con-
stitution represented by our Basic Law and that of
the constitutional ideal enshrined within it, the ac-
tual constitutional state of affairs within our polit-
ical system at any given historical point, so that we
always have clearly before our eyes and minds the
shortfall between the required constitutional norm
and the actual constitutional reality. He also set us
the task of constantly contributing to the construc-
tion of a free social state based on the rule of law.
Heinemann was aiming for a constitutional-social
democracy in which the rights of the state are
measured by the welfare of the least advantaged –
as the future Federal Constitutional Judge Helmut
Simon, another friend of Karl Barth’s, put it after
the preamble to the constitution of Switzerland had
been redrafted. 

Apart, however, from giving the German nation
the idea and ideal of constitutional patriotism, Gus-
tav Heinemann also restored to this nation a pride
in the knowledge that, throughout its whole histo-
ry since 1849 (!), there had been a tenuous but
nonetheless continuous democratic-constitutional
tradition, so that, after 1945, the political system of
democracy did not need to take the form of some-

thing imposed on us from the Allies. It was in this
spirit that Heinemann, together with the historian
Eberhard Jaeckel, undertook the task of assembling,
in the Freedom Museum of Rastatt, the documen-
tary records of the various achievements of this in-
digenous German will to democracy and the rule of
law, to which there have now been added, as the
latest and most hopeful episodes, the peaceful free-
dom movement and the non-violent revolution
„from below“ against the violence of state socialism
„from above“ which developed in the former GDR
in the years leading up to 1989. 

If we believe that the reconciliation of the world
in the crucified and resurrected Christ is at the very
heart of the Gospel, and if we believe that – as stat-
ed in the first article of the Barmen Declaration and
the first thesis of the Darmstadt Statement – the one
work and word of reconciliation in the Cross of
Christ is not only for Christians but for the whole
world through God in Christ (2 Corinthians 5:19-
21), then it becomes incumbent upon us not only to
recognize our own duty, as a church and as individ-
ual Christian men and women, to serve the cause of
the „reconciliation of the nations“ (Thesis 7), but al-
so to make the German state itself – the free social
state of the Federal Republic of Germany, which is
governed by the rule of law – serve this cause –
which is to say, concretely, also to serve reconcilia-
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tion with the Namibian nation. For this reason, we
always need to consider the year 1904 from the
perspective of 1990, the year of the founding of the
Democratic Republic of Namibia, and to learn to
understand it in this light. 

44    IInn  SSeeaarrcchh  ooff  aa  „„EEuurrooppeeaann  CCoonnsscciieennccee““  

In the context of an emerging united Europe, it is
imperative that we Germans, as constitutional pa-
triots, set about trying to discover what form of
conscience and what type of culture of commemo-
ration might prove equally viable and equally valid
for all the nations and peoples of Europe. 

Bonhoeffer’s analysis of the history of western
civilization in Erbe und Verfall (Heritage and De-
cline), which amounted to a plea for Christianity to
take a great step backward beyond the Greco-Ro-
man cultural tradition of which it had long been a
part and to enter into a never-ending direct en-
counter with Judaism; the Darmstadt Statement in
1947; the 1980 decision of the Rhenish Synod with
its appeal to turn back toward the living religion of
Judaism as the enduring trunk and toward Abra-
ham as the living root (Romans 11:18) of the great
tree of which we form a part – through all these we
gradually came to realize: if it is really our wish to
turn away from, and to leave behind, the German

nationalism of the 19th Century and the National
Socialism of the 20th Century, we need to return to
a specifically Judaeo-Christian culture. Therein, I
can express unconditional agreement with the
„Committee on Values“ of the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU). As the basis for a cultural European
identity, we require, then, according to Bonhoeffer,
a conscience that finds its orientation in the Gospel
of Christ and in Judaism. It was in this sense that
the Heidelberg Professor of Systematic Theology, D.
Ritschl, spoke in his Logik der Theologie (Logic of
Theology) of a necessity to step back over the
„Athenian Model of Man“ – in the sense of the
maximisation of self-realization and the „total de-
velopment of the self in bodily and spiritual-psy-
chological normality“ – towards the „Jerusalem
Model of Man“. With this latter he meant the re-
membrance of the suffering people through the
Suffering Servant (Isaiah 53) and the Crucified
Christ and the Messianic hope of a new Man, or of
a Man newly created.

However, in opposition to the CDU „Commission
on Values“ and its fear of Islam, I add: if we are re-
ally to orient ourselves by the Judaeo-Christian tra-
dition or to refer to the Judaeo-Christian legacy in
its reality, then – as Leo Baeck demonstrated in his
last essay on „Judaism, Christianity and Islam“
(1956) – it will be not only our obligation but also
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our desire to open ourselves to Islam – not only cul-
turally and intellectually but also religiously and
spiritually. This would surely involve not only
greater openness toward the 3 million men and
women of Islamic faith in Germany who are our im-
mediate neighbours, but also openness toward an in-
tellectual and spiritual encounter with Turkey, and
eventually also toward its acceptance into the
emerging new Europe. The acceptance of Turkey as
a part of the emerging new Europe, together with a
commitment by Turkey and its Islamic society to re-
spect and actively defend the new European Consti-
tution and those who publicly champion it, would be
a better basic strategy for the reorientation of the
Middle East than the entirely false path towards a
merely illusory „peace“ and „international order“ be-
ing followed by the USA with its military adventure
in Iraq, in total disregard for the UN and its nations. 

What we wish and hope for, then, is a Euro-Is-
lam bound by the European Constitution – some-
thing that has been called for by the Islamic side
(Smail Balic, A. Fallaturi and B. Tibi, for example)
and the Christian side (K.-J. Kuschel, Johannes Rau
and M. Stöhr). One important test, then, of whether
the Turkish republic is politically and morally ma-
ture enough to be accepted into the European
Union would be if and how the Turkish government
was able to demonstrate its ability to take a posi-

tion on, and accept political and religious responsi-
bility for, the genocide perpetrated upon the Ar-
menian people in 1915 by the Ottoman Empire. 

Hence, following Bonhoeffer, I appeal for a Ju-
daeo-Christian culture of memory and commemo-
ration, which, as such a specific culture of remem-
brance, is also open to Islam on the cultural, intel-
lectual, religious, theological and finally also the
political level; and which, in contrast to the culture
of America, would have a strong awareness of a re-
sponsibility – cultural, economic and also political
– for its part for the whole of Africa as the conti-
nent immediately geographically contiguous to Eu-
rope and an awareness and remembrance likewise
of the enormous richness of African culture, which,
in a manner comparable to the destruction of the
German Jewish culture, was systematically de-
stroyed by Europe over a period of hundreds of
years. 

If J. B. Metz is correct in contending that it is
through the capacity to remember and to commem-
orate suffering that we are able recognize a culture
common to all Europeans, and also recognize the
gradual emergence of a European conscience, then
Norman Paech – Professor for Public Law at the
Hamburg University for Economics and Politics and
Visiting Professor, for many years, in Windhoek
(Namibia) – was also correct when he wrote, in his
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For in Africa 
a dialogue 
of tolerance
between equal
partners 
already exists.

book Kolonialschuld und Entschädigung (Colonial
Guilt and Reparation), with respect to the German
genocide of the Herero: „If it has proven possible in
recent years for the parliaments of many European
countries to pass resolutions certifying the genocide
in Armenia to be an established historical fact, so
as to induce the Turkish government to publicly ac-
knowledge and recognize this dark and long repu-
diated chapter in the history of the Ottoman Empire
and to concede its own historical guilt, why, then,
is it not possible for the German Bundestag to for-
mulate, on the occasion of the hundredth anniver-
sary of the genocide perpetrated upon the Herero, a
resolution constituting a recognition of and apolo-
gy for this genocide – a step which would serve to
open a new chapter in the political discussions be-
tween both governments and the victims concern-
ing a belated form of reparation?“

This would be the beginning of a search for a
European conscience which (1) would be deter-
mined and directed by the Judaeo-Christian tradi-
tion in the sense of Bonhoeffer’s demand, (2) would,
on this basis, be open on a cultural, intellectual, re-
ligious, spiritual and political level to a Euro-Islam
and (3) would, therefore, admit to its guilt and re-
sponsibility with regard to Africa. For us Germans,
this would mean, in concrete terms, admitting our
guilt for 1904 and standing by today’s Democratic

Republic of Namibia. Here, we should always con-
sider the year 1904 from the  retrospective view
from 1990, the year of the foundation of the Repub-
lic of Namibia, so that, for our part, we do not help
foster tribalism in Namibia – something rightly
stressed by Dr Kameeta and also by Namibia’s po-
litical leadership. 

In this search for a European conscience, we
might also learn a great deal from the great tradi-
tions of Africa: 

For in Africa, and I am thinking particularly of
East Africa, a dialogue of tolerance between equal
partners and in clear dissociation from every form of
Islamic and Christian fundamentalism already exists.
This is a dialogue that not only poses practical ques-
tions about shared social goals but also engages in
joint prayer occasioned by common encounters.
Such joint prayer involves not only praying „in par-
allel“ (a Christian and Islamic representative both
praying at the beginning and end of a consultation),
but also an Islamic Imam saying a prayer at the be-
ginning and a Christian Bishop a prayer at the end
of the consultation, or vice versa. I am grateful for
this information from my friend and former Bishop,
E. Sendoro, from Dar-es-Salaam (Tanzania).

For in Africa, and I am thinking especially of
certain theological endeavours in Southern Africa,
after the cultural destruction wreaked by the white
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colonists, the question is once again being asked as
to which African traditions – or in Biblical terms,
which „wisdom traditions“ – were in fact destroyed
in the period when it was erroneously held that the
cultural traditions of Africa knew nothing of GOD
– or in Biblical terms: knew nothing of the ELOHIM
traditions which the Israelites themselves had come
upon as something already existing in the land of
Canaan and which they had adopted. 

When I speak of ELOHIM traditions being de-
stroyed in Africa and Namibia by the whites, I mean
those traditions, which comprised the vision of an
integral unity of land, environment, ancestors, gen-
erations and God himself, through which the whole
of Creation was sustained. The white colonists were
unable, for example, to understand that land in
Namibia could not be sold since it belonged to the
community. Moreover, these colonists positively re-
fused to understand that it was not permitted to
„buy“ – it was, in fact, most often a case of stealing
– cattle from tribal chiefs, since these animals were
sacred. They also failed to understand that one of
the many reasons for not driving people from their
land was that they could only maintain the link with
their ancestors on this land. It was for this reason
that, after 1907, some Herero returned to the land
and to the graves of their ancestors. Jürgen Molt-
mann once said: one can tell by the way in which

an individual or a people remembers and commem-
orates their ancestors and their dead how this indi-
vidual or this people will treat their children and the
generations to come. As Europeans and also as
Christians, we surely have a lot to learn from this
African commemoration of ancestors and forefa-
thers, which is aware of a bond with the „living
dead“ of all generations, while Christendom today
still continues to speak in pagan terms of „Toten-
sonntag“, i.e. the last Sunday in the church year re-
membering the dead – as merely dead.

We could learn, and here I am thinking especial-
ly of the theology of South-Western Africa, what
difficulties are having to be overcome there in the
attempt to move from a Theology of Liberation – a
liberation specifically from an oppressive racist vi-
olence „from above“ – to the reconstruction of a
state founded on the rule of law, in such a manner
that the legacy of the Theology of Liberation is not
simply forgotten but rather brought up to date.
Some of these difficulties were explained to me re-
cently here in Wuppertal by the President of the
„Evangelical Theological House of Studies“
(ETHOS), Dr Lucas M. Ngoetjana of the Theological
Faculty in Cape Town, and Dr Kameeta, in his con-
tribution „We are only now beginning, [after the
struggle for liberation] to find our identity“, has al-
so looked in detail at this problem.
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We Germans
should also
orient ourselves,
both culturally
and politically,
to the European
norms.

What is it that we Germans, acting out
of the Spirit of Remembrance, can now
do in concrete terms?

(A plea for a reciprocal critical ecumenism and sol-
idarity)

I would like to discuss this final point in two sec-
tions (IV.1 and IV.2), which are mutually related, al-
though the order in which they occur is not arbi-
trary. 

11    TThhee  nneecceessssaarryy  ccrriittiiccaall  ssoolliiddaarriittyy  ooff  tthhee  NNaammiibb--
iiaann  ssiisstteerr  CChhuurrcchheess  wwiitthh  uuss  GGeerrmmaannss

Regarding our relationship with Namibia, I will first
specify some concrete steps we Germans must self-
critically take in terms of the commemoration of
1904 and 1990, and look at the ecclesiastical and
political tasks we must actively undertake. In all
this, however, we are dependent – now more than
ever – upon the critical solidarity offered by our
sister churches in Namibia. And to today’s German-
Namibian relationship I will apply the past experi-
ence we have gained, firstly through our assump-
tion of responsibility towards Judaism which was,
albeit only incipiently, accomplished in the dia-
logue between Jews and Christians and secondly in

the German-Eastern European relationship with re-
spect to Poland and Russia: 

a)  The European argument
We Germans should also orient ourselves, both cul-
turally and politically, to the European norms
which we make binding for other European coun-
tries or with respect to future EU member countries.
As a precondition for accepting Turkey into the
currently emerging Europe united by the principle
of the rule of law, we demand – quite rightly, of
course –that it demonstrates its respect for this
same principle. We demand that Turkey take a re-
sponsible and unequivocal stance with regard to the
genocide perpetrated upon the Armenian nation
and the Christians of Armenia in 1915. But if this is
correct – and it is certainly correct – then we are al-
so obliged to apply this European norm to our-
selves. If we want to be taken seriously, we can
hardly demand that others meet the standard set by
this European norm if we are not prepared our-
selves to take a position with regard to the „Euro-
pean argument“ and to live and act by it. The „Eu-
ropean argument“ from the rule of law, however,
says: „There can be no statute of limitations on
genocide“. And this argument – the validity of
which we gradually came to recognize as regards
our relationship to the Jewish and other peoples
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and one which we Germans have indeed acted up-
on, in a more exemplary manner than many other
European and non-European nations in actually of-
fering „reparation“ (I am thinking, for example,
here of the colonial history of France in North
Africa) – also applies to Germany’s relationship
with the people of Namibia. 

For this reason, I am loath to engage in legal ar-
guments, which are unlikely ever to produce any
definitive result, as to whether the Federal Republic
of Germany can or cannot be construed as having
incurred any legal obligation in terms of the law in
force at the time. Instead, in terms of the presently
emerging united Europe and following the Euro-
pean legal principle „there can be no statute of lim-
itations on genocide“, we should rather hold our-
selves responsible for the genocide perpetrated up-
on the Herero, Nama and Dama – just as the Euro-
pean states rightly made Turkey responsible for the
crimes committed under the Ottoman Empire. In
both cases, this assumption of responsibility is the
precondition for gaining admission to the newly
emerging Europe.

I call this argument, as opposed to all merely le-
gal arguments, the European argument, and I be-
lieve that – quite regardless of whether the legal ac-
tion by the descendants of the Herero before US
courts of law proves successful or not – this „Euro-

pean argument“ is one which has more hope of suc-
cess for the following reasons:

It does not draw us into the extremely complex
and perhaps insoluble problems of international
law between 1884 and 2004.

In as much as it shifts the emphasis of the argu-
ment away from individual descendants of the
Herero onto the entire Namibian nation, it could
give clearer expression within the context of the
European Union to the total and integral responsi-
bility of the Federal Republic of Germany for the
entire Namibian nation. 

The criteria, which it stipulates, are criteria that
apply in Europe today, and criteria by which coun-
tries seeking membership of the European Union
today are – and indeed must be – measured and
judged.

It takes seriously the lesson we in the Federal
Republic have already learnt with respect to the
Jews and the Slavic nations: that there can be no
statute of limitations on genocide. 

b)  The necessity for land reform
The long-term effects of that morally irresponsible
history of German colonialism in Namibia still evi-
dent in the fact that over 80% of Namibia’s land re-
mains in the hands of a small group of white peo-
ple. For this reason and in line with the „Darmstadt
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Such companies
could also
perhaps help
finance training
and education
programmes for
black farmers.

Statement“, we demand of the institutions, banks
and multi-national companies who have been en-
gaged ever since the Berlin Conference of 1884 –
that is, for some 120 years now – in the exploita-
tion of Namibia, that they morally reappraise their
own history. In concrete terms, this would mean,
for example, they assume responsibility for setting
up – as has been done for the Polish forced labour-
ers of the so-called „Third Reich“ – a fund for the
reparation and compensation of Namibia and dedi-
cating this fund, in co-operation with the socially
and politically relevant organs of the Namibian
government, to the necessary land reform and the
systematic purchase of land by black farmers. The
justification for such a course of action is neatly
summed up in a letter written in response to an ar-
ticle on Namibia published in Der Spiegel in 2004:
„When I was at school, I was taught that, in Ger-
many, there can be no statute of limitations on
murder. Apparently, however, this does not apply to
the case of 700,000 Herero. The convenient excuse,
of course, is that the putting-down of the Herero re-
bellion was not illegal as the relevant international
law was not in force at the time. But are the descen-
dants [of the Herero, the Nama and the Damara] not
subject to the law of nations, which is in force to-
day? Or are they, too, only „second-class human
beings“ as their forefathers once were in the eyes of

their colonial masters and are still, it seems, in our
eyes?“

Through such a fund and such a foundation, we
could, for example, attempt to bring about a situa-
tion, whereby German firms who are currently the
objects of legal action in US courts but also such
banking houses as the Deutsche Bank and such
construction and trading companies as Woermann
and Brock – which, since 1884, have profited and
continue to profit from the exploitation of Africa in
general and Namibia in particular – would, within
the scope of the more-than-overdue land reform
process, voluntarily make funds available to facili-
tate a legal buying-back of land by black farmers.
This would avoid the emergence of a situation such
as the one we now see in the Zimbabwe of Robert
Mugabe. Such companies could also perhaps help
finance training and education programmes for
black farmers as well as for teachers and skilled
workers. 

c)  The necessity for schoolbook reform
Commemoration is essentially linked to culture,
knowledge and information. Only on the basis of
these can it be sustained and passed on to the pres-
ent generation in school, university and church.
However, the colonial history of the German Empire
from 1884 to 1914, along with its continuing con-
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sequences, is something the general public either
knows very little about or has suppressed. In Ger-
many, the political, historical and theological con-
sciousness is of a nation, which since 1915 has been
unencumbered by any colonial guilt. As the re-
search of Gisela Krüger brought to light, even for-
mer President Roman Herzog on a state visit to
Namibia spoke of a not particularly happy period of
common history. Historically, however, this is
wrong. Hence, we need to proceed here as we have
proceeded – with initial signs of success – in our re-
lations with Israel-Judaism and with Poland and
the former Soviet Union. We must establish a joint
schoolbook committee comprising both Namibian
and German historians to examine German history
and geography books with an eye to the forgotten
and suppressed history of colonialism and the
genocide of 1904-1907, and to readdress and find
solutions to how the history of Namibia after 1990
can be dealt with more appropriately in German
schoolbooks.

I must also add here that for a number of years
some promising German-Namibian co-operation
between the University of Bremen and the Law Fac-
ulty in Windhoek –under the direction of Professor
Manfred O. Hinz and Helgard Patemann among
others – has been looking at the schoolbook ques-
tion. I should also mention the Lernbuch Namibia,

Deutsche Kolonie 1884–1915 (Learning Book
Namibia, German Colony 1884-1915).

To give a further example: Dr Kameeta has point-
ed out how in this context the German press often
only reports news about Namibia when the news is
negative. From this he drew the ironical conclusion:
if there is nothing about Namibia in the German pa-
pers then everything must be going well there. We
should recognize that it is also our task to pay atten-
tion to what is being said in our church and secular
press and, where necessary, to publicly contradict
one-sided or tendentious representations of Namibia
through readers’ letters or statements. Here, we may
take as our model the Mainz Working Group on
Southern Africa (MAKSA) under Markus Braun. 

d)  The renaming of streets
In Germany in the year 2004, there are still street
names that are very public reminders of our involve-
ment in a criminal history of colonial oppression.

