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Preface

With this book the Danish Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies
publishes the second volume in the Danish Genocide Studies Series — a se-
ries of publications written or edited by researchers affiliated to the center
and its work on Holocaust and genocide in general as well as more specific
on Danish aspects of the Holocaust.

I would like to thank all the contributors to this book as well as Gwynneth
Llewellyn for