In Munich-Bogenhausen, for example, we find a
Lüderitz Street and a Leutwein Street, and in Mün-
chen-Trudering a von Trotha Street and a Water-
berg Street. A recent initiative of the Green Party,
which proposed accepting responsibility for the
past – yet still so present – history by renaming
such streets, elicited the sanctimonious response
from a member of the Christian Democratic Party
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A quite 
deliberate
swindle

that „of course (!) we have come out against the re-
naming of some 22 streets in Trudering, which are
reminders of the colonial period. These street-
names are an expression of their time and of our
history and that is something which ought not to be
glossed over simply because it’s unpleasant. This
attitude is shared by the great majority of the peo-
ple who live here, quite regardless of party political
affiliation,“ (Der Spiegel 5/2004, page 14). 

But if these street names form part of the histo-
ry of our colonial crimes against the peoples of
Southern Africa, why – if there is no general desire
to actually change these names – are measures not
taken to add a some kind of sign or plaque provid-
ing information about the historical context and
dissociating itself from it? Public opinion chose
such an option – non-removal, but dissociation and
historical information – in the case of the ancient
Judensau (Jewish swine) inscription on the City
Church of Wittenberg. And, as we also learn from
the same reader’s letter, will it really do, and is this
not actually a perfect example repression of guilt
that – to proceed as follows?: „The von Trotha
Street has, as a result of these problems(!), long
since been rededicated to another member of the
von Trotha family.“ 

What is happening here in Munich in 2004 has
already happened in Bremen-Schwachhausen,

where the Anti-Apartheid Movement (AAB) has
been campaigning since 1979 to change the name
of Lüderitz Street to Nelson-Mandela Street. In
1980 the Bremen historian and author of the well-
known book Heinemann und die Deutschlandfrage
(Heinemann and the Germany Question, 1972) sup-
ported this initiative in an open letter, which gave
a comprehensive account of research into the
fraudulent methods of land-robbery the merchant
Adolf Lüderitz had been employing since 1883 to il-
legally appropriate large areas of the Angra Peque-
na Bay, renamed Lüderitz Bay. The contract agree-
ment with the Nama states that the bay Lüderitz is
purchasing is „a distance of 20 geographical miles
measured from every point of the coast, including
all harbours and rights“. What was not disclosed to
the Namas, however, was that a geographical mile
is the equivalent of 7.4 kilometres and not the 1.6
kilometres they were familiar with from their previ-
ous dealings in English miles. A quite deliberate
swindle which vastly multiplied the area of land ac-
quired by Lüderitz, whereby „as indisputably de-
monstrated by the Bremen government archives, he
negotiated with the Nama chief with fraudulent in-
tent.“ (Letter from D. Koch, Lüderitzstraße 21,
22.04.04). 

A second attempt to change the name of
Lüderitz Street to Nelson-Mandela Street, this time
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by the Student Christian Movement in Bremen on
25th August 1986, met with no greater success. The
pathetically weak response offered by the Bremen-
Schwachhausen local authorities was: „By majority
decision, the local council has resolved to discuss
this matter no further and is also not prepared to
enter, on the basis of your application, into any fur-
ther consultations on this matter.“  (Letter dated
26.9.1989).

By doing so, however, we only succeed in once
again suppressing the memory of the colonial land-
robbery, which forms part of our history, and in re-
fusing to lend a voice to truth. But through com-
mitted campaigning to rename streets truth be-
comes concrete and – as we see – discussed! 

e)  The German churches’ share of responsibility.
Since the beginning of the 1980’s, the German
churches’ share of responsibility has been recog-
nized above all in the partnerships between church
districts, parishes and schools in both countries,
which are to be understood as efforts to bring
about reconciliation and the assumption of respon-
sibility. The same could be said about the partner-
ship between the EKiR and the ELCRN and the ec-
umenical Youth Exchange Programme with its
arrangement for yearlong stays in the respective
sister churches. 

Two ways of further concretising this shared re-
sponsibility of the EKD, the EKiR and the UEM for
Namibia might be, for example, in co-operation with
the Church Seminary Wuppertal to set up an ecu-
menical scholarship fund to support one student
from Namibia each year at the Church Seminary and
also for the Church Seminary to give special consid-
eration, in future years, to professors from the Uni-
versity of Namibia or from the Paulinum when fill-
ing the post of Ecumenical Guest Lecturer. We might
encourage German school-leavers to spend a year in
Namibia gaining ecclesiastical, theological, cultural
and political experience before they take up their
theology studies. In this connection, we might also
succeed in bringing about a larger-scale exchange of
assistant pastors from the Rhenish Church with
Namibia, as part of their practical pastoral training.
It would also be possible for male and female pastors
from Namibia to serve for a time in the Rhenish
Church, somewhat along the lines of the already
tried and tested practice of exchange with Indone-
sian sister churches in Sumatra. For it is only
through encountering real people from other coun-
tries and cultures that their history and traditions are
brought home to us in a living and emphatic way. It
would also make good sense to include Namibia in
the programmes and projects of „Aktion Sühnezei-
chen“ (Sign of Reconciliation Campaign).
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We could 
organize a
„Children’s
Holiday 
Programme“.

We could organize a „Children’s Holiday Pro-
gramme“ based on the model of the programmes
established for children in the former Yugoslavia
and from the Middle East, whereby it is possible to
donate 120 EUR annually to finance a place for a
child on such a holiday. Through this, children in
Namibia would have the chance to enjoy a holiday
within Namibia or elsewhere. 

In our church services, we could regularly – per-
haps annually – especially remember the long suf-
fering of the Herero, Nama and Damara peoples
and, in a spirit of hope for the future, tell the story
of the successful struggle of the Namibian nation to
free itself from the racist yoke of South Africa. We
might also – although this would constitute not so
much an addition but rather a precondition to all
that I have just suggested – pray for the churches
and the development of a democratic, constitution-
al and economically prosperous Namibia. 

22    CCrriittiiccaall  ssoolliiddaarriittyy  wwiitthh  NNaammiibbiiaa’’ss  eecccclleessiiaassttiiccaall
aanndd  ppoolliittiiccaall  ppaatthh

Only after we Germans, through the acceptance of
church and political responsibility, have learned the
lesson of this commemoration of 1904 and, with sen-
sitivity, taken this lesson to heart, will we be in a po-
sition to credibly perform the ecumenical duty of

standing alongside the churches and the political per-
sonalities of Namibia, in a spirit of critical solidarity. 

I will mention now, with all the brevity and cau-
tion the case demands, three points and refuse to
tolerate any misuse of these considerations by oth-
er parties: 

a)  The distinction between the causes of racist vi-
olence from above and their consequences
At the first reunion of our „Christian Initiative for
Freedom in South Africa and Namibia“ at the Ecu-
menical Workshop in Wuppertal in 2002, Bishop
Kameeta remarked that the reports in the German
media on human rights violations by SWAPO be-
fore 1990 were often biased, most probably –
though this is my own speculation – as a distrac-
tion from the need for Germans to accept responsi-
bility for 1904. This was why in my book of 1988,
Bekennende Kirche in ökumenischer Verantwortung
(The Confessing Church and its ecumenical respon-
sibility) I wrote: „In the face of the tendentious use
made by a whole series of organizations of the vi-
olations of human rights occurring in SWAPO
camps – I am thinking here of many circles within
the German Evangelical Lutheran Church (DELK) in
Namibia and the United Evangelical Lutheran
Church (VELKD) in Germany, as well as of certain
circles in Germany associated with the Turnhalle
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Conference and the publications expressing their
views – it is important to bear firmly in mind one
basic principle: the EKD, in accordance with the
‘Darmstadt Statement’, must distinguish the causes
of the violations of human rights by the racists in
South Africa and Namibia from their consequences,
because only the implementation of Resolution 435
of the UN Security Council concerning the holding
of free elections in Namibia – elections in which
SWAPO is entirely ready to participate – can elimi-
nate the sole cause of the use of violence in Namib-
ia, namely, the unspeakable terror being wreaked by
the racist army of South Africa. The recognition of
this distinction would be a credible fulfilment of the
intention behind the ‘Darmstadt Statement’ of 1947
and the Memorandum on Poland of 1965: to distin-
guish between the causes of violence [the outbreak
of the war, for which the Hitler’s Germany was sole-
ly responsible] and their consequences [the expul-
sion of the Germans from Eastern Europe; the crim-
inal bombardment of Dresden by the English as a
demonstration to the Soviet Union of their military
might], and not to suppress the causes and equate
them with their consequences“. 

b)  The rehabilitation of the so-called „dissidents“
Only when we Germans begin to do this in a credi-
ble manner and, liberated through the reconciliation

in the crucified Christ, truly turn back from those
fatal and disastrous paths, the milestones of which
are 1904 (Waterberg), 1941 (the predatory military
campaign against Russia) and 1942 (the decision by
the leadership of the Nazi party, at the Wannsee
Conference in Berlin, to annihilate European Jewry)
– only then do we also have an ecumenical duty to
accompany, in critical solidarity, the churches and
the politics of the Namibian people.

I was among the participants when our initiative
„Freedom for South Africa and Namibia“ blockaded
the South African embassy. We succeeded then in
completely blockading the embassy for four hours,
cutting it off from the rest of the world. For these
few hours, a „utopia“ became reality and was given
after all a place of liberation and freedom. As some-
one who on this occasion – together with one of my
students at the time, Olaf Schaper – was brutally
beaten by the German police and subsequently or-
dered to pay a large fine by the regional court in
Bonn, I have this to say (and distance myself once
again, as above, from any possible misuse of these
remarks by persons with intentions opposite to my
own): 

Namibia has a magnificent democratic constitu-
tion, to the formulation of which those Christian
men and women who took part in SWAPO’s libera-
tion struggle also contributed their share – and, in-
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The „second
guilt“ of the
Germans

deed, by no means the smallest share. It is my
prayer and my dream and my wish for us all that in
Namibia, too, we will see further progress in the
reconciliation of the various tribes with one anoth-
er instead of a threatening and ever escalating trib-
alism. This process must not be reversed – not by
any commemoration of ours, which is focused,
solely on the Herero nor by the showing, in the
magnificent Waterberg film of the Killimans, of in-
terviews with Herero alone. It is my prayer and my
wish for us all that, also there, we will eventually
achieve not only a genuine reconciliation of the
various groups within the population – a reconcili-
ation leading towards a unified Namibian nation –
but also to a rehabilitation of the Namibian
refugees, who currently live dispersed throughout
the world, and a rehabilitation of the so-called dis-
sidents (for example, of the group of leaders of the
„11“). It is not right that dissidents should continue
to be defamed as „spies“ to whom forgiveness has
been granted; rather, they must be publicly recog-
nized as patriots to whom honour should be re-
stored and reparation paid. The victims must, in
their suffering, be recognized and their honour re-
habilitated, because every democracy is reliant on
critical opposition. 

As late as 1952, Dietrich Bonhoeffer was still be-
ing publicly defamed and abused as a traitor to his

country – until a Berlin court, in the so-called „Re-
mer Trial“, finally placed a legal ban on this defama-
tion, on the basis of the theological expert opinions
of E. Wolf and H. J. Iwand. This, however, was by no
means an intellectual ban on the thesis of „the trai-
tor Bonhoeffer“. In Germany, it was only very recent-
ly – in other words, some 50 years after 1945 – that
deserters who had refused to continue serving in the
army of the Nazis were finally rehabilitated. Nazi
judges, on the other hand, such as the Minister-Pres-
ident of Württemberg, Filbinger, continued to be, for
a very long time after the war, men of position and
authority. R. Giordano has, quite rightly, called this
the „second guilt“ of the Germans.

Another important point here: during my study
of theology, philosophy and the history of religion
at the Church Seminary Wuppertal and at other
universities, I never once took part in a seminar on
Bonhoeffer – for the simple reason that no such
seminar was being offered anywhere. Eberhard
Bethge’s book on Bonhoeffer appeared only in
1967. And a long time had to elapse even after this
before church, university and society had become
genuinely familiar with Bonhoeffer’s course of a vi-
olent resistance „from below“ and before it was
adopted in theological and intellectual respects. In
other words, from 1945, it took nearly 25 years be-
fore Bonhoeffer had really reached people’s hearts.
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Let us grant, then, some time, too, to the Demo-
cratic Republic of Namibia. Time to further stabilize
itself on all levels – as a democracy, as a state sys-
tem based on the rule of law, and as a society – un-
til its constitutional stability is sufficient to allow it
to address and work through even the dark history
of SWAPO’s violations of the human rights of its
own people. In 1989, after a long period of silence,
S. Groth was the first to draw public attention to
these violations in Germany – meanwhile joined by
many others all over the world – acting on the re-
quest of those SWAPO dissidents whose pastor he
was, in his capacity as UEM Executive Secretary for
human rights in Southern Africa, for many years.
We should, of course, not measure or judge Namib-
ia by any standard we are not prepared to apply al-
so to ourselves and to our own government. It may
well be that Namibia manages to meet these stan-
dards before us and sets us a good example. The
„Parents’ Committee“ and the „Breaking the Wall of
Silence Movement“ (BWS) in Namibia could
achieve their goal before we achieve our goal re-
garding Bonhoeffer and – even more likely – re-
garding our willingness and ability to work through
our Nazi past. This again is my hope and my prayer
and my wish for us all!

It is also my dream and my wish for us all that
another volume will one day supplement the book of

poems by Z. Kameeta, God In Black Ghettos, from
which I frequently quoted in my lectures on the the-
ology of the cross and on the concrete commemora-
tion of the Passion of Jesus Christ: God In The Sub-
terranean Caves Of Lubango (Angola) or God In The
Dissidents’ Prison of Mboroma (Tanzania). In both
prisons, SWAPO liberation fighters were held cap-
tive, under cruel conditions, by the SWAPO leader-
ship. Many suffered terrible deaths there. The fate of
these people, persecuted by their own SWAPO lead-
ership, is still today the subject of an official silence
and taboo. But there can be no reconciliation
through amnesia and forgetting. Rather, „the need to
lend a voice to suffering is a condition of all truth.“
This would be in accordance with the biblical wis-
dom Bonhoeffer taught and practiced in very diffi-
cult times: „Open your mouth for the dumb“
(Proverbs, 31:8). This would mean: since we here in
Germany have, over and above the „first guilt“ of
our crimes against the Slavic and the Jewish peoples,
also incurred a „second guilt“ by calling only in rare
and exceptional cases the criminal generals and SS-
leadership to legal account, a „second liberation“ of
the Namibian people, following upon the „first liber-
ation“ from the racist yoke of South Africa, could be
an example to us Germans, indeed to many church-
es and nations across the world. This is my prayer
and my dream and my wish for us all. 

Time to further
stabilize itself

on all levels
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„We have only
just begun to
discover our
own identity.“

c)  The Namibian church’s search for an identity of
its own
The close political proximity of the Namibian
churches (CCN) to the liberation movement SWAPO,
which was demanded and necessitated by the strug-
gle for freedom, will, now that this freedom has
been achieved, necessarily have to take the new
form of a critical solidarity in the context of „Rec-
onciliation and Reconstruction“ – a lesson the
churches in Germany learnt only slowly in the
years after 1945. Bishop Kameeta’s public admoni-
tion (which was reported to me by Oberkirchenrat
W. Neusel), pronounced shortly after liberation in
1990, that the political representatives of a free
Namibia were, like all creatures, mortal beings and
not free of error, needs to be brought to wider pub-
lic expression. This should be done by the churches
in Namibia as a sign of the imitation of Christ, in
the spirit of critical solidarity and as a contribution
to the maintenance of democracy in the daily con-
duct of politics. In a brave and pioneering article
published earlier this year, Kameeta formulated this
idea anew: „We have only just begun to discover
our own identity.“ (Afrika-Süd, ISA 4/03, 36). I
might also refer here, as good examples of the same
stance, to the articles written, in a spirit of critical
solidarity with SWAPO, by Gwen Lister, editor-in-
chief of The Namibian and Henning Melber, direc-

tor of the Africa Institute in Uppsala, Sweden –
both from 2001.

What needs to be sought and found here is the
kind of critical solidarity described precisely in Ar-
ticle V of the Barmen Theological Declaration, in
terms of Luther’s doctrine of the two kingdoms and
Calvin’s rule of Jesus Christ over church, society and
state: „The church recognizes, in gratitude and in
awe before God [„awe“ contains an element of fear
as well as of honour; fear is due only to God; hon-
our is due to the representatives of the state by rea-
son of the fact that their conscience is bound to
God], the benefit of the political [and social] order
that God has instituted. It [the church for its part] is
a reminder [the state authorities bound to the polit-
ical constitution] of God’s kingdom, God’s justice
and God’s command, and thereby also of the re-
sponsibility [not only] of the rulers [but also and
most especially of the co-responsibility] of the ruled
indeed“ to stand up for more law, peace and liberty. 

It was for this reason that already in 1947, two
years after the end of Hitler’s dictatorship, the
„Darmstadt Statement on the Political Path of our
People“ also distanced itself from the policies being
pursued by the Allies, most especially by the Amer-
icans and that political class in Germany, which
was taking its lead from them. These policies in-
volved the instrumentalization of the new legal or-
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der then emerging in Germany as a weapon in the
struggle against the so-called „Eastern Bloc“ – an
instrumentalization which meant an attempt to
hinder and prevent any real clarification and estab-
lishment of the truth concerning Germany’s recent
past. Important members of Hitler’s general staff
and secret service, who had taken part in the preda-
tory war conducted in Russia against the so-called
„sub-human Slavs“, were taken up into the US se-
cret service as „Russia experts“ for the struggle
against the Soviet Union, thus becoming immune to
all legal prosecution. This was and is nothing other
than a secret amnesty law, enacted „under the cov-
er of night“ behind the backs of the German people!
A similar amnesty law was passed in 1990 in
Namibia with regard to the human rights violations
by SWAPO and by the Boers. 

As chairman of the commission for 1904-2004
commemoration events, Z. Kameeta has reported
how German journalists have come to Namibia in
order to make demands or to outline their own
ideas as to how the anniversary year of 2004 ought
to be commemorated. By contrast, he pointed out
how, during his visit to the Rhenish Synod in 2004,
only one German journalist had asked him: „What
do you expect from us?“. He answered this question
as follows: „For the first time a German journalist
has asked this question. Not: ‘This is what we de-

mand of you’ but ‘What is it you expect of us?’;
‘What is it you Namibians expect of us Germans?’“

Since Namibia has a pioneering democratic con-
stitution founded on the rule of law and since, ac-
cording to Gustav Heinemann, the same applies to
the Basic Law of the Federal Republic of Germany
– Heinemann spoke of a magnificent constitutional
opportunity – Namibians and Germans should de-
velop an ever deeper and fuller understanding of
themselves as „constitutional patriots“: as black
and white constitutional patriots.

A constitutional patriotism would mean for us
Germans that we would renounce all nationalism,
take our position consistently upon the foundation
of the Basic Law and, within the context of a unit-
ed Europe, fight for a social democracy which is
based on the rule of law and therefore liberal. In
this struggle, we need to look, as to the source and
origin of all law, to the history of the law giving
and liberating God of Israel, who freed Israel from
slavery and restored to life the lawlessly crucified
Christ. This was why Bonhoeffer, in his solitary
confession of guilt of 1940, said that the church
had „failed to proclaim God’s justice in such a way
that all true law had to see and to recognize in this
justice the source of its own being.“

A constitutional patriotism would mean for
blacks and whites in Namibia that the constitution-

‘What is it you
expect of us?’
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al norm would also be practically translated into
political and social reality; that the gulf between
rich and poor, which, up to the present day, has
been a gulf between black and white, would be
closed; that the injustice that a small percentage of
whites own 80% of the farming land of Namibia
would be corrected; that the threatening and in-
creasing tribalism would be overcome in favour of
a constitutional patriotism on the basis of which
blacks, Boers and Germans could all grow together
into a single Namibian nation.

It is permissible, indeed it is imperative, that our
two nations, in a spirit of critical-solidarity, enquire
of each other whether such a „constitutional patri-
otism“ has or has not yet been realized in Germany
and in Namibia. 

Epilogue:  NNooww we have the Bible aanndd
the land 

In the magazine published by the UEM, in die Welt
– für die Welt (Into the World – For The World)
which addressed the theme „Namibia 1904–2004“
(one would have done better to write: „Namibia
1904–1990–2004“), there is a much-quoted phrase
describing the phases of German colonization – and
also the entanglement of the missionaries and the

white churches in this colonization – right up to the
point of the liberation of Namibia. 

That not all of those working with the church in
Namibia and Germany were so entangled, that there
were some among the missionaries who can be proud
of their record in this period – of this we may assure
ourselves by a glance at the letters written by the mis-
sionary August Kuhlmann in the period around 1904.
And that the same can be said of certain female mis-
sionaries is demonstrated by the example of (among
others of the younger generation) our sister Ursula
Pönninghaus, who just recently passed away. Her re-
sistance to all forms of racism dated back to her time,
from 1948 to 1951, as a parish worker in Herford –
when she lived in the house of the Confessing
Church’s Herford pastor Eduard Hesse, a man who,
during the Nazi dictatorship, had, in the most con-
vincing manner, put into practice the principle of an-
ti-racist resistance. True to her own principles, she
stood throughout the course of the liberation struggle
loyally alongside the Namibian people. Through con-
versations with her, I gained much valuable insight
into the paths being taken by church and society in
Namibia. We last met, and bade each other a final
farewell, on the Hardt in Wuppertal – fittingly, on the
Dietrich-Bonhoeffer-Weg!

The phrase so often cited by Africans runs, ac-
cording to Paul John Isaak, Professor at the Facul-
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ty of Theology at the University of Namibia, as fol-
lows: „The white missionaries gave us the Bible and
taught us to pray and, while we were praying, they
took our land and our cattle. Now, we still have the
Bible – but they have the land and everything else.“
(in die Welt – für die Welt, 1/04, 5). What is meant
here is: when the missionaries came, they gave us
the Bible; when the settlers and soldiers came, they
robbed us of the land and the missionaries did
nothing to stop them. 

Zephania Kameeta not only summed up these
facts in more concise terms but he also added a Lib-
eration Theology proposition: 

First, we had the land and the whites had the
Bible. 

Then, we had the Bible and the whites had our
land.

But since 1990, we have the Bible and once
again possess our land.

In other words: with the Bible we struggled for
our land, which belongs to the Lord God (Psalms,
24,1) and which he has given to the community of
men and women as a mandate (Psalms, 115,16).
Since the independence of Namibia, we have the
Bible and also the social and political responsibili-
ty for our country. I supplement this pioneering
chain of reasoning by Kameeta with a point orient-
ed towards maintaining and promoting the rule of

law, which is as valid for Germany as it is for
Namibia.

Now we have both – Germany since 1989 and
Namibia since 1990 – the Bible and our country.

Now, more than ever, people in Namibia are en-
quiring of us in Germany and we in the Federal Re-
public of Germany are enquiring of the people in
the Democratic Republic of Namibia as to the con-
sequences of the Bible for each of our nations re-
spectively: as to how it stands in both countries
with respect to a social democracy based on the rule
of law and a law-based state respectful of individ-
ual freedoms, with respect to the reconciliation and
the liberation of the various regions, with respect to
land and financial reforms or to the social obliga-
tions of all property in terms of the socially con-
scious nature of the state.

I would like to stress the context of this recipro-
cal questioning which is done in a spirit of critical
solidarity: The Federal Republic of Germany, as it
now exists, gained its political unity only a year be-
fore the successful establishment of the Democratic
Republic of Namibia. For this reason, both coun-
tries, as well as the churches responsible for them,
find themselves confronted by the task of engaging
in criticism of their respective national social reali-
ties in such a manner as to assert against these so-
cial realities the ideals already enshrined in their re-

With the Bible
we struggled 
for our land.
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spective national constitutions – insofar, that is, as
the realities and the constitutions do not yet corre-
spond to one another.  

Both countries, and their respective churches,
can surely learn from one another here as well. If
we saw in the former GDR a peaceful revolution
„from below“ in which the Evangelical Church
played a significant role and which obeyed the in-
struction imparted in the Sermon on the Mount to
strive, where possible (following the example al-
ready given by Kurt Mazur and Friedrich Magirius
in Leipzig) by peaceful and non-violent means for
a transformation of the social and legal order, the
path taken by Namibia toward a democratic free-
dom which is based on the rule of law gives rather
an example of that other Christian truth recognized
and put into practice after 1938 by Barth and Bon-
hoeffer against the dictatorship of Hitler: that such
a revolution may and must, in extreme cases, be
carried through by violent means. Both states and
both churches have much to say to one another re-
garding their different, but equally legitimate, paths
and many experiences of a social as well as of a
theological order to exchange with one another. 

We wish the churches and the Church Council of
Namibia (CCN), as well as the Democratic Republic
of Namibia itself, God’s blessing and His guidance
on their difficult but hopeful way forward!

It is, however – as Christian men and women in
Germany in particular – above all to ourselves that
we put the question as to a culture of memory and
of commemoration of 1904 and 1990, as to a cul-
ture of remembrance of Waterberg 1904 and of
Berlin 1884, as to the concrete consequences of a
commemoration of the Passion and the Cross and
the Resurrection of Jesus Christ – in short, it is to
ourselves that we put the question as to a culture of
the assumption of responsibility for past history.
And we ask of our sister churches in Namibia that
they accompany us on this our path in a spirit at
once of criticism and of solidarity. For „the need to
lend a voice to suffering is a condition of all truth“
(Theodor W. Adorno).

*revised speech
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Today I share with you some ideas under the title
„Was uns bewegt bis heute“ (What moves us until
today).

I develop these ideas in the honour of one
woman who stood by our side in her prayers, in her
commitment to Namibia and its people and this
very person, that was mentioned by Prof. Klappert,
Ursula Pönnighaus, I will ask the audience to stand
for one minute commemorate of her.

The commemoration of this year 1904 is bring-
ing up many thoughts especially among the Namib-
ians. When we started a few months ago to prepare
for this year we were not so sure whether people
will be interested in looking back and participating
in this hole commemoration. But now, the discus-
sion has started and people are involved and com-
mitted and new ideas are coming up. A week ago
somebody approached me asking the church to
commemorate the death of Zacharias Kukuri. Now
Zacharias Kukuri was one of the sons of the kings
who was trained as the first evangelist in the area
which was known as Herero land. Zacharias Kukuri

worked together with missionary Irle at a place
called Otjosazu, i.e. East Okahanja  and preached
the word of God among his people. His father was
king of that particular clan. After the death of his
father his elder brother succeeded his father as king
of that particular clan but his brother lived only for
a few years and so he did. After the death of his
brother evangelist Zacharias Kukuri  took over the
leadership of that particular clan.  So he was work-
ing as king and evangelist among his people. When
the war broke out in 1904 he participated as com-
mander of the resistance movement in that particu-
lar area. So he fought against German oppression.

When I read this I realised that some of us who
might have thought that we would be the first with-
in the church to participate against the oppression
of South Africa, but we were not the first. 

Many of us participated by preaching the word
of God. This man, Zacharias Kukuri, participated in
taking up arms against the German colonialism. In
1904 a false amnesty was declared and so he gave
him over. He was captured and taken to  what is
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We are looking
back while
holding one
another’s hands
in the spirit of
reconciliation.

known as „Alte Feste“ in Windhoek and tortured.
On the 15th April he was hanged in Windhoek in
the presence of missionary Meier who testified that
Zacharias Kukuri also in these circumstances didn’t
deny his Christian faith. He died on the gallows on
the 15th April 1905.

The request was a week ago that Evangelical
Lutheran Church in the Republic of Namibia should
commemorate the death of Zacharias Kukuri. The
church council which met on 23rd and 24th Janu-
ary last week unanimously decided to commemo-
rate the death of this man.

The day falls on a Thursday and so the commem-
oration will take place on Sunday, 18th April 2004.
And on that occasion a little fund will be established
to build a tombstone and take care of the grave
which is still there and it will be then uncovered on
15th April 1905 precisely then 100 years after his
death. We are looking back today at what happened
100 years ago in Namibia. We are looking back not
in despair and out of nothing but we are looking
back as an independent and free nation. And this free
nation consists of Herero speaking people, of Ovam-
bo speaking people, Nama speaking people, of course
German speaking Namibians and others and to care
that we are looking back at what happened 100 years
ago. This in itself is a miracle. But the children of the
victims and children of those who victimised us to-

gether can take one another’s hand and look back at
what happened 100 years ago. And as I have said we
look not back in hopelessness from no way but as a
free and independent nation. Thank God, the word of
Lothar von Trotha was not the last. 

He didn’t speak the last word, the God of justice
and peace and freedom spoke the last word, even if
it was only 100 years after that. 

Dear friends, we are looking back while hold-
ing one another’s hands in the spirit of reconcilia-
tion. The good and the bad which was done dur-
ing that time are teaching us to face the present
and to prepare the future. The bad will make sure
that it is never repeated in a free and independent
Namibia. And the good will build on it as we pre-
pare the future.

This commemoration, the 100 year commemora-
tion, helps us not to forget the past. It helps us not
to forget the past, but at the same time it is a learn-
ing process for the presence and the preparation of
the future. 

It is by looking back at the past, the ugly past
while holding each others hands that we truly can
know and understand each other. And this particular
with emphasise and reference to the German speaking
Namibians. We will not really understand each other,
if we are not prepared to hold hands and look back at
the ugly past. We cannot shy away we can only be
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sure and grow if we are prepared to sit together, to
hold hands and to look back at what happened in the
past and spoke about that. This is what happened on
11th January this month in the „Friedenskirche“ that
we together as Namibians including the German
speaking Namibians could sit together and looked
back at what happened 100 years ago.

Together while holding one another’s hands and
building a nation we can work on the basis of jus-
tice, equality, unity, freedom and peace. 

I am so happy that preparing all this we were to-
gether as the people of Namibia. We cannot only
talk of the Herero, when we think of 100 years ago
because the war in Namibia affected each of the
Namibians. We don’t want also to be divided in this
commemoration 100 years ago. We want to look
back at this event and happening as one nation and
as one people.

Only by going this extremely difficult road we will
be able to be mature and grow about politics, rivals
and races, divided tendencies coupled with selfishness
and if we are prepared to join and stand together and
look back we can be about all these things.

A question is asked: What do you expect from
us? What do you expect from Germany? 

During the press conference I have said this ques-
tion indicates a change of heart and a change of
mind by the present German generation. If this ques-

tion was asked hundred years ago: what do you ex-
pect from us? then the Genocide of 1904 – 1907
would not have taken place. But that question was
not asked. And therefore we were dominated, we
were dehumanised, we were destroyed because we
were regarded as non-existent. I am so thankful for
this question today. From the former colonizer Ger-
many we expect today, as Namibians, and please
keep in mind also as German speaking Namibians, to
be listened to carefully. That was the problem, 100
years ago. Today we want to be listened to carefully
and understood correctly. This in itself will set a new
tone for a more genuine and deeper fellowship and
co-operation for the benefit of our two nations.

That’s the first requirement. That we take one
another serious and that we listen to one another
serious and especially that the German people listen
carefully to what we have to say. I say this because
we had an experience with some German women
who came to Namibia last year and who wanted to
tell us how this commemoration should be done.

When we are criticising each other we should do
it in humanity. And if the spirit of fellowship and
co-operation with criticism of one another should
be done in the spirit of fellowship and co-operation
while acknowledging the past in which we as
Namibians were dictated to, divided, dehumanised
and destroyed. 

What do you
expect from us?

What do you
expect from

Germany?
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Why the Ger-
man Govern-
ment has not
yet apologised
for their 
cruelties 
of 1904?

I am saying this because the criticism I found
outside Namibia is mostly here in Germany. E.g.
take the whole question of the former detainees in
the dungeons. And the question of SWAPO apolo-
gies. I always said, well, I agree with that. That we
should come to terms, as Namibians, with our past.
But I find this a matter of selective morality: while
so strongly calling for apologise, why the German
Government has not yet apologised for their cruel-
ties of 1904? And that’s why I say when we criti-
cise we should do it in fellowship and in humanity.
What do we want from the German Government? I
call on the German Government and Parliament on
the occasion of this commemoration of 1904 to af-
firm Germany’s special historical responsibility to-
wards Namibia and its people. 

There are needed concrete measures for the
building of the Namibian nation and shaping bilat-
eral relationships that, of course, includes setting
aside of visa requirements for Namibians visiting
Germany. This is the moment that should happen. I
find it still strange while Germans don’t need visas
to get to Namibia, but we Namibians need visas to
enter Germany. I think this 1904 / 1907 commemo-
ration should change this situation.

On behalf of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in
the Republic of Namibia I call on the German Gov-
ernment at this occasion of commemorating this

event of the years 1904 / 1907 to explicitly confess
and admit Germany’s historical responsibility and
apologise for the crimes of colonialism and racism
in the region that today is known as Namibia.

I am not unaware of the arguments that have
been mentioned also early but on the other hand I
cannot neglect quite clearly calling upon this Gov-
ernment to confess, to admit and to apologise the
crimes of 100 years ago. As simple as that.

That is the only basis for a true and genuine fel-
lowship and co-operation. If we are really serious as
two nations for a serious genuine fellowship there
should be the basis. 

I thank the United Evangelical Mission, which
on the day of independence expressed in writing
clearly through its director, at that time Peter Sand-
ner, the confession of guilt. We cannot hide behind
legal arguments, while we are demanding from oth-
ers to apologise. May our God bless our two nations
as we struggle and search for justice and peace in
our one world. May God bless us in the coming
generations together with all the nations of the
world, especially those who suffered under colo-
nialism and racism in other parts of the world. And
in this case, as Africa is concerned, I have got in
mind Cameroon, Togo and Tanzania.

I thank you for your attention.
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The Lord’s Supper, the visible sign of the culture of
commemoration that God has entrusted to the
church, allows us to share in the reconciliation be-
tween Jews and Gentiles and thereby in the recon-
ciliation of the whole of sinful humanity with God.
The celebration of the Lord’s Supper also offers us
a place where we can admit to our guilt, take on re-
sponsibility for the future and set our hopes on a
world where there will be no more weeping and no
more suffering. The Bible tells us that reconciliation
is a process involving suffering that has also to do
with giving up privileges. It is in the spirit of this
commemoration culture of God that we remember
the victims of the first genocide in the Twentieth
Century, perpetrated in a most brutal way by the
troops of the German Empire from 1904 to 1907 on
the Namibian population of the Herero, Dama and
Nama, in a „war of extermination“ as it was ex-
pressly named.

We remember the social, cultural and economic
consequences of this war, which influence Namib-
ian society even today. The demographic structure
of settlement in Namibia, the distribution of income
and the distribution of economically usable land
are the most visible signs today.

At the same time we remember the courageous
resistance of these Namibian peoples against colo-
nial despotism, exploitation and racist contempt for
humanity. Together with the churches of Namibia,
we gratefully recognise that a living church has
arisen from the ashes of destruction, as Bishop
Kameeta expressed it, the Bishop of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church of the Republic of Namibia (the
church that developed out of the work of the Rhen-
ish Mission). And we can also add that a living na-
tion has come into being out of the ashes of de-
struction, which has freed itself from a victim’s fate
and is shaping its own future. 

We remember
the social,

cultural 
and economic

consequences of
this war.
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Real encounters
with the people
of Namibia are
few and far
between. 

This does not take away our responsibility to
admit to our guilt, to ask for forgiveness, to realise
where even today there are still open wounds and,
wherever possible, to contribute towards healing
them. We are grateful to God that we can do this in
a reliable ecumenical partnership with Namibian
Christians. This partnership is lived and maintained
under the umbrella of the United Evangelical Mis-
sion, the successor organisation of the Rhenish Mis-
sion, not only by the church leadership of the Evan-
gelical Church in the Rhineland but also by very
many church districts and congregations.

Many years of experience in this partnership en-
able us to see that the doctrine of national reconcil-
iation proclaimed by the Government of Namibia
since independence, while being honoured by the
international community at a diplomatic, political
and even to some extent at an economic level, has
not yet been realised in Namibia itself, nor between
the German and Namibian people.

The German colonial strategy of divide and rule,
which was continued and reinforced by the South
African apartheid regime, has resulted in ethnocen-
tric structures in Namibia even today. Namibia is
still today the world champion among the world
champions of income differences, whereby the mi-
nority of the population of European descent are
right at the top of the scale. A small but fine elite

of the indigenous population has joined them, em-
ployed in the public service and in service indus-
tries, and one can get the impression that the na-
tional and international elites have been reconciled
to each other at the expense of the broad majority
of the population.

The Federal Republic, the legal successor to the
government of the German Reich, has so far been
afraid to apologise formally for the colonial crimes
and the genocide in Namibia, for fear of facing
large reparation claims. According to general polit-
ical and legal estimation however these fears are
unfounded. In place of such an apology the Gov-
ernment points to the amount of development aid
that has been given instead. 

The many German tourists, who contribute con-
siderably nowadays to Namibia’s gross national
product, also seem on the whole to believe that
their money is sufficient contribution to the nor-
malisation of Germany’s relations with Namibia.
Real encounters with the people of Namibia are few
and far between. The dominance relationships have
not even been touched on yet.

Today’s event is the first of several attempts in
2004 to question the elitist reconciliation strategies
and to try and contribute to a real reconciliation be-
tween the people of Germany and Namibia. What
really happened, what we owe the people of Namib-
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ia and what still moves and concerns us today will
be demonstrated by Dr Gesine Krüger, Professor
Berthold Klappert and Bishop Kameeta. All three are
convinced that remembrance and commemoration
are a credible way of shaping the future of Germany

and Namibia. They will not speak with an air of ac-
ademic detachment but rather trusting that the spo-
ken word has strength to set the rigidly frozen rela-
tions in motion, even to get them dancing. 
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Präses N. Schneider

Question (J. Motte):
What are our expectations from a church point of
view? At the Rhenish synod you have just passed a
statement on the issue of Namibia 1904. What do
we expect from politicians, the Government, and
Parliament? Yes, and I would like to combine that
with another question: what is the real reason that
the politicians find it so difficult to deal with this
subject, that they even circumvent it, geographical-
ly quite literally as reflected in the Chancellor’s
travel schedule recently, but also in Fischer’s refusal
to seize the opportunity offered by the year 2004 to
take up the subject. What makes this subject so
awkward? What causes such resistance, so that we
get so little resonance from a Red-Green Govern-
ment who came to power with the intention of pur-
suing different kinds of policies?

And I would like to couple that with an observa-
tion of my own: in the past we, at the UEM, have of-
ten held events on various topics, especially on In-
donesia, together with political foundations, both

with the Heinrich Boell Foundation and the
Friedrich-Ebert Foundation. Yet we have not suc-
ceeded in winning either of these foundations over
for an event on this subject, and from all that we
have heard, there are political reasons behind it; the
parties have told the foundations to be very careful
with this subject and to deal with it very sensitively.

To return to my question, what are your expec-
tations and what are perhaps your apprehensions in
judging the situation?

Answer (N. Schneider):
First of all I must say that I am still under the strong
impression of what I have heard in the lectures and
seen in the film „Waterberg“. And I find it difficult
to quickly leave this behind and move on to further
business. I therefore ask for your understanding
and believe it would be an act of mercy if we were
able to work through that now, so that we should
now only make short comments.

The first thing I really noticed was how little I
knew. I was prepared, I saw what was coming and I
have occupied myself throughout the year a little

What are our
expectations

from a church
point of view?

Commentaries from the Panel Discussion
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Can the people
there find a
perspective for
their life at all?

with the subject. My sister-in-law gave me this
book, the novel by von Seyfried and I read it with
mounting interest. I have always been somewhat
interested in history and I was shattered at how lit-
tle I knew about this topic. I always thought that I
had had good history lessons and was therefore in-
terested in the subject. But I can also well remem-
ber the message that came over in our history les-
sons; that we were lucky that thanks to the First
World War we lost our colonies very quickly and
therefore did not have so much to do with the guilt
of colonialism. The English took on that responsi-
bility, so to speak. I know very little. And the first
thing that we must do, in my opinion, is to really
come to terms with this history.

And in order to be able to do this, we have to
have some knowledge about it. And that must be on
a much broader scale, in our congregations and
schools. I believe it is our task to make this known
and to win over teachers and schools to take up this
subject and to work on it. That is the basis for
everything else. That is the first thing.

And the second thing is that I find it surprising
that a Red-Green Government approaches this top-
ic so gingerly. If we make it clear to ourselves that
the distribution of property has remained the same
from that time until today, possibly even with the
same family names involved, then that is a real

problem as we can well imagine. But there is no
way round it; we must really analyse it and work
on it. We must find a fair way of dealing with the
people and above all with the victims, so that they
do not become victims a second time – that they
survive so to speak, but their concerns are not tak-
en into consideration, and that we evade the issue,
refusing even to occupy ourselves with what the
demands for justice for the victims and the victim’s
families mean for us today. There must be an offer
of a settlement/compensation.

Can the people there find a perspective for their
life at all? If we think what it really means, as one
person stated very impressively: we are living here
in a place where it is not really possible to live, here
in the desert. That is the question that we must real-
ly look at more closely. That is the second question.

The first is knowledge. Knowledge is the pre-req-
uisite to enable us to analyse it more closely. That
means of course also dealing with a history of guilt;
it means facing up to it. Something that Bishop
Kameeta also stated here. And then to find a way for
people there to gain a basis for their existence.

Those would be the two things that I would like
to change.
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Professor Dr Gesine Krüger

Question (J. Motte):
Dr Krüger, would you like to give us your opinion
on the question: is it on account of a lack of knowl-
edge on the part of the Government that the subject
is rejected? Who is approaching it in such a ginger-
ly fashion as mentioned by President Schneider?
What are the reasons that you see for this? And
where would you see concrete steps that could be
taken, we have mentioned some, to make further
progress in bilateral relations with Namibia?

Answer (G. Krüger):
Yes, the hysterical reserve, as you might even call
it, really does surprise me. As though they have al-
ready worked out that legal action would have a
chance. This is of course a legal question. They
have to stick to certain language rules so that the
legal action that has been transferred from Wash-
ington to New York will have no chance. And this
is how certain things come about.

This is of course no excuse. I really believe that
Africa is simply not important to them. And those
of us, who try to bring African subjects onto the
agenda of the general public, should strengthen our
efforts. We must also not forget: there are still To-
go and Cameroon and other German colonial wars.

We are also speaking just about the Herero, but the
Nama must also be named. I think it is important
that the history we did not share should also be
named – it is our joint history.

Mr U Kilimann

Question (J. Motte): 
Mr Kilimann, we have just been able to see this film
and have heard that it is, in part, due to lack of
knowledge that the subject is not brought up; ques-
tions of education have been mentioned here sever-
al times. We have just attempted in an impressive
way to hear about an event that took place 100
years ago in original tone, which is not so easy to
get it heard indirectly, meaning not to let historians
speak too extensively. But my question to you as a
journalist goes in this direction. If you were to go
with such a film to the West German Radio (WDR)
– the WDR didn’t produce it, it has been produced
by us so to speak – can you get the subject across?
Can such a subject be brought across to the gener-
al public? What chances do you see for it?

Answer (U. Kilimann):
Yes, I think it is a very good presentation, that the
Rhenish church together with other regional

Africa is simply
not important

to them.
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We have never
been aware 
of it in this
dimension.

churches and the UEM has made this film possible.
We are in negotiations with the WDR for a 45-
minute version of the film to be shown by the WDR
in summer around the actual date of Waterberg. It
has certainly found resonance with my colleagues
who say that this is a subject that we can bring over
to the public.

I have a certain understanding why a Green For-
eign Minister, Joschke Fischer, quite deliberately
approaches this subject very gingerly. For I have the
impression that he is dealing with it strategically
and tactically and he is aware that there is no broad
awareness of it among the general population.
President Schneider has given us a good example
when he says, I simply know too little. I can add
another example to those indicated in the various
statements. Two history teachers, whom we had
quite a lot to do with during our research, claimed
that they most certainly had a basic knowledge
about colonial times, but when we spoke quite di-
rectly about genocide and the use of the word „con-
centration camp“, they admitted: we have never
been aware of it in this dimension. This means we
have to start with the teachers, where the problem
begins with the school textbooks, which deal with
the whole German colonial era in a total of 3 to 4
pages. This must be done first through the teachers
and then only through the pupils. I just hope that

such film productions, with which the churches
have made a start here, are one possibility to begin
to bring about a wider awareness of the dimension
of this problem. 

Bishop Dr Z Kameeta

Question (J. Motte):
Bishop Kameeta, I believe in your presentation you
focused your expectations towards us most clearly
and brought them to the point, and also the expec-
tations of the Government and the German Parlia-
ment. My question to you is, in the meantime the
churches in Namibia have taken up this subject in
an impressive way. Have you any expectations to-
wards the Namibian Government how they should
deal with the subject, not only with this subject but
also with the question of German-Namibian rela-
tions? And are there demands that you also wish to
direct towards your own Government, in order to
make progress – you said it yourself, in the land is-
sue there is nothing doing, both governments are
passing the buck to each other.

Answer (Z. Kameeta)
You know we have the committee which is organ-
ising this whole commemoration 1904-1907, and
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we took up discussions with the Namibian Govern-
ment to be involved in this whole commemoration.
Of course, the Government cannot speak together
with the committee but in recent weeks and months
we had the cooperation of the Government, espe-
cially in view of reconciliation when we think of
1904-1907. The Government gave us the Monu-
ment Committee, which is working together with
us, and we are planning several events that shall
take place through the year. On the other hand, we,
as church, with our statement and sermons but al-
so we, as the people of Namibia, especially those of
our Government, we look carefully back to what
happened in 1904 and make sure that this never
happens again in Namibia. But together, with
church and Government, we influence society and
in the process so as to prepare a better picture of
our country for the coming generations.

J. Motte:

I myself believe that the question of how Germany
deals with this guilt is not only a question that we,
as the churches, must articulate more loudly, but
basically we must also measure the German Gov-
ernment and the German Parliament by what they
have committed themselves to. And I would like to

point to one sentence in the final document of the
United Nations conference against racism, racial
discrimination and xenophobia from 2001, where
the countries, who signed it, including the Federal
Republic of Germany, stated:

With the aim of closing this dark chapter of colo-
nialism, racism and history, and as a means of rec-
onciliation and healing, we request the internation-
al community and its members to remember the vic-
tims of these tragedies with honour and respect.
Furthermore we acknowledge that some states have
taken the initiative and have expressed their regret
or remorse or have offered an apology, and we call
upon all those countries that have not yet made
their contribution, to find ways and means of re-es-
tablishing the dignity of the victims, and we thank
all those who will undertake such steps.

We thank 
all those who

will undertake
such steps.
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If the train is travelling in the wrong direction, it is
of no use to walk in the right direction inside the
train. That was how Dietrich Bonhoeffer once com-
mented on the behaviour of the church during the
National Socialist era.

And I think that this sentence also applies, dear
members of the congregation, to the situation of the
Rhenish Mission in Namibia – not only then, but
particularly then - at the outbreak of the liberation
struggle of the Herero, Dama and Nama, and it ap-
plies equally to the war period and to the concen-
tration camps after the war. 

If the train is travelling in the wrong direction
no matter how much you move in the right direc-
tion inside the train – it is useless.

The commemoration of the beginning of a
genocide that took place 100 years ago is still able
to put aside the question of how it could come
about that the mission and the church were so in-
volved in the guilt of war and genocide.

Let us hear what God’s word has to say to us, as
written by Paul in the letter to the Romans. He
writes:
„So, as much as in me is, I am ready to preach the
gospel to you that are at Rome also. For I am not
ashamed of the gospel of Christ: for it is the power
of God unto salvation to every one that believeth; to
the Jew first, and also to the Greek. For therein is
the righteousness of God revealed from faith to
faith: as it is written, the just shall live by faith.“
(Romans. 1:15-17)

Firstly: I am ready to preach the gospel to you in
Rome. 

Paul did not come to Rome with power and
might, he did not come to Rome with guns and can-
nons, but he came to Rome rather as a victim of vi-
olence. It was not planned in this way, but it turned
out that way. And when he writes this letter, the
most important thing of all for him is to bring the

If the train is
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gospel to the people in Rome. Even if the journey is
difficult and dangerous, even if the road is paved
with challenges and enmity and even if he must ex-
pect that on the glittering stage of the metropolis he
may also be drawn into discussions intended to ex-
pose him to ridicule and shame. Even if this road
leads to tumult and punishment when it becomes
clear that when Paul proclaims the gospel it is not
just an academic discussion. There are those who
declare him to be mad – either we speak of God be-
coming man or we speak about someone who was
crucified as a criminal – but both together is un-
thinkable.

People cannot bear the idea that the holy name
of God should be brought into connection with a
man, and end with his death. But they cannot ex-
press this and resort instead to violence. No polite
academic discussion this, rather an uprising; the
police get afraid and it leads to prosecution and
beating on the feet or worse. For Paul it is some-
thing of great worth to proclaim the gospel, to help
people to understand it. But not with guns and can-
nons, but in a way that has to be appropriate to the
gospel itself; that shows respect for the people
whom he meets, respect for their ideas and opinions
and for their culture. He writes a letter to them be-
forehand, he announces his coming; he seeks an
open and free discussion. Mission in humility and

with courage; with both. And under circumstances
so that I can really say - I am not ashamed of the
gospel although it is so called into question. I think
we must consider it a great miracle that mission ac-
tivity can bring blessing, even if it came violently,
or still does. It began with the first mission with the
sword and continued with a mission that followed
colonialism and sometimes could not be separated
from it. It is a miracle that God was even able to use
this form to develop life and faith.

Secondly: the Gospel is the power of God unto
salvation. The power, dear congregation, remains
God’s power. For everything is ruined when God’s
power is taken over by man. When people take on
God’s power, so to speak, make it theirs, and pro-
claim it as their own power and might. The conse-
quences very quickly turn to torture, burning at the
stake, crusades, God wants it to be so, they say. God
also wants wars with the famous „God with us“ on
their belt buckles. I do not know whether at that
time the soldiers in German-Southwest also wore
this, but I suspect they did. „God with us“ was also
written on their belt buckles. People take note of
this power of God unto salvation. They want to
make it their own, to possess it. The perversion of
God’s power leads to disaster. God’s power is only
good for people in the paradox form of weakness. It
is not for nothing that the Bible says, my strength
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is made perfect in weakness, and it is not for noth-
ing that it states that God seeks the fragility of man
and needs it to work in the world. Only in this way,
only in the form of weakness does God’s power re-
ally lead to salvation. There it takes on a human
form that does us good.

Then we can say, blessed are those who suffer,
for God’s strength will give them strength. Then we
can say blessed are those who have gentle courage
for they will inherit the earth, not those who make
war and cause destruction. Then we can say, blessed
are those who show mercy, for they let themselves
be opened by this power of God to the needs of
their fellow human beings. Then we can say blessed
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for God’s power has planted a longing in their
hearts that they cannot cease to strive for justice.
Our growth depends on justice for the persecuted.
Finally, blessed are those who bring peace, who are
committed to peace and in this way allow the pow-
er of God to become a blessing for all people. The
power of God in our weakness. That is the way it
takes shape in the world, and that is good.
And thirdly, the righteousness that helps us before
God comes from faith in our faith. That is what we
must continue to tell everyone. From faith in our
faith that is in a way quite a logical circular con-
clusion. That that which should be the result is, at

the same time, the pre-requisite. That that which is
the condition is, at the same time, itself condition-
al. But this logical circle is not a vicious circle that
keeps us imprisoned in injustice and guilt. Rather it
creates a circle of life into which the Gospel draws
us. For that is basically incomprehensible. We real-
ly do not deserve that God turns to us in love and
faithfulness and stands by us. And it is an example
of God’s love and faithfulness that God continues to
liberate us from the strings of injustice and guilt
and make us into that which we should be: God’s
beloved children and sisters and brothers to each
other. 

This is the good Gospel that determines our life
today. This is what we live from and this is how we
want to bring it home to those around us, not with
force or violence. In this way we want to tell peo-
ple that God’s power carries them, liberates them
and supports them throughout their lives. And in
this way we want to tell them that the righteousness
that counts before God is given to them for free, as
a gift of God’s love and faithfulness, from faith in
faith, and that this will lead them throughout their
lives. 

Dear congregation, when the train is travelling
in the wrong direction that is not good. For us, it
means that we cannot limit ourselves to travelling
in the right direction inside the train, but rather we

We should be:
God’s beloved
children and

sisters and
brothers 

to each other. 
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must take an interest in which direction the train is
going, and we must take on responsibility to see
that the train is going in the right direction. This is
the courage and the freedom to which we should be
attracted. It is part of what it means to bring the
Gospel to the people; to take on responsibility, not
only for the life of the individual and his or her way
to salvation, but also for the just and peaceful co-
existence of people here on earth. The Gospel calls
us to take this path of responsibility in the same
way as it calls us to prayer and repentance

This service is to remind us of a time one hun-
dred years ago, when our brothers and sisters who

had responsibility before us were trapped in their
loyalties, in the thinking of their times. I do not
think that any of us is in a position to judge our
brothers and sisters who lived before us and carried
responsibility before us. We will also have to face
the question of how God will look upon us when we
are called to answer for the times when we have
carried responsibility. And so we can only pray to
God for our brothers and sisters and for ourselves
that God will show mercy on us and give us the
strength and the courage to follow our way deci-
sively and clearly through our times. May God so
help us. 
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Remember Namibia! 
Mission, colonialism and the fight for freedom

The road to colonisation 1842-1902
Tumult of war 1903-1915

The road to independence 1916-2004 

A touring exhibition 
of the United Evangelical Mission, Wuppertal, 

in co-operation with the 
Archives and Museum Foundation, Wuppertal 





The exhibition is a contribution made by the United Evangelical Mission, the successor to the Rhenish Mis-
sion Society, to remind us of crimes that were committed and guilt that ensued. The Rhenish Mission was
involved in the war, for it was working in the country long before colonisation. 

The exhibition is divided into three sections: The road to colonialism - The chaos of war -  The road to in-
dependence. Both the pictures and the texts of the exhibition panels are presented here. They are self-ex-
planatory.

Section One covers the years from 1842 to 1902. It offers an introduction to the work of the mission and
the colonial powers and gives an inkling of possible conflict situations in South West Africa at that time.
Furthermore it shows the changes that came about in the country with the Protection Treaties and the pre-
sence of the colonial army. The first part ends with an insight into the work of the Rhenish Mission, which
changed considerably with the German colonial occupation of South West Africa. Here it is already quite
obvious what a difficult situation the Rhenish Mission found itself in - divided between patriotism and
protection of the local population.

The second section covers the years from 1903 to 1915. It begins with the uprising of the Bondelzwart-Na-
ma in the south of the country. It was on January 12th 1904 during this period that the war between the
Herero and the Germans began. This war is followed by the representation of the long war waged by the
Nama against  the Germans. The Nama uprising began on October 3rd 1904 and continued as a guerrilla
war against the Germans. In the course of the second section mention is made of the concentration camps
and other camps where many of the Herero and the Nama lost their lives, and also of the position of the
missionaries with regard to the camps. The second section concludes with impressions of the situation in

Catalogue for the touring exhibition
Remember Namibia! Mission, colonialism and the fight for freedom



the country;  the total lack of rights of the local population, the work of the mission and the working of
the German colony, right up until the disbanding of the settlers' colony "German South West Africa".

The third section begins in 1916 and leads up to the present day. It explains the various phases of the long
Namibian resistance wars that finally led to independence. The description of Namibia's political road to
independence concludes with Namibia's independence on March 21st 1990. The tenor of the exhibition
then moves towards the mission work that took place during this period of new departure, which was al-
so a new period in the development of the churches and their independence. Individual aspects of the cur-
rent relations between Namibia and Germany round off the exhibition.

All the pictures and many of the original documents in the exhibition belong to the Archives and Museum
Foundation Wuppertal. 

Graphic layout of the exhibition: Plum Witte m.m.w. Projektentwicklung Düsseldorf
Ideas and content of the exhibition: Julia Besten 

Wuppertal, February 2005 
Julia Besten 
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Up to about 1850, present-day Namibia includes,
among others, the territories of
· Ovamboland
· Damaraland (Hereroland)
· Nama or Namaqualand. 

The name Südwestafrika
English – South West Africa, Afrikaans – Suidwes-
Afrika, establishes itself through usage by Europe-
an travellers and is still used up to the 1960s.

The name Namibia is formally approved in 1968
through UN resolution 2372 and is consistently
used by the UN.
In the year of independence, 1990, the official na-
me, Republic of Namibia, is formally adopted.

The Name

National flag of
Namibia
Photo: R. Veller

Part I The road to colonisation     1842 – 1902

Display Panel I-2      Namibia



The country

Map of Africa

Namib Naukluft
Park

Photo: R. Elbracht

The peoples
around 1850

Namibia         Germany
Size:
824,292 km2          356,950 km2
PPooppuullaattiioonn::  
ca. 1.8 m                ca. 80 m 

The neighbouring states are Angola in the north,
Zambia and Botswana in the northeast and South
Africa in the south. In the west, lies the wide ex-
panse of the Atlantic. 

Namibia's landscape is dominated by desert and se-
mi-desert regions in the tropical-subtropical arid
zone of Africa.
· In the west, there is the Namib Desert, about

1,500 km long and on average 100 km wide.
· It is bordered on the east by the „Great Es-
carpment“ mountain range, which includes
Namibia's highest peak, the 2,579 metre high
Brandberg. The escarpment slopes eastwards
down to the edge of the central plateau. 
· In the northeast, are the Kavango and Ca-
privi regions, which have relatively high
rainfall.

· San, also known as the Bushmen 
· Nama, mainly found in the south.
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· Damara, mainly in the nort-
hern central region between
Waterberg, Erongo and Kala-
hari 

· Herero, mainly in northeast
and central Namibia 

· Ovambo, mainly found north
of the Etosha Pan

· Other population groups
Himba, Kavango, Rehoboth
Baster, Europeans  

Independence
Road, formally
Kaiserstraße, 
Photo: H. Heine
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The founding
societies

The old 
mission house 
in Mettmann.

The Rhenish
Mission Society is

founded here on
23.9.1828

Sending out
to South
Africa 

· 1799 Elberfeld Mission Society
· 1818 Barmen Mission Society
· 1828 Cologne and Wesel Mission Society

1825 Foundation of the „Seminary“
„Messengers“ are to be trained as teachers, mission
helpers and theological co-workers.

On 23 September 1828, these groups join together
to become the Rhenish Mission Society.

„The purpose of this society is direct involvement in
promoting the Kingdom of God among non-Christi-
an peoples by sending out and sustaining missiona-
ries, by automatically connecting to existing missi-
on stations or by founding new ones ...“
Statutes RMS, 23.9.1828 

There are good reasons for South Africa becoming
the first mission field: the London Mission Society
is already active there and the climate is similar to
Europe's.

The Rhenish Mission Society - RMS Display Panel I-3



7 October 1829 
The first Rhenish missionaries reach Cape Town:
· Paul Daniel Lückhoff
· Johann Gottlieb Leipoldt
· Gustav Adolf Zahn
· Theobald von Wurmb

The Instructions regulate and offer guidelines to
everyone working in the Mission:

From the "Instructions"
„Above all, show them sincere and genuine friend-
liness and confidence, but do not neglect the neces-
sary caution.
Refrain from vehement missionary zeal ... in the sa-
me way, refrain from those futile dealings in which
you are only of help with the things of their exter-
nal life.
Let your important mission shine through everyw-
here and show your undisguised loathing, though
tempered with Christian moderation, for their he-
athen atrocities.
Above all, endeavour to learn their language as tho-
roughly and as quickly as possible. They will be
pleased to be able to teach you something ...“

Cape Town, 
South Africa
Photo: RMS
Reports, March
1851

The 
„Instructions“
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The 
Rhenish 
Mission 
Society

Mission house
Wupperthal, 
South Africa

1840

In 1805, the London Mission Society sends the first
missionaries to Great Namaland. On their arrival,
the missionaries meet several baptised Christians.
They had been baptised while working 
in the Cape Colony.

Johann Heinrich Schmelen founds the Bethany sta-
tion (Bethanien) in Great Namaland as early as
1814 and in 1839 invites the Rhenish Mission to
participate in the work in South West Africa.

The Rhenish missionaries Lückhoff and Zahn take
up their work at the London Mission Society's Stel-
lenbosch and Tulbagh mission stations.

Wupperthal in South Africa
On 1.1.1830, the missionaries Leipoldt and von
Wurmb found the first Rhenish mission station at
Rietmond farm, 300 km north of Cape Town. 

Transfer of the work fields
of the London Mission Society to the Rhenish Mis-

The beginnings of Christianity in Namibia Display Panel I-4



sion Society. Franz Heinrich Kleinschmidt is sent by
the Rhenish Mission to Schmelen's station in Kom-
maggas – Start of the Rhenish Mission in Little
Namaland, Capeland.  

From the Bethany station, the Rhenish Mission be-
gins its work in Great Namaland with the missio-
naries Carl Hugo Hahn and Hans Christian Knud-
sen. They extend their activities to Windhoek, at
that time under the rule of Jonker Afrikaner. The
great Nama leader had founded the town in 1840.
Two years later, there is a breakdown in relations..

Start of the Herero Mission
Carl H. Hahn moves northwards from Bethany and
founds the Otjikango station (New Barmen).

Not until 14 years later, in 1858, is the first Here-
ro baptised. By 1870 increasing numbers of the in-
digenous population are being baptised. Further
mission stations are founded in the years following
1858.

Mission work among the Ovambo does not com-
mence until 1891 in Ondjiva.

Missionary 
Carl Hugo

Hahn,
founder of
the Herero
Mission in

South West
Africa, 1845

1842

1844 
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Urieta 
Kazahendeke 

Johanna Maria
Gertse on the 70th
anniversary of her

baptism

Urieta Kazahendeke (1836-1935), is the first Here-
ro to be baptised. With her baptism on 25 July 1858
by missionary Hahn, she receives the Christian na-
me Johanna Maria.

As a child she works in the Hahn household in Ot-
jimbingue. She attends the mission school where
she later teaches. She is a great help to missionary
Hahn with translation work. She marries the Chri-
stian Samuel Gertse and lives till the advanced age
of 99.

She is often mentioned in literature as the „Black
Johanna“.
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When the Rhenish Mission arrives in South West
Africa, the indigenous nations are at war. 

The groups are fighting - with no long-term success
- over grazing lands, which would allow them to
extend their cattle exports to the Cape Colony in re-
turn for weapons, alcohol and consumer goods.

The Hoachanas Peace Treaty of 9 January 1858 is
intended to end the fighting. Through the participa-
tion of various Nama groups and one Rhenish mis-
sionary, 12 articles are drawn up to establish peace.

Maharero, Chief of the Herero, and Jonker Afrikaner,
leader of the Nama, sign the treaty. The peace, howe-
ver, is not stable. Fighting flares up once more.

Jonker Afrikaner had been able to establish his ru-
le in Central and South Namibia by illegally con-
quering Herero land.

Under his rule, the so-called Orlam hegemony, and
essentially through the mediation of the Rhenish

Conferences
and Treaties

Kamaharero
RMS Reports: 
April 1877

Display Panel I-5 Struggling for peace



The Mission
needs order 

Jan Jonker 
Afrikaner

And war
again ...

Mission, peace is reached between the Nama and
Herero at the peace conference of Okahandja in
1870.

After his death, Jonker Afrikaner is succeeded by
his son Jan Jonker. With the treaty of Okahandja,
he becomes a subordinate of Maharero.

The Mission needs order in the country to perform its
missionary work. But it does not regard the indepen-
dence of the indigenous population as a guarantee
for peace. Instead, they assume that a European for-
ce could be more successful in keeping the peace.

Not until the loss of power of the Nama Chief Jon-
ker Afrikaner are the European missionaries and
traders able to establish themselves.

Ten years after the Okahandja peace treaty, war
breaks out again between the Nama and the Herero
in 1880. Once again the reason is grazing land.

The Nama kill herdsmen and raid 1,500 sacred, va-
luable oxen belonging to Chief Maherero. In re-
sponse, the Herero launch an attack until, finally,
stalemate is reached.
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Otjimbingue, home to
many Herero and white
people, is repeatedly at-
tacked. The trade of the
white merchants is
brought to a standstill.

Missionary Hahn re-
quests support from the
British in Cape Town.
They authorise him to
lead a peace mission. On
8 June 1882, peace is reached at Rehoboth and, af-
ter protracted negotiations, the Witbooi Nama also
sign.

The conflicts also continue during the early stages of
the colonisation by the German Reich in 1884.

Otjimbingue
Western Herero-
land

... and again 
European

intervention
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1 May 1883 

Angra Pequena,
Lüderitz bay

Malevolent
deception

During this period of intense conflict, the Bremen
merchant Adolph Lüderitz decides to found a tra-
ding station on the coast of South West Africa.

Joseph Fredericks, Nama Chief from Bethany, sells
land to Lüderitz:

· The Angra Pequena bay and five surrounding
miles for £100 Sterling in gold plus 200 Wesley
Richard rifles, including equipment;

· an additional 20 mile stretch of coast some
months later, on 25 August.

Joseph Fredericks is unaware of the actual size of
the land he has sold. He is familiar with the English
mile, 1.6 km, through his contact with the British
from South Africa. But Lüderitz is referring to geo-
graphical miles, i.e. 7.4 km; in the purchase con-
tract, however, he speaks of miles in general.

The land purchased by Lüderitz is, therefore, four
and a half times larger than Fredericks believes.

Acquisition of land Display Panel I-6



Whether missionary Johannes Hendrik Bam, who
helps to arrange the contract, is aware of this de-
ception, is unknown.

Lüderitz seeks protection for the purchased land
from the Prussian Government.

Inspector Friedrich Fabri had already unsuccessful-
ly asked the German Reich for protection of the
Mission and the trading company in South West
Africa in 1868 and 1880.

Fabri, the inspector (director) of the Rhenish Missi-
on Society from 1857 to 1884, is greatly involved
in the colonial movement in Germany.

Lüderitz's land purchase is welcomed in the German
Reich. Otto von Bismarck, Chancellor of the Ger-
man Reich, changes his earlier rather reluctant atti-
tude towards the colonial policy.

The aim is to find
· new markets for the rapidly expanding industry

in the united German Reich
· a new destination for the large number of Ger-

mans willing to emigrate

German
Reich: 

a protecting
power?

Missionary 
Johannes Hendrik
Bam

Inspector 
Dr Friedrich Fabri

Colonial poli-
tical interest

roused
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Does Germany
need the colonies?

Mission station
Bethany

RMS Reports:
November 1884

· a consolidation of patriotic feeling and reputa-
tion through possession of colonies.

Moreover, the mission societies have already paved
the way for colonisation.

Whereas, previously, Bismarck's overriding concern
was to strengthen the recently united German
Reich, he now sees advantages in the colonial poli-
cy. He agrees to Lüderitz' request for protection, on
condition that no foreign territorial rights should be
violated. 

Bismarck's Declaration of Protection was deliver-
ed on 24.4.1884. It is based on the agreements bet-

ween Adolph Lüderitz and Joseph Fre-
dericks. The agreements of the German
traders are to be „protected“ by German
law and the German authorities.
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The German flag is officially hoisted in Angra Pequena on 7 August 1884. From now on, the harbour
area is called Lüderitz Bay.

Captain Herbig reads a proclamation:
„His Majesty the German Emperor, Wilhelm I., King of Prussia, has commanded me ... to put the territory on
the west coast of Africa, belonging to Mr. A. Lüderitz, under the direct protection of His Majesty. ... By thus
executing this highest of all missions, I hoist the Imperial German flag as an external sign, hereby placing the
above mentioned territory under the protection and sovereignty of His Majesty Emperor Wilhelm I.“ ...

With this ceremony, the German Reich joins the group of colonial powers.

Unfortunate in business, Lüderitz finds himself compelled to sell-off his possessions – land and mining
rights. The „Colonial Company for German South West Africa“ (DKGfSWA) is specifically founded for this
purpose in 1885. 

In the following years, protection treaties between the German colonial authorities and South West
African chiefs are concluded, to provide legal protection for the German infiltration into South West
Africa.

In 1884/85 the country falls into three categories:
· the land acquired by Lüderitz
· other land, which is under the protection of the German Reich

The 
German flag

is hoisted 

Lüderitz lacks
business 
acumen

Consolidation
of colonial

land 
possession

Display Panel I-7 Colonial hopes



Status quo in
South West
Africa

False 
expectations

South West Africa
in 1891

· the land belonging to those re-
fusing to sign protection treaties,
such as the Bondelswart Nama and
the Witbooi Nama.

Since its annexation in 1878, Wal-
vis Bay is in the hands of the Bri-
tish. After 1885, only three civil
servants of the German Reich are
working in South West Africa. The
indigenous population barely noti-
ces the protectorate.

The Herero, who are still at war
with the Nama, enter into a protec-
tion treaty with the Germans in
1885. They hope to receive help
against the Nama.

But the Germans interpret the pro-
tection as legal protection for the
agreements made by German tra-
ders and settlers and, where neces-
sary, to also keep the British out of
South West Africa.
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The Herero are disappointed and, in 1888, declare the protection treaty null and void. They return to the
old treaties with the British.

Thus, for the time being, the German Protectorate is deprived of any kind of foundation. The Germans
withdraw from the Herero area.

These are also unsuccessful years for the Rhenish Mission. Maharero prohibits them from engaging in any
further missionary activity. Therefore, the Mission exerts pressure on the German Government to interve-
ne in South West Africa.

Consequences
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The 
German
Reich 
responds 

Unauthorised
action

Hendrik 
Witbooi

The German Reich responds to the requests for protection from German merchants and settlers in South
West Africa and, in 1889, dispatches a protection force consisting of 20 soldiers disguised as an expediti-
on of explorers, under Captain Curt von Francois. Their task: to keep the British out of South West Africa.

Francois is ordered not to attack the Herero.

Francois pursues his own policy: „the objective can only be achieved by ruthless severity“. He uses firearms
to fight against the Herero. In 1890, the Herero once again acknowledge the German Protectorate. 

The Germans in South West Africa, including several missionaries, support his policy. The Foreign Office
in Berlin criticises it vehemently. Nevertheless, the colonial force is increased to 50.

Reich Commissioner Heinrich Göring (father of Hermann Göring of the National Socialist German Wor-
kers Party) successfully demonstrates the "seriousness" of the German protection in a letter to the Herero.
This gesture satisfies Maharero, as the Herero and Nama are still at war.

Hendrik Witbooi, Chief of the Witbooi Nama, recognises that the German's offer of protection is an at-
tempt to play the Nama off against the Herero and he refuses to accept the protection treaty.
„This seems impossible and strange to me. ... Each and every chief rules his people and land in a self-go-
verning manner and is an independent head of his land and people. ... I can, in truth, see no possibility
that a chief, who has placed himself under another, can be referred to as an independent chief, who can
do as he pleases.

Tactics, diplomacy, war Display Panel I-8



This Africa is our land, the land of the Red Chiefs.
Should one of us be in danger and feels too weak to
face it himself, he can say to his brothers, the
chiefs of the Red Tribes: 'Come brother, or brothers,
let us stand united for our land Africa and ward off
the danger which seeks to penetrate our land with
violence'.
For we belong together through our colour and way
of life, and this Africa, in its entirety, is the land of
the Red Chiefs.“

In order to explain the danger, Witbooi contacts
Maharero in writing. Maharero's son, Samuel, re-
ceives the message. His father had just died on 7
October 1890. There is no peace between the Nama
and Herero until 1892. 

The German Reich is able to agree a further protec-
tion treaty with the Bondelswart Nama.

The war had advantages and disadvantages for the
Germans.
· As long as the war lasted, no aggressive action
was taken against Germans.
· Due to the fighting, extensive colonisation of
the country was impossible.

Enemies 
become allies

Hendrik Witbooi,
Chief of the Nama
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Disaster 
and Success

Samuel Maharero,
Chief of the Herero

The peace between the Nama and Herero disturbs
Francois. Now the colonial force is faced by uni-
ted Africans. In 1893, the force is strengthened to
250.

Francois carries out an attack on Witbooi's people
in Hornkranz on 12 April 1893. Women and chil-
dren are wounded and killed. At the time of the at-
tack, most of the men are not in the camp. Hendrik
Witbooi strikes back and captures 150 of the force's
horses.

Much too early, Francois notifies Windhoek and
Berlin of the presumed success. His lack of military
success leads to the end of his term of office. Inci-
ting a war, on the other hand, does not count for
very much.
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In 1893, Major Theodor Leutwein is dispatched to
take over as Imperial Governor and commander of
the colonial force by the Chancellor of the German
Reich. He takes over Francois' position.

His task:
· to bring Hendrik Witbooi under German con-

trol
· to manifest German rule
· and to enlarge its territory.

On 27 August 1894, Leutwein attacks the Witbooi
Nama. After bitter fighting involving heavy losses
on both sides, a truce is reached.

Three weeks later, a so-called „Protection and
Friendship Agreement“ is concluded with the Wit-
booi Nama, now impoverished by war:
· they have to give up their land
· live under surveillance in Gibeon 
· and be economically dependent on the cattle
lent to them by the colonial power.

Control over
the Witbooi

Display Panel I-9 Divide and rule  



Control over
the Herero

Erongo Mountains

The cattle
plague of
1897

Herd of cattle 

In spite of the strained relations, the
Witbooi fight on the German side until
1904.

After this manoeuvre, Leutwein turns
his attention to the Herero. He takes
advantage of the disagreement about
who is to succeed Chief Maharero.

His son, Samuel Maharero, the new
Paramount Chief, asks for support
against those Herero rebelling against
him.

Instead of uniting the tribe, Leutwein
succeeds only in dividing it.

He succeeds in annexing the land and
expanding the German crown land. 

The cattle plague of 1897 inflicts con-
siderable damage on the Herero, who
own large cattle herds. Approximately
70 - 90% of the livestock fall victim to
the plague. The Herero enter into a
state of crisis.
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Epidemics and periods of
drought force the Herero to
work for the whites, to raise
money on their land or sell it.
In an ostensibly peaceful way,
Leutwein succeeds in restructu-
ring the land tenure and in esta-
blishing the German position of
power. The settlers now have
access to new land. The first
railway is built between Swa-
kopmund and Windhoek.

The economic ruin of the indige-
nous population is in stark con-
trast to this. Forced to buy on
credit from white traders due to a lack of cash, they
eventually lose their cattle. The law, which Leutwein
wants to use to end the arbitrariness of the traders
and settlers achieves the exact opposite: violent
cattle driving by the police now appears to be legal.

Landscape

The economic
ruin of the
indigenous
population 
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Request for
intervention

Preparatory
work by the
missionaries

In a country always on the verge of civil war, the Rhenish Mission has continually been seeking protection. At
this time, Inspector Fabri is the leading figure within the Rhenish Mission.

The Mission is worried about its own safety and about the growth of its African parishes.

Before the thought of colonisation plays a role in the Rhenish Mission, it seeks protection and support from
the British in South Africa, who have agreements with the Herero and Nama.

The Rhenish Mission requests German intervention from 1880.

The attitude and work of the missionaries changes with Lüderitz' arrival. They work as translators for the
settlers and traders and are thus drawn actively into the process of colonisation.

Owing to their longstanding presence in the country, the missionaries have already laid the foundation for
a colony. As further German settlers arrive, they hope this will have positive consequences for their mis-
sion work and put an end to the internal African wars.  

Extracts from Rhenish Mission reports in 1885:
„Of course we welcome the German colonisation endeavours in our mission regions with heartfelt pleasure,
otherwise we would surely not be good Germans ... It fills us with great pleasure that, in accordance with
its outstanding position of power in Europe, the reunited and strengthened Germany has now also begun,

The Rhenish Mission at the beginning of the colonial era  
Display Panel I-10 



to participate in the great world su-
premacy of Europe ... However, this
is only possible, since we have good
reason to expect that this occupation
will have beneficial results for our
mission work in these parts, and,
even more so, to see it, perhaps, as
an answer to our prayers.“

But:
„Colonisation serves the expansion
of the power and reputation of our
dear German fatherland, whereas
the mission wishes to serve the ex-
pansion of the Kingdom and the
Glory of our heavenly King, Jesus Christ.“

Only two years after the annexation, the Rhenish
missionaries express their disappointment that the
protection treaties, often concluded with their assi-
stance, are not fulfilled by the Germans. They see the
trust, they have been able to build up with the chiefs,
being jeopardised; as neither the chiefs nor their sub-
ordinates are receiving the promised protection. 

The tension between Mission and state power is eased
only after Leutwein replaces Francois as Governor.

Prayers 
at a farm

Disappoint-
ment and

tension

111



Allies

Estrangement

Dr August Schreiber

Major Leutwein strives to win over the missionaries
as leading allies for his policy. He needs this con-
tact in order to gain the support of the chiefs for his
plans.

Initially, the Rhenish Mission's judgement of Leut-
wein's search for peace and political stability is fa-
vourable: this being precisely what is beneficial for
their mission work and in line with their political
role.

The new Mission Inspector, August Wilhelm Schrei-
ber, describes the situation in South West Africa in
1898 as peace restored by the German Government.

The Mission hopes that the colonial power will ack-
nowledge their significance for the colony. Howe-
ver, it also senses the changing climate between the
missionaries and the indigenous population.

Missionary Philipp Diehl on the situation in 1899:
„The people's attitude to the missionaries has also

The Rhenish Mission at the beginning of the colonial era
Display Panel I-11  



changed. Up to the 1880s, the heathens and the
Christians regarded the missionary as a kind of pa-
triarchal figure. He was trusted entirely in all poli-
tical and church matters. ...
How different everything has become since then! In
almost all important social and political matters,
the missionary is deliberately avoided. One would
have no need to be troubled by this situation, and
could, instead, be pleased, if the natives were not
allowing themselves to be so cheated to their own
disadvantage. ...
When they afterwards feel disappointed, we, the
missionaries, are to blame ...“

Since the mid-1890s, the Rhenish Mission has been
requesting the establishment of reservations. 
· It aims to safeguard, in the long-term, the indi-
genous population's fundamental means of existen-
ce in the face of German „hunger for land“.
· It fears that through land losses it will become
more difficult, if not impossible, to perform missio-
nary work among the Herero and Nama. 
· It believes reservations offer the indigenous po-
pulation protection from (European) moral 
decadence
· and that reservations are a good source of man-
power for the colony.

Reservations

Missionary 
Philipp Diehl
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Despite differences of opinion with the Mission, Governor Leutwein does not reject the reservations. His
reasoning is not humanitarian; rather, he is striving to uphold the existing system of control.

The reservations are established on infertile land; but abandoned again at the beginning of the wars in
1904.
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War

POWERLiberation
GGeennoocciiddee

Struggle

1904-19081904-1908





The considerable changes in the country lead to in-
creasing unrest and tension.

On 25 October 1903, the Bondelswart Nama in the
south rise up against the German colonial power.
The issues:
· Right of jurisdiction
· Right to possess firearms.

During the conflict, the Chief of the Bondelswart
and the German district senior civil servant lose
their lives.

Companies from Windhoek
and Okahandja advance
southwards. Governor Leut-
wein waits for reinforce-
ments and also advances
towards the south.

On 12 January 1904, war
breaks out with the Herero
in the north. 

The events

Warmbad missio-
nary station, 
South Namibia

Display Panel II-2  Uprising of the Bondelswart Nama



Criticism of
Governor
Leutwein

Great Nama Land,
between Warmbad
and Keetmanshoop

The war with the Bondelswart drags on. In order to
avoid a war on two fronts, Leutwein needs peace
quickly. On 27 January 1904, a peace treaty is
concluded. 

As compensation for the costs of the attack, the
Germans lay claim to the land of the Bondelswart
as crown land.

Leutwein leaves the punishment of the Bondelswart
to the Nama Chief, Hendrik Witbooi. He has to re-
turn to the north as quickly as possible in order to
end the war with the Herero.

Criticism of Governor
Leutwein becomes au-
dible and reverberates
all the way to Berlin.
The capitulation con-
ditions appear too le-
nient for the settlers.
They feel unprotected
and want all indige-
nous people to be dis-
armed. Leutwein for-
bids the disarmament
of Witbooi.
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It becomes more and more difficult for him to carry out his policy of „divide and rule“.
· The settlers' protest against him is not silenced by the arrival of new troops from the German Reich.
· The chiefs similarly find divided rule insufficient. They see the loss of power and dependence on the
Germans.

In the German Reich, Leutwein's policy is interpreted as defeat and all confidence in him collapses. In May
1904, he is divested of his military supreme command.

He is replaced by General Lothar von Trotha.
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Okahandja

Instructions
to the 
Herero chiefs 

On 12 January 1904, the first shots are fired in Okahandja. Who fires the first shot is disputed.

Samuel Maharero commands all Herero chiefs to attack the German colonial force.

Maharero's decision to lead all Africans together against the Germans comes at short notice.

He writes to Hermanus van Wyk, Chief of the Rehoboth Baster, and to Nama Chief Hendrik Witbooi: „... I
wish to inform you that the whites have violated their peace with me ... and, for our part, we should, in our
weakness, do what we can ...“

From a second letter written to Hendrik Wit-
booi: „... Let us preferably die together and not
die through maltreatment, prison or any other
ways ...“. The letters never reach Witbooi.

The first victims are the trader Adolf Diekmann
and his wife from Okahandja. The couple are shot
on their way to the military base, where settlers
and traders have retreated.

„In my capacity as Supreme Chief of the Here-
ro, I hereby decree and resolve that none of my
people lay their hands upon the English, the Ba-
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stards, the Berg Damara, the Nama and
the Boers. We shall not lay violent hands
on any of these. I have made a solemn
pledge not to make this known to anyone,
including the missionaries. I am the Chief
of the Herero,
Samuel Maharero“.

The war is directed against settlers, tra-
ders and soldiers. Samuel Maharero ensu-
res that the missionaries are not endange-
red.

As patriots, the missionaries find themselves, nevertheless, in an awkward situation. Some Germans ac-
cuse them of being on the side of the Herero and of having known about the plans for attack. Had they
not often mediated between settlers and the indigenous population, learned their language and recommen-
ded reservations? 

The missionaries defend themselves against the accusations, but make it clear that they always treat the
indigenous population differently than many Germans do.

Within a few days, the Herero succeed in occupying the entire Central South West Africa, with the excep-
tion of the military bases. 123 Germans are killed. 

There is no further attack on Okahandja. The Germans are able to bring in reinforcements and, after two
weeks, regain the upper hand. A German defeat is averted with concentrated forces.

Hereroland 

The first
offensive - 

a success

No lasting
victory
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Countryside to the
north of the

Waterberg

There are various reasons for the outbreak of war:
· systematic land expropriation
· depriving the chiefs of their power
· credit usury by the Germans causing dependen-

cy of the Herero
· contempt for the customs and traditions of the

Herero by the settlers.
· the settlers' and traders' fear of being disadvan-

taged when purcha-
sing land, as a result
of the credit decree
and the establishment
of reservations.

Asked about the rea-
son for war, Governor
Leutwein receives the
following answer
from Samuel Mahare-
ro in March 1904:

„To the grand envoy of
the Emperor, Governor
Leutwein.
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I have received your letter and understand well everything that you write to me and my chiefs.
I and my chiefs answer as follows:
The beginning of the war is not just in this year begun by me, but by the whites, for you know how many He-
reros have been killed by white people, especially by traders with rifles and in prison. And always when I
brought the matter to Windhoek, the blood of my people was always valued at no more than a few head of
cattle, namely 50, or (also only) 15…
The traders increased the trouble in the way that they of their own accord gave my people credit … they rob-
bed them, going so far as to take away by force, to repay themselves, two or three head of cattle for a debt of
one pound sterling. 
These are the things, which have caused the war in this land.... They went so far as to kill two Hereros of
Chief Tjetjo, even Lieutenant Zürn began to kill my people in the gaol. Ten died and it was said that they died
of sickness, but they died by the hands of the labour overseer ....
Now I must kill the white people even if I die. These are my words ...
I am the Chief of the Herero.“

The responsibility for the outbreak of war is rejected by Samuel Maharero. Nevertheless, he is willing to
wage war.

From the point of view of the Rhenish missionary Johannes Spieker:
„... [It] may be permitted for me to remark that in my carefully considered opinion it is unjust if one wishes
to understand the uprising of the Herero and Nama as a totally unjustified revolt against German rule. …“

From the
point of view

of the 
Rhenish 

missionary
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German barracks 
in Omaruru

The Herero destroy rail and telegraph connections
and plunder settlements and farms. But they would
actually prefer to fight out in the open countryside. 

The Germans retreat to fortified places and military
bases. They wait for reinforcements from Germany.

Governor Leutwein arrives in Swakopmund in Fe-
bruary 1904. His main force is ready for action af-
ter the reinforcements arrive in March 1904.

Leutwein tries to con-
tact Samuel Maharero
in writing. He wants
to find out the reason
for war and the posi-
tion of Maharero and
his troops.

The German Govern-
ment severely repri-
mands him for this
course of action. In-
stead of „negotiat-
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ing“, he should have salvaged German honour. The
Grand General Staff in Berlin forbids him from car-
rying out negotiations without the explicit permis-
sion of the Emperor.

The Rhenish missionary, August Kuhlmann, suc-
ceeds in meeting Samuel Maharero in Otjosonjati.
He betrays Maharero's position.

Further skirmishes take place without any decisive
successes for either of the parties. The Herero fight
with great fortitude and determination. Soldiers and
settlers strike back in retaliation.

At the Battle of Oviumbo in April 1904, Maharero's
troops almost succeed in gaining a great victory.
Subsequently some of the Herero forces retreat to
the Waterberg.

Leutwein and his men wait for reinforcements.

„The battle of Oviumbo clearly proved that the
troops in their present strength are indeed insuffi-
cient to put down the revolt. The Herero were evi-
dently joined by great numbers from the Waterberg
and almost all of the Otjimbingue people, numbe-
ring at least 5,000 rifles.“ 

Missionary 
August Kuhlmann

121



The east of the
Waterberg

The General Staff assesses the situation:
„In order to break the resistance, the troops have to
be so strong so that they are in a position to attack
all of the enemy forces simultaneously and not, as
at present, first the right wing and then the left.“

Leutwein is severely criticised and replaced in the
end by General Lothar von Trotha. Trotha thwarts
Leutwein's last offer to negotiate, which was pro-
claimed as follows:
„You know very well that you have risen against

your ruler, the German Em-
peror, and that nothing less
than a fight to the death
awaits you.
Until this point I have been
unable to end the war ... But
you can end the war if you
come to me, lay down your
arms and receive your
righteous punishment. ...“
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On June 11, General Lothar von Trotha arrives in
South West Africa. He assumes supreme military
command. Leutwein remains governor but is, in
fact, deprived of power. 

Governor Leutwein and General von Trotha pursue
the same goal:
· immediate termination of the war
· unconditional capitulation
· complete disempower-

ment of the Herero.

Leutwein has no wish to de-
stroy the Herero. He is thin-
king of the period after the
war, when the Herero, after
their capitulation, will be nee-
ded as manpower. In addition,
Leutwein states, it is not so
simple „to exterminate a nati-
on" of 60,000 to 70,000
people.

The same
goal

Different
methods

Soldiers of the
colonial force 
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A new phase
of the war

The Franke 
company 

make ready 
for marching out

Omaruru

Even before his arrival in South West Africa, Trot-
ha authorises his officers to execute all armed „re-
bels“ according to martial law.

He declares war, authorised by Emperor Wilhelm II,
in accordance with article 68 of the German legal
constitution.

Von Trotha is a mili-
tary officer; known for
his brutal acts in China
and East Africa; unscru-
pulous and extremely
violent.

He writes to Governor
Leutwein:
„I know enough tribes in
Africa. They are all simi-
lar in so far as they only
yield to violence.
To pursue this violence
with blatant terror and
even with cruelty, was
and is my policy. I will
exterminate the rebellious
tribes with rivers of blood
and rivers of money."
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Samuel Maharero, his men and their families take up position south of the Waterberg. They assemble in
a semi-circle and make use of the thornbush as natural protection. The families and the cattle are positio-
ned within the semi-circle.

Von Trotha waits for reinforcements – several thousand well-equipped soldiers, dispatched by the Grand
General Staff – for a major attack.

Samuel 
Maharero
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The battle 
at the 
Waterberg

Map of the 
Waterberg area

General von Trotha plans the decisive battle against
the Herero on 10 August 1904.

He positions his units, together with the fresh
troops, along the south of
the Waterberg, where the
Herero have retreated.

On 11 August 1904, the
Germans attack.

After further fighting on
12 August, the colonial
forces are victorious. On
13 August, von Trotha or-
ders the pursuit along the
border to the Omaheke se-
mi-desert. The Herero flee
with families and cattle
deeper into the waterless
Omaheke Desert. There is
no possibility of breaking
through the German lines.
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The Grand General Staff reports: „This courageous venture shows the ruthless energy of the German lead-
ership in the pursuit of the enemy in a magnificent light.
No efforts, no privations were spared in order to deprive the enemy of the last remnants of his resistance:
like a wild animal hunted half to death, he was chased from watering place to watering place until final-
ly, lacking any will, he became a victim of the nature of his own country.
The waterless Omaheke was to complete what the German arms had begun: the extermination of the He-
rero people.“

The Germans drive the Herero in a pincer manoeuvre ahead of them. When the groups meet one another,
the Herero are shot at random.

The watering places along the border of the desert are systematically occupied and sealed off. 

On 2 October 1904, General von Trotha issues his notorious proclamation:

„I, the great General of the German soldiers, send this letter to the Herero nation. 
The Herero are no longer German subjects. They have murdered and plundered, have cut off the ears, noses
and other parts of the bodies of injured soldiers, and now, out of cowardice, they want to give up the fight.
I say to the people:
anyone who delivers one of their chiefs as a prisoner to one of my bases, will receive one thousand marks,
whoever brings Samuel Maharero, will receive five thousand marks.
But the Herero people must leave this land. If they refuse, so I will force them with the Groot Rohr [cannon].
Any Herero found within the German borders armed or unarmed, with or without cattle, will be shot. I will
no longer give shelter to women and children, I will drive them back to their people or have them shot.
This is my decision for the Herero people.
The great General of the mighty German Emperor.“

Extermination
order
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Atrocities

Hanged Herero

The text of the Trotha proclamation is translated in-
to Otjiherero.

Captured Herero are released, after they, their wives
and children have been compelled to witness the
execution of their Herero chiefs, so that they can

spread the proclamation.

The diaries of many sol-
diers bear witness to the
atrocities, which had al-
ready taken place before
the extermination order.
„Newly caught Herero pri-
soners-of-war were hung
by the neck. Since that
day I would often see He-
rero swaying from the
branch of a tree.“
Emil Mahlzahn, 
attendant to 
General Trotha, 
September 1904 
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Efforts to negotiate by the Herero Chiefs are
rejected by Trotha. There are vehement debates
with Governor Leutwein about the extermina-
tion policy.

Several of Trotha's officers, e.g. Ludwig von
Estorff, had also been critical, but in the end
did not resist his strategy.

Von Estorff believes that many Herero and nu-
merous herds could have been saved:
„I suggested this to General von Trotha, but he
wanted their complete annihilation.“ 

From Trotha's diary:
„The question for me now is how to end the war
with the Herero. Concerning this question, the opi-
nion of the governor and several old Africans on the
one hand and my own opinion on the other are en-
tirely contradictory. 
The former have long wished to negotiate … I am of
an entirely different opinion. I believe that the na-
tion as such must be completely exterminated. ... I
consider it to be [right] that this nation should co-
me to an end. ...“ 

General Leutwein travels to Germany and does not
return to his post. 

Efforts to
negotiate 

Starving Herero
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The end Approximately 60,000 to 80,000 Herero had faced a colonial force of around 7,000 soldiers.

More than three quarters of the Herero people are dead. Some survivors flee to neighbouring countries; ot-
hers are collected in concentration camps and employed as workers.

Not until 8 December 1904, does Wilhelm II issue a counter-order to Trotha's merciless proclamation. He
grants a general pardon to those Herero who had not participated in any killings or in the war.

General von Trotha is instructed to accept the mediatory service of the Rhenish missionaries.
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In Europe and Germany at the turn of the 19th century, co-
lonies are generally undisputed.

The mission criticises some of the conditions in the colony.
Colonialism, as such, is not questioned. The mission over-
estimates its influence among the Herero. So, too, missiona-
ry Kuhlmann, who accompanies the Herero on their retreat
from the mission stations to the hinterland. The German Reich
accuses the mission of being in league with the enemy.

It is publicly disgraced:
„In every conceivable way, these brutes are given the utmost
protection by the Mission, so that they are in no way what-
soever disturbed in their dealings and activities. ... The Mis-
sion even has the impertinence to intercede on behalf of the
coloured riff-raff. ...“

Reich Chancellor von Bülow expresses his suspicion about the Mission. 

. It replies to the Reich Chancellor and underlines the co-operation with, and the loyalty to, the Germans
since the beginning of the colonial era:
„It cannot have escaped your Honourable Excellency's notice the outstanding service our mission perfor-
med at the conclusion of the protection treaties and in making the land accessible for our fatherland. ...“

Director 
Johannes Spiecker

The mission
board 

steps in
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Betrayal

. It sends a „pastoral letter“ to the Herero requesting them to surrender.
„We cannot allow ourselves to conceal from you that you have plunged us into deep sadness and have
caused us much pain. Our heart bleeds when we think of you, like the heart of the father whose son
has gone astray and turns his back on him. 
You also have embarked on a road, which will inevitably lead you into wretchedness and miserable de-
ath, if you do not soon admit your wrongdoings and change your ways.
You have raised the sword against your authorities, appointed by God, without considering that it is
written: All who take up the sword will perish by the sword. …
We wish to cordially and urgently warn you against continuing in this direction. In other words, turn
back and humble yourselves before God and the people you have sinned against. The sooner you turn
back, i.e. lay down your weapons and make peace with the authorities, the better it will be for you. ...“ 

The military command prevents the publication of the pastoral letter.

The situation arises whereby the missionaries pass on important military information about the Herero to
the Germans.

Despite their ambivalent position, the Rhenish Mission attempts to prevent the destruction of the Herero.
In 1904, it writes in the "Reichsbote" („Reich Herald“):

„It cannot be emphasised enough that this is not a question today of a racial war ... but of a national upri-
sing and war of revenge ...“.

In hindsight, the then director Johannes Spiecker writes: „"... A dispassionate judge of the circumstances
could do no more than to admit that the entire development in South West Africa had to lead inevitably to
the uprising.“ 
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After the Waterberg battle against the Herero, Hen-
drik Witbooi resolves, in August 1904, that the Na-
ma are to rise up against the Germans. He with-
draws the Nama who have fought in the German
colonial force against the Herero.

On 1 October 1904, he declares these decisions in
a letter to all Nama chiefs.

· the inexorable transfer of land to the white
settlers

· the recognition of Trotha's war policy
· the settlers' loud demands to disarm the Nama

and to deprive them of their power.

Almost all of the Nama groups follow the call of the
highly respected Nama leader Witbooi:
„... as we all know, I have gone my way, governed
by the law, in virtue of the law and according to the
law. ... I have now ceased to follow the law. And I
will also notify the Captain and say to him that I
have become tired and the time has passed where I
have to follow him. 

Reasons for
the war

Hendrik Witbooi

Display Panel II-10  The war of the Nama against the colony



The time has run out and the Sa-
viour wishes to work himself. He
will deliver us through his great
mercy and compassion. ...“ 

On 3 October, one day after Trot-
ha's „extermination“ proclamati-
on to the Herero, the war of the
Nama begins.

The Nama choose different tac-
tics from those of the Herero.
They wage guerrilla warfare:
. attacks on farms and military
bases
· white men are killed; the wo-
men and children are taken –

under supervision – to Ger-
man fortified positions 
· cattle and weapons are
confiscated
· no battles on open
ground.

2,000 able-bodied Nama are
up against approximately
15,000 soldiers. 
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in Namaland

Course of 
the war

German garrison 
in Keetmanshoop
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The Nama's attacks catch the Germans by surprise. General von Trotha requests reinforcements and de-
ports the Nama who are still with the colonial troops.

The guerrilla warfare of the Nama, with hundreds of single skirmishes and raids, lasts until 1907.           

In retrospect, Ludwig von Estorff, later commander of the colonial force, writes:
„Not every soldier can fulfil the task of guerrilla warfare, only a first-rate thoroughly trained one can. The
replacements which the army provided to the colonial troops, were invariably inspired by the best spirit
and well-disciplined, but their independence, skill and, often, physical efficiency and endurance were too
inadequate.“

The German officers believe the military advantage of the Nama lies in their knowledge of the region.
„Broken up into numerous small bands, it [the enemy] roamed through the land. Marching and resting
troops, columns, bases, positions were at no place and at no time safe from the sudden onset of these
bands.“ 



Not wanting to wait for reinforcements, Colonel
von Deimling attacks Hendrik Witbooi in Riet-
mond. Witbooi and his men flee. They suffer great
losses. In spite of this, von Deimling does not suc-
ceed in defeating Witbooi.

The General Staff finds the military operation unsa-
tisfactory. Colonel von Deimling leaves the country.

General von Trotha now also issues a proclamati-
on to the Nama on 22 April 1905:
„To the rebellious Hottentots. The great, mighty Em-
peror wishes to show mercy to the nation of the
Hottentots and has commanded that those who vo-
luntarily surrender shall be spared their lives. Only
those, who murdered whites at the beginning of the
uprising, or those, who commanded their murder,
have, according to law, forfeited their right to live.
This I make known to you and say further that tho-
se who do not surrender will suffer the same fate as
the nation of the Herero which believed in its blind-
ness that it could wage a successful war against the
mighty German nation ...“. 

Proclamation
to the Nama 

Colonial troops
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The fighting continues until Hendrik Witbooi is
wounded and dies on 29 October 1905 during an
attack on a unit near Vaalgas.

General von Trotha leaves the country on 19 No-
vember 1905. He is succeeded in 1906 by Berthold
von Deimling.

Witbooi is succeeded by his son, Isaak Witbooi. He
is unable to reach a mutual decision with the Nama
groups concerning their tactics.

His second in command, Samuel Isaak, surrenders
on 26 November 1905, after being disarmed and as-
sured of free passage. In fact, the group is later de-
ported to the concentration camp on Shark Island.
Other Nama follow this example. Isaak Witbooi
surrenders in 1906.

The Franzmann Nama under Simon Kopper and
Jacob Marengo and the Bondelswart Nama under
Johann Christian continue fighting.

The situation becomes increasingly difficult for the
constantly decreasing Nama groups. Colonel Deim-
ling operates with small, mobile units and has the
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cattle of the Nama driven out of the south. In October
1906, Johann Christian opens peace negotiations.

Jacob Marengo (Morenga) is, alongside Hendrik
Witbooi, one of the most capable Nama leaders. He
had risen up against the Germans as early as July
1904.

He superbly masters the tactics of guerrilla warfare.
In 1905, he wins a major battle against the Germans
who incur high losses and are forced to retreat.

In April 1906, after heavy clashes, his only alterna-
tive is to flee. In South Africa, where he is regarded

as a national hero, he turns him-
self in to the British Cape police.

They shoot him on 20 September
1907 when he leaves his place of
residence without permission.

The end of the war is officially
declared on 31 March 1907 by
Emperor Wilhelm II; but the final
peace treaty, with Simon Kopper,
was not concluded until Februa-
ry 1909.
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Women, both black and white, are drawn to a great
extent into the war, even if this infringes the prin-
ciples of the male code of honour.

Indigenous women support their men during the
fighting with calls and chants such as: „Who owns
Hereroland - Hereroland belongs to us“.

Helene Heyse remembers:
„During this ... close combat, the Here-
ro women had gathered around (sub-
chief) Mutate. Their war cries were li-
ke the chirping of crickets and rang out
tremulously in the highest tones until
well into the night. In between, their
call: Oganda onjani?(Who owns the
Werft?), followed by Mutate's soothing
voice: Vanatje muinee! Oganda oje-
tu!(Children, be silent, the Werft be-
longs to us.)“
27.1.1904
The German soldiers are astonished to
discover that women are an integral
part of the enemy army. In German

Indigenous
women 

Herero women
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propaganda, these women are depicted as wild be-
asts who barbarously mutilate the Germans.

The indigenous women are shot at. In concentrati-
on camps, they are forced into hard labour and are
sexually abused.

The Nama deported to Cameroon in 1910, include
large numbers of women and children. They reject
the possibility of returning to South West Africa
without the men. They do not return with their
menfolk until 1913, their numbers heavily decima-
ted and in a weak condition.

Samuel Maharero gave the order not to kill settler
women and children, but to take them to the Ger-
man settlements. With few exceptions, the Herero
and Nama respect the order.

But the propaganda speaks of women who have
been murdered and abused. However, the lives of
German women are - under the circumstances - re-
latively safe.

In peacetime, their presence reduces the „danger“ of
mixed marriages. They are responsible for „civili-
sing“ the African women.
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The wives of missionaries at the mission stations
work extremely hard and, consequently, have an
influence on the indigenous women and children.
They provide the atmosphere of trust necessary for
the missionary work.

Meta Holzapfel is forced to witness the death of her
husband - missionary Holzapfel - who is the only
Rhenish missionary to be killed by the Nama.

„How they made my dear husband's dying difficult,
shooting him as they did, before my eyes and the ey-
es of the children. How my dear husband and I, too,
begged for the mercy of these people - to no avail,
... he could not help but look at us the whole time
till the fatal bullet hit him. ...
What I experienced in that moment cannot be des-
cribed. But also here, at that moment, the Lord
strengthened me.“

Presumably, Holzapfel had refused to hand out ri-
fles to the Nama.
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The settlers demand workers. On the orders of the
German Government, under Chancellor von Bülow,
camps are established.

Von Bülow accepts the Mission's offer of assistance
in establishing the camps. Reluctantly, General von
Trotha also accepts.

The camps are established
soon after the repeal of Trot-
ha's extermination order at the
end of 1904.

Concentration camps are in-
stitutions of the military admi-
nistration in which the Mission
also works.

Dispersed fighters and those
found in hiding, including wo-
men and children are interned
here - evidence that it was a
war against entire nations.

Dead Herero
are useless

Establish-
ment of the

camps 

Transportation of
prisoners to a camp

Display Panel II-14  Assembly and concentration camps



The Mission regards the concentration of the Here-
ro in camps as an opportunity
· to prevent the complete annihilation of the He-

rero nation and
· to reintensify the spreading of the Christian

faith.
For this reason it establishes assembly camps. 

Hence the board of the Rhenish Mission writes to
Reich Chancellor von Bülow:
„It is of most importance to us that our valiant sol-
diers ... from being enforcers of the law become pro-
tectors of the peace. 
But for obvious reasons, it is of great concern to us
that the misguided nation of the Herero should be
saved from complete extermination through hunger
and war ...“.
25.11.1904

The Herero, also many Nama, are first collected in
assembly camps and then taken from there to the
concentration camps.

The missionary approaches General von Trotha
with the request not to rob the remaining Herero
completely of their rights but to allow them to grow
vegetables and keep small livestock:
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„I find the perception pleasing that the people are regaining confidence in our government. ... It would be of
utmost importance for the future well-being of our colony, if the Herero ... were not now to find their retur-
ning trust disappointed by extreme severity.“ 
1905

General von Trotha's reply is characteristic: 
„I find it remarkably significant that the Reverend Father is of the opinion that the Herero, under certain
circumstances, would regain confidence in the government. ... The Reich Chancellor has [merely] repealed
my command that all Herero who surrender are to carry out their labour, daily and annually, in chains ...“. 

Missionaries of the Rhenish Mission continually criticise the way the Herero and Nama are treated by the
German Government.

Occasionally, their efforts to achieve better living conditions in the concentration camps are successful.



The conditions in the camps with 15,000 Herero
and 2,000 Nama prisoners are catastrophic. Within
2½ years, 7,682 people die, approximately 45% of
the inmates. The death certificates are already pre-
printed: „Death by exhaustion“. Dysentery, pneu-
monia and scurvy also claim many lives.

Abuse, rape and forced labour are routine.

The Swakopmund Concentration camp operates
from 1904 to the beginning of
1908. The prisoners are lent out as
labourers to the Swakopmund har-
bour and to the settlers and traders. 

Here behind barbed wire, 1,500
prisoners, mainly Herero, are
crammed together in a confined
space under the most abominable
conditions.

The harsh Atlantic coast climate,
the appalling hygiene and inade-
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quate nutrition lead to the deaths of many priso-
ners.

In 1904, the Rhenish missionary, Heinrich Vedder, is
entrusted by the civil government with the care of
the prisoners.

In one of his reports he says:
„From early morning until late evening, they had to
work, on week days as well as on Sundays and pu-
blic holidays, under the cudgels of the overseers,
until they collapsed. 
At the same time, the nutrition was worse than
meagre. ... Hundreds were driven to their death like
cattle and, like cattle, they were buried ...“ 

Missionary Vedder tries unsuccessfully to obtain
clothing from the government. The Mission in Ger-
many donates clothing and sends money. Vedder
merely receives the permission to build a hospital
ward.

For spiritual salvation, he has a provisional chapel
built, where he can conduct services and catechism
classes.

Because of the dreadful treatment of the prisoners,
two Rhenish missionaries want to stop working in
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the assembly camp. Their request is rejected by the
Conference of Missionaries in 1906.

The Shark Island concentration camp - the largest
prison camp until 1905 - on a rocky island void of
vegetation, off Lüderitz Bay.

Missionary Hermann Nyhof reports on the depar-
ting commander Colonel von Deimling:
„He ... takes home the sad renown of having exter-
minated the Hottentots, not, it is true, with fire and
sword, but by detaining them much too long on the
cold, rocky Shark Island.“ 

Under pressure from the Mission and under the new
commander, Ludwig von Estorff, the camp is relo-
cated to the mainland in April 1907.

The prisoners are subject to forced labour. The mis-
sionaries report to their head office in Germany:
„The Herero have tolerable freedom of movement;

by comparison the Hottentots are closely guarded!
... The death rate among the Hottentots is dreadful.
The average death rate per day is eight, but there
are days when as many as 18 to 20 die.
The Herero, apparently, are somewhat more resi-
stant ...“
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After the war, the structures of the indigenous na-
tions are to be finally dissolved. Governor von Lin-
dequist is authorised,
· to expropriate all land and place it under Ger-

man possession
· to develop the economy of the country
· to place the Herero and Nama directly under

German jurisdiction.

The colonial law for the natives of
18.8.1907 contains the following key
elements:
1. Control decree 
2. Passport decree
3. Servants decree

All Africans
· shall be entered in a register for

natives
· shall be identified by an ID token,

without which they shall neither
be employed as workers nor be gi-
ven any accommodation.

The colonial
law for the

natives 

Herero workers 

Display Panel II-16  Decrees for the natives  



152

Problems
with imple-
mentation

· Without an ID token they can be punished for vagrancy.
· Without permission they shall not be allowed to have a large number of livestock.
· A maximum number of ten families may stay in one place.

After the destruction of their structures and property, the Herero like the Nama are forced to work for the
white settlers.

In reality, the implementation of the decrees is unsuccessful. Firstly, there are logistical problems, for ex-
ample, not enough ID tokens are produced in Germany. Only a part of the African nation can be „marked“.

Secondly, the settlers circumvent the decrees, for example, where employers deprive their workers of the
passport tokens to prevent them from running away.

Many masters are not prepared to keep working logs as stipulated in the decree governing working con-
tracts.
„The reason is to be seen in the fact that at the handing over of the working log, the native is to be in-
formed by the police not only of his duties but also of his rights.“
[Rights: Length of contract, Manner of payment, among other things] 
District Authorities Gobabis, 31.10.1908

The control system fails because of 
· the reluctance of the settlers
· a shortage of control personnel – large contingents are withdrawn after the wars
· an inadequate general overview of such a large country

Nevertheless, it has changed the country. The indigenous population has lost all its land and livestock and
is forced to live and work on the property and farms of white settlers.



After the end of the fighting, the Rhenish Mission be-
gins to reconstruct its work. The changed conditions
in the country also have an effect on their work. 
„Of course, the aim of mission work always remains
the same: the planting of living evangelical Chri-
stianity ... and the redemption of sinners.“   

Owing to the circumstances of the
post-war era, there are a lot of co-
mings and goings at the mission sta-
tions. Some stations are not reoccu-
pied. New stations are established at
other places: in Tsumeb, in the north
of the country, and in Gobabis.

At the Mission stations, houses,
churches and schools are built.

„Thus, the Mission stands, literally,
under the sign of reconstruction, or
rather, if we so wish, new con-
struction.“
From the reports, 1907 

External
construction

Gobabis 
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„The old, tenacious heathenism of the Herero was to-
tally wiped out by the war. ... Unlike Christianity
which has outlived the war and, therefore, has proved
its superiority, strength and viability to the Herero“, 
missionary Kuhlmann writes in 1911.

Itinerant evangelists are employed so that the He-
rero on farms scattered throughout the country can
also be reached. This approach proves fruitful. Ad-
ditional evangelists are employed.

The work at the stations has eased since the end of
the war. However, classes often have to be multilin-

gual, as the indigenous people li-
ving at the stations speak diffe-
rent languages.

Around 1907, there are, in total,
10,336 indigenous Christians in
South West Africa:
Herero 1,556  Bastard 2,491
Nama  3,387  Bergdamara 2,832

„All in all, we have good reason,
also in terms of the missionary
work among the Nama, to look
confidently to the future, when
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God, out of this poor crushed nation
whose foolhardiness caused our brothers
many a difficult hour, can prepare
people in whom His glory is revealed.“

Many of the conversions among the in-
digenous population are a result of the
pressure to adapt to colonial life. In the
1920s, the missionaries express disap-
pointment about a „return to heathen
ways.“

The indigenous population is trying to
recover its culture.

The sympathy of the white population for the Missi-
on grows. Similarly, the rapport between the German
Government and the Rhenish Mission improves.
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The Catholic
mission 

In 1879, Father Duparquet founds the first Catholic mission station in Omaruru in South West Africa. Af-
ter disagreements with the Rhenish missionaries, the station is closed again.

The first German Catholic missionaries from the Oblate Order reach Swakopmund in November 1896. Their
mission:
· the pastoral care of the Catholic colonists
· and later, missionary work among the indigenous population. 

The Rhenish Mission fears the loss of their monopoly. It observes the Catholic clergymen with suspicion.

With reference to their Protestant colleagues, Catholic clergymen express appreciation as well as envy:

„The men who, as early as 1829, set out from here [Germany] were surely zealous and daring. 'Only for
Protestants', 'Reserved for the work of the Protestant Rhenish Mission' could have been written on the way
to all the 'Werft' throughout the country, when Father Herrmann came to Windhoek with his two compa-
nions in 1896. … Bound hands! - Barriers everywhere! At the same time, every step is under suspicion and
jealous surveillance. Suspected and observed with distrust!“

Before the outbreak of war, and around 1904, the activities of the 12 fathers and 10 brothers among the
100 baptised indigenous people are rather modest. Mission stations are founded in Windhoek, Swakop-
mund and Epukiro.
„The biggest hurdle was the legal exclusion from all natives who in some way had contacts with the Rhe-
nish Mission.“

The Catholic Mission in South West Africa Display Panel II-18  



The Catholic fathers criticise the decrees for the in-
digenous people:
„Through this, the nation has been divested of its
economic basis and the social structure has been
shaken.
As much as this was perhaps necessary from the
standpoint of the white settlers, it was all the mo-
re painful for the future of the natives. They were
now truly homeless and forced to work as servants
for the whites.“

Von Trotha's decree, that 
„... the missionary work in the entire Hereroland re-
mains exclusively in the hands of the Rhenish Mis-
sion“ is repealed by the Reich Chancellor in Sep-
tember 1905. The Catholic mission is granted the
right to complete freedom of missionary work.

As a consequence of the wars, it initiated an itine-
rant mission approach to reach the scattered Here-
ro and Nama.
„Apart from the difficulties, brought by the colour-
ful mixture of nations, and apart from the influen-
ce of the Protestant surroundings, which was dou-
bly perceptible in these places, it was the dependen-
ce on white employers that caused so much discon-
tentment ...“
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Over the years, further mission stations and schools are built. Nuns work in the field of medicine, e.g. in
the military hospital at the Swakopmund camp.

The Protestant Rhenish Mission Society remains the largest in the country. Protestant Christians greatly
outnumber the Catholic Christians.



In spite of expropriation, forced labour
and rigid decrees, the Herero and Nama
manage to reconstruct their society. 

The farmers are dependent on the
workers – forced labourers and indige-
nous freemen.

They have to live in fear of the workers
running off and leaving them, thro-
wing away their identity tokens and
assuming new names. The farmers of-
ten have no other option but to impro-
ve the working conditions and pay a
wage. Because cash is scarce on the
farms, this is often in the form of small livestock. In
1912, the ban on the indigenous population holding
livestock is relaxed.

The Herero, like the Nama, who have been scatte-
red as a result of the war, meet again at Mission
stations and on farms. Information is exchanged in
letters and a network built up. The authorities

Kolmanskoop,
formerly 
Kolmanskuppe
A railway worker
finds the first
diamonds here

Reconstruc-
tion of the
indigenous

communities

Display Panel II-19 The end of the colony



„screen“ the mail; the exchange of information,
however, is tolerated as there are no signs of any
new „uprisings“.

The integration or lasting subjugation of the indi-
genous population as the proletariat of colonial so-
ciety remains German wishful thinking.

When South Africa takes over power in South West
Africa at the beginning of the First World War, Here-
ro society experiences a powerful upswing.

· the settlement of farms increases steadily
· the German population grows

· the discovery of diamonds in Kol-
manskuppe in April 1908 prompts eco-
nomic boom.

In September, the government declares
the terrain near Lüderitz Bay, which is
rich in diamonds, a prohibited area. Here,
from 1908 to 1913, diamonds worth 150
million German marks are extracted -
66% of the total gross national product
of the colony. Marble is quarried and tin
mined.
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In the German Protectorate there are
9,394 Europeans in 1908

14,830 Europeans in 1913.
The colonial force comprises 3,988 men.

Railway construction is increased. Post offices and schools are built. In 1909, the foundation stone is laid
for a "Turnhalle" (gymnasium) which is to play a significant role in the future history of Namibia.

The First World War begins on 2 August 1914. Berlin telegraphs the colony, „Colonies out of danger, re-
assure farmers.“

On 8 August, Governor Seitz mobilises the colonial troops. At the end of the month, the first clashes with
South African patrols take place.

The South African troops take Swakopmund, Lüderitz and Windhoek. On 9 July 1915, the colonial troops
surrender to the 350,000 South African soldiers.

A section of the German civil population, women and children are deported to South Africa.

South Africa puts the German Protectorate under martial law until 1 January 1921.
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Apartheid
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With the end of the First World War, and in accor-
dance with the Treaty of Versailles, the German co-
lonies are placed as trusteeship territories under the
administration of the victorious powers. Great Bri-
tain, as victorious power, delegates administrative
sovereignty to the South African Union.

The League of Nations assigns a „C-
mandate“ for South West Africa to the
South African Union allowing for its
administration as an integral part of
South Africa.

Article 22 also stipulates that the admi-
nistration is to be in the interest of the
population and not of the home coun-
try. That South Africa would not com-
ply with this, was clear from the outset.

South Africa wants to annex South
West Africa as a 5th province. It is in-
terested in the country's resources:

The mandate
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Nations 

Border crossing 
to South Africa 
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Foto: 
Reinhard Elbracht

The „5th
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diamonds, uranium and other minerals, as well as
in its favourable geo-strategical position.

When the League of Nations dissolves in April
1946, the mandate system ends. The „United Nati-
ons“ had already been founded in June 1945. South
Africa refuses to recognise the UN as the legal suc-
cessor to the League of Nations. In its opinion the
assigned mandate has expired, since the agreement
partner, the "League of Nations", no longer exists.

The UN, for its part, sets up a trus-
teeship administration for all man-
dates dependent on the League of
Nations. The regulation is recogni-
sed by all UN members - except
South Africa.

The Republic of South Africa turns
down the trusteeship agreement for
South West Africa. It puts forward
a motion to the UN General Assem-
bly in November 1946 proposing
the "annexation" of the mandated
territory. The motion is turned
down.
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The UN has no possibility of compelling South Africa to place South West Africa under the UN Trustee-
ship Council. 

Hosea Kutako initiates a petition to the United Nations in 1946 without success. He would prefer South
West Africa to be placed under British trusteeship.

Because of further petitions the UN has to concern itself repeatedly with the South African administrati-
on in South West Africa. It does not succeed in inducing South Africa to relinquish the mandate. 

Petitions
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South Africa pursues the strategy of integrating
South West Africa into its own structures. 

The Odendaal Plan, 1962/ 64, seeks, through the esta-
blishment of „homelands“, to implement South Afri-
ca's legal and apartheid system in South West Africa.

In opposition to this development, the indigenous
population founds SWAPO – South West Africa
People's Organization in 1960. In 1966 they take up

arms against the South African troops.

At the same time, other political parties are foun-
ded, such as SWANU – South West Africa Natio-
nal Union in 1959 and NUDO – National Unity
Democratic Organization in 1964.

The South African policy results in the revoca-
tion of the mandate in October 1966. South
West Africa is placed under the direct responsi-
bility of the UN and, with the resolution of Ju-
ne 1968, is renamed Namibia.

Development in South West Africa Display Panel III-3



The UN Security Council
· requests South Africa, in two resolutions in 1969, to withdraw from the mandated territory
· declares South Africa's presence to be unlawful, and
· the struggle of the Namibian people against the

illegal presence of the South African authorities
to be justified.

In 1971, the International Court of Justice in The
Hague confirms the legality of the resolutions.

A major strike movement sweeps through the country. The UN General Assembly recognises SWAPO in
December 1973 as representative of the Namibian people.

On the one hand, the Union advances its policy of apartheid with the establishment of homelands.

On the other, it works on a constitutional amendment for Namibia to improve its international standing.

The „Advisory Council“ is to prepare for the autonomy of Namibia in a constitutional conference. The
members of the eleven ethnic groups are neither democratically elected nor allowed to make independent
decisions. These rights are the prerogative of South Africa alone.

This attempt to adapt which, in 1977, culminates in an interim government is intended to eliminate SWAPO.
But due to the lack of legitimacy, the conference receives only a negative response from the black population.

The UN General Assembly demands a binding formula for the independence of Namibia with
· general and free elections for representatives of a constituent assembly and

„Tintenpalast“ („Ink
Palace“), Windhoek
Location of the
Constituent
Conference

South 
Africa's dou-
ble strategy

At the mercy
of South

Africa
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UN-Resolution 435

Resolution
435 

New Werft 
in Katutura

· sanctions against South Africa if it rejects the
proposal.

In 1976, the UN General Assembly accepts Resolu-
tion 385. In September 1978, Resolution 435, de-
cisive for independence, is adopted. By accepting
the agreement, South Africa finally recognises the
UN as legal successor to the League of Nations and
its supervisory authority for the mandate power.

Resolution 435 provides for the creation of a UN
force – UNTAG – to monitor free and fair elections

over a twelve month period. Any domestic
measures taken to lead the country to inde-
pendence are declared null and void.

South Africa declares its agreement but de-
lays the arrangements until November
1985.

Despite the resolution, the Turnhalle Con-
ference organises elections for a constituent
assembly. SWAPO boycotts the elections;
the Western powers do not recognise the
results.
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On the whole, the work of the Rhenish Mission con-
tinues without disturbance during the mandate era.

Missionary Vedder, in the country since 1903, beco-
mes Praeses of the Rhenish Mission in South West
Africa in 1937. He takes the first steps to restructu-
re the Mission Church.

During the era of National Socialism, the Rhenish
Mission, under the leadership of Johannes Olpp and
Heinrich Vedder, attempts to follow a moderate na-
tional course. It maintains neutrality towards the
mandatory government.

After the beginning of the Second World War, se-
veral missionaries and pastors are interned; the
missionary work can be continued, albeit in a re-
stricted form. 

„That we have survived through all the years of the
war is like a miracle from God,“ Vedder writes in
1946.

Augustineum

Display Panel III-4 Development of the missionary work



In order to educate indigenous Protestant Christians
as co-workers, missionary Carl H. Hahn establishes
the Augustineum in 1860.

The Herero and Nama war shatters confidence in
the indigenous co-workers. In 1909, the Praeses of
the Rhenish Mission in South West Africa prevents
Petrus Jod, a Nama educated by missionary Christi-
an Spellmeyer, from being granted permission to
take his examinations. His ordination as pastor is,
therefore, impossible. 

The Praeses gives the following reason:
„I cannot accept as a school teacher a Nama school
master of the tribe which rose up against our Ger-
man Government.“

Due to the development of the „German South West
Africa“ colony and the changes this produces, the
institute is closed again 1901; it is reopened in 1922
as a teacher training college.

Missionary Friedrich Pönninghaus fights success-
fully for a training course for pastors. In April
1938, he begins his classes as head instructor. Three
years later, the first 13 students sit their examina-
tions. The first ordination does not take place until
1947.

176

Augustineum
-The Natio-
nal Assistants
Institute

The Nama Dama
Evangelists: Fritz,
Jakobus, Hendrik,

Daniel Fries and
Michael, 1929

Evangelist and
teacher Josef

Hanse with his
familiy, 1938



177

Indigenous 
co-workers,
evangelists, elders
and teachers
during the 
Omaruru synod,
1947

In 1934, missionary Spellmeyer warns
the Conference of Missionaries:
„The capacity for independence is ger-
minating within the African people. If
we fail to allow this seed to develop, we
will be blatantly committing a sin
against this nation among which we
work, and the end would be that we
would one day simply be pushed aside
as useless tools.“

In 1946, this is exactly what happens.
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After the Second World War, a separation movement develops.

The indigenous evangelists want to become pastors and work independently
· in parishes
· in the management of the church and
· in the management of finances.

In 1946, when the Rhenish Mission seeks to replace
the missionary in Keetmanshoop with someone
younger from their own ranks, a rift develops.

The Nama no longer want to be without any power
or rights. Leading Nama evangelists make the deci-
sion to break away from the Rhenish Mission on 12
January 1946: „The community [of Keetmanshoop]

clearly declares, that under no circumstances does it wish to remain under the leadership of the Rhenish
Mission ... [We] clearly declare that as from this date on we irrevocably resign ...“

After the split, the Nama parishes seek to join the African Methodist Episcopal Church – AMEC in Decem-
ber 1946.

The reaction
· of the mission board in Germany: it regards the separation positively as an independence movement

Independence of the Churches in South West Africa Display Panel III-5
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and attempts to convey this to South West
Africa;
· of the Rhenish Missionaries in South West
Africa: disappointment and embitterment. The
missionaries see their life's work ruined.

The separation movement gradually subsides af-
ter 1959. Several Nama parishes remain within
the Rhenish Mission.

Some of the Herero also seek a course towards independence. The idea of founding their own church emer-
ges. Because of different tribal traditions, the Herero have no desire to enter AMEC, in which Nama hold
the leading positions.

Not until 1954, in the person of Pastor Reinhard Ruzo, is someone prepared to
take on the leadership of, and responsibility for founding, the church. He na-
mes the new church, „Oruuano-Community“. The Windhoek parish assumes
leadership.

On 19 August 1955, the Herero chiefs, including the distinguished Hosea Ku-
tako, take the decision:
„We are breaking away, we are departing in peace; we are not parting from the
missionaries in bad faith.“

Hosea Kutako, former evangelist of the Rhenish Mission, has, until his death,
a major influence on the development and expansion of the Oruuano.

Nama women at 
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Herero break
away

Oruuano

Grave of Herero
Chief Hosea Kutako



Dr Lucas de Vries

After the Herero also leave the Mission, it becomes
increasingly important for the Mission Society to
open up new avenues. 

The decision is taken to constitute the Evangelical
Lutheran Church - ELK (Rhenish Mission Church).

The foundation is preceded by a discussion between
the leadership of the Rhenish Mission in South West
African and the Mission leadership in Germany.

In 1956, Praeses Hans-Karl Diehl says:
„Church independence is all the more possible, as
recent missiology repeatedly emphasises that inde-
pendence no longer depends on the three „selves“,
(self-governance, self-support, self-propagation:
Henry Venn, 1851), but on the fact 'that a church
is ruled by Christ and that it preaches Christ'.“

Three things must be clarified for the reorientati-
on:
1. Denomination 
2. Name
3. Form of constitution

Independence of the Churches in South West Africa Display Panel III-6  



The name is to be a sign of the essential nature and
future direction of the church. This is seen as gua-
ranteed in the title „Evangelical Lutheran Church
(Rhenish Mission Church)“, which maintains at-
tachment to the Mission.

Regarding the form of constitution, the question is:
a unified church or a „federation of different tribal
churches“, which is to unite the people of all nati-
ons. In the end, the decision is made by the indige-
nous pastors. They decide in favour of the unified
church.

In 1957, the EEvvaannggeelliiccaall  LLuutthheerraann  CChhuurrcchh  is
founded.

Full independence follows in 1967.

Not only is administrative independence guaran-
teed, but the church leadership and the Praeses are
also elected by the synod.

Synod Okahandja,
1957
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Ten political parties and alliances stand in the first
election in November 1989, and there are 701,483
registered voters.

The Democratic Turnhalle Alliance (DTA), foun-
ded in 1977 at the end of the Turnhalle Talks, is an
alliance of 11 independent organisations, repre-
sentative of the country's 11 major ethnic groups.

The party follows a liberal-conservative line. It
works together with the South African Government.
The first chairman is a white man, Dirk Mudge.

In 1958, Ovambo workers found the Ovamboland
People's Congress, OPC, in order to achieve impro-
vements in the working and living conditions of the
Ovambo itinerant workers. In 1960, South West
Africa People’s Organisation (SWAPO), a national
movement for the whole of Namibia, evolves out of
this movement.

The exile wing of the SWAPO, led by Sam Nujoma,

The parties Display Panel III-7



wants to liberate Namibia by force. 1966 sees
the first armed confrontations with South
African security forces.

The use of violence is a decisive step for the
party in it being recognised internationally as
the most important political power.

As a liberation movement, SWAPO is organi-
sed along the lines of a socialist unity party
and is strictly hierarchical.

The party congress is the highest authority.

Directly elected by congress, the first and, so far,
only President, Sam Nujoma, is
· party leader
· commander-in-chief of the army, People's Libe-

ration Army of Namibia, PLAN
· chairman of the politburo and the central com-

mittee.

With such a monopoly of power, he has cleverly
overcome all inner-party conflicts.

SWAPO rally

183



Party 
Programme

No clear statement is issued on the democratic order.

After 1988, the party is no longer striving to achieve a planned socialist economy. There is no more talk
of nationalising farming. A change to a more democratic constitution follows with
· a multiparty system, among others
· regular, free elections
· freedom of speech and the press, 
· an independent judiciary.

In 1989, half of the cabinet members are not Ovambo. For pragmatic reasons, many high positions are oc-
cupied by whites.

In the elections to the constituent assembly held in 1989, SWAPO gains an absolute majority, but fails to
reach the two-thirds majority stipulated by the constitution. It achieves this in the elections of 1994.

The SWAPO Government comes to power in 1990 with a „policy of national reconciliation“: freedom and
harmony for a country devastated by long years of war.

Human rights are enshrined in the country's constitution.
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In 1970, at the synod of the Evangelical Lutheran Church, the church publicly declares its opposition to
the policy of apartheid:
„From a particular time on, South West is a country for Africans and Europeans. Today, however, the Afri-
cans are regarded as immigrants who are permitted to live only in one part of the country. The people are
heading quiescently and silently towards their demise in the „homeland“ prison. The establishment of
homelands aims at preserving peace within the country – that is what is said …This separation does not
bring peace, but revolution to the country.“

In the 1960s, the black Namibian churches seek talks with South Africa, but their requests are ignored. 

In June 1971 the Evangelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa and the Evangelical Lutheran Ovam-
bokavango Church decide to write an Open Letter to the South African Prime Minister. The Open Letter
focuses the attention of the world on the human rights violations and the policy of apartheid in Namibia.
Talks with the Prime Minister follow, but these only increase the divisions.

At the same time, a Pastoral Letter is sent to the congregations.
„We can no longer remain silent. We feel that if we, as churches, remain silent, we will be to blame for
the life and the future of our country and its people. True peace does not allow people to hate each other.
We realize, however, that hatred among the people of this country is increasing, primarily between white and
non-white … in our opinion, this fateful development is caused and upheld by the policy of apartheid …“

The mission board in Germany declares its solidarity with the church board in Namibia.

The Open
Letter 

Solidarity
from Germany
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„At present, we feel particularly close to the Evan-
gelical Lutheran Church in South West Africa. …
We are in complete agreement with them that the
policy of apartheid is threatening the unity of the
churches, endangering human rights and steering
the development of the South West African peoples
in the wrong direction ...“

Since 1959, individual Namibians had fled to
neighbouring countries to escape the policy of
apartheid and its consequences. In 1974, thousands
more follow into exile, most of them to Angola and

Zambia.

In the 1970s, the Namibian Church Coun-
cil (CCN) and SWAPO join forces in pur-
suit of a common goal: an independent
Namibia, free of oppression and racial di-
scrimination.

SWAPO regards the churches as an impor-
tant ally. The churches are opposed to
violence, but do not want to turn their
backs on those who, in pursuit of justice,
have turned to violence.

The accusation of being a SWAPO church,
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since church workers are SWAPO members,
is repudiated:
„The work of the Church should never gi-
ve the impression that it supports a par-
ticular political group, but it must always
stand up for justice and reconciliation.“

The Namibian churches are an integral
part of the liberation struggle in Namibia. 

Its increasing independence, is demon-
strated by the following: in 1983, the Na-
mibian Church Council declines a large
sum from the Evangelical Church in the
Rhineland (EKiR).
· The EKiR wants to make the sum available as

the Namibia Fund.
· The Namibian Church Council is only prepared

to accept the money if it comes through the exi-
sting Special Fund of the World Council of
Churches' Programme to combat Racism, for the
use of Namibians in Exile. 

According to the Namibian Church Council, there
must be no alternative to the Special Fund, which
could undermine the ecumenical programme of the
Special Fund. 

Barriers and fences
near Walvis Bay
Photo: 
Reinhard Veller

Independence
of the nati-
onal church
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In taking this position, the Namibian Church proves
that it is an active partner church, which has deve-
loped over the course of a long national history.
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In February 1990, a democratic constitution for
Namibia is adopted. In the presence of thousands of
people, independence is declared in the sports sta-
dium in Windhoek on 21 March 1990

In the preamble to the Constitution of the Republic
of Namibia it is stated:
„We the people of Namibia will strive to achieve na-
tional reconciliation …“

On 22 March 1990, 3,000 people celebrate an ecu-
menical thanksgiving service in the sports stadium. 
Peter Sandner, Director of the United Evangelical
Mission, reads a 'Statement of the UEM on the In-
dependence of Namibia':
„… The fellowship with African Christians has of-
ten strengthened us in Germany and has enriched
us in our Christian identity. We have good reason to
give thanks.
But wrong conduct, which had grave consequences,
and serious guilt are also part of this shared history.
Germans, among them members of our church, ap-
propriated the country as a colony. The „protectora-
te“ was a forcible subjection of the people to the Ger-

Sam Nujoma, 1st

President of
Namibia, in office
since 16.2.1990,
attends the Consti-
tuent Assembly at
which the consti-
tution is adopted. 

Display Panel III-9 The independence of Namibia
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man colonial rule. Fundamental hu-
man rights were trampled upon. …
We are ashamed that our mission
did not protest unequivocally, did
not fight courageously against inju-
stice and did not deal with the advo-
cates of the racial ideology deter-
minedly. 
We realize that the guilt of our
people and our mission weighs hea-
vily upon us. We ask forgiveness
from our sisters and brothers in Na-
mibia.“

1993
Namibia introduces its own curren-
cy, the Namibian dollar, which, ho-
wever, remains linked to the South
African Rand.

1994
The enclave Walvis Bay, which had
remained South African territory after
independence, is ceded to Namibia.
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Thanksgiving
service in the
sports stadium,
Bishop Frederic at
the microphone,
Windhoek, 1990
Photo: 
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Transfer from
North to
South

Two way
traffic

Multilateral
relationships 

· The Rhenish Mission Society has been working in South Africa,
Namibia, Indonesia and China since 1828. 

· The Bethel Mission in East Africa since 1886.
· The Zaire Mission in the Democratic Republic of Congo since

1965.
In 1971 they merge to form the Vereinigte Evangelischen Mission –
VEM (today: Vereinte Evangelische Mission – United Evangelical
Mission).

Partnerships with independent missionary churches are developed in Indonesia, Hong Kong, the Philippi-
nes, Sri Lanka, Tanzania, Rwanda, DR Congo, Botswana, and Namibia. German churches also assume re-

sponsibility in the mission. The one-way traffic from North so South
becomes an exchange.  

For the partner churches, the programme is a matter of 2co-opera-
tion“: 
· exchange of co-workers
· South-South meetings
· joint consultations (Bethel Consultation, 1978).

The United-in-Mission-Committee (Mühlheim Consultation, 1988)
co-ordinates the collaboration.

Mission is developing Display panel III-10 



The UEM member churches form a communion, in which all partici-
pate in the decisions on joint missionary tasks.

Reorganisation at the General Assembly, Bethel, 1996:
· The UEM subdivides into the regions Africa, Asia and Germany.

Each Church appoints delegates to the Regional Assemblies. The-
se elect delegates for the General Assembly, at which each region
is represented by one third of the delegates.

· The General Assembly meets every four years. 
It elects Council, which meets once a year, and the Executive
Committee, which meets three times a year.

Mission is the all-embracing task of bearing witness of God's love for
all people in word and deed. 

Mission aims to empower and strengthen people, so that they can he-
ar the call of God and face the challenges in their lives.

Ecumenical
communion

What is the
task of the

UEM? 
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Today the UEM member churches are meeting enor-
mous challenges:
· the fight against HIV/ Aids - a disease, which

dominates everyday life in many countries.
· proclaiming the Gospel 
· Christian-Islamic dialogue
· work in cities 
· work with women and young people
· partnerships, human rights

· exchange of staff in all directions -
North-South, South-North and South-
South

· volunteer programme for young
people

· ecumenical community programmes
for women.

The work of the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in the Republic of Namibia
(ELCRN) is co-ordinated at its head office
in Windhoek.

Bishop Dr Zephania Kameeta is Leader of
the ELCRN and Moderator of the UEM. He

The Church today Display panel III-11 



· played an active role in the liberation
movement

· was held in custody for some time, and 
· fought for the independence of Namibia

and for the autonomy of the church.

He emphasizes that from difficult and in-
auspicious beginnings, a church has emer-
ged, which Christians in Namibia can be
proud of. 
He points out:
„From the ashes of destruction a living
church has arisen. Whatever the mission
has done wrong - and there have been cri-
mes - Christianity in Namibia is not a colonial or
imperialistic religion. In all the horrors of destruc-
tion, God has been at work in history.“

The present is central. 
If the church lives now, in the present, then this vi-
tality cannot be devalued or nullified by dark be-
ginnings. 

The colonialist past is always present. The shadow of
the genocide threatens to stifle all political debate. 

When, in this situation, Bishop Kameeta speaks of a
living church, 

Bishop 
Dr Zephania
Kameeta
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· he is not putting the case for historical revisio-
nism which conveniently covers things up

· he is also not objecting to the need for reparati-
ons that are intended to alleviate the repercussi-
ons of genocide and colonialism.

· But he does not entertain the illusion that repa-
rations could „make things good“ or even con-
tribute to the elimination of colonial structures. 

He expects a positive contribution from a commu-
nity whose place is beyond the legal and political
processes of dealing with the genocide. He finds

signs of such a community in
his church. 

The churches, united within the
Evangelical Mission, are walking
together on their way into the
future.

In all sorts of projects and fields,
they are striving for peaceful and
harmonious co-operation, in Na-
mibia, Germany and beyond. 
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Namibia's economic backbone is its wealth of mine-
ral resources: uranium, copper, diamonds. Mining
accounts for about 20% of gross national product.
Tourism has a great potential for growth in the ser-
vice sector. Apart from other foreigners, about 58,000
Germans tourists visit Namibia each year.

Compared with the large number of poorly educated
people on the labour mar-
ket there are relatively few
well-educated people. The
unemployment rate is high,
at 30 - 40%.

A large amount of capital
flows into the hands of for-
eigners.

More than 50% of the po-
pulation are employed in
agriculture, which contri-
butes little to gross natio-
nal product. Commercial
farms, more efficient be-

In Namib Naukluft
Park
Photo: 
R. Elbracht
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cause their land is more fertile, breed livestock main-
ly for export - predominantly sheep and cattle.

„Subsistence farmers“, who mainly produce for their
own needs, live in municipal areas. Around 80% of
commercially farmed land belongs to whites.

The land reform legislation (for commercial farm-
land), adopted in 1995, is designed to enable a lar-
ger number of non-white farmers to acquire farm-
land. Implementing the legislation, however, is tur-
ning out to be very difficult.

All Namibian languages, including Afrikaans and
German, have equal status. Germans play an impor-
tant role in craft trades, tourism and other service
sectors, as well as in the cultural sphere. German is
taught in many schools as a foreign language.

The relationships between
· Namibians and Germans
· the countries of Namibia and Germany 
are the result of a common history and they are en-
during. In the past, this bond has grown in all sorts
of ways and taken a wide variety of forms.
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The words demonstrate the
strength and pride of Namibia
and its people in overcoming
the long and painful journey
to independence.

„NAMIBIA land of the brave
Freedom fight we have won
Glory to their bravery
Whose blood waters our 
freedom

We give our love and loyalty
Together in unity
Contrasting beautiful Namibia
Namibia our country

Beloved land of savannahs
Hold high the banner of liberty

Chorus:
Namibia our country
Namibia motherland
We love thee.“

Remember Namibia !

The national
anthem

Sandstorm at
Walvis Bay
Photo: 
R. Elbracht
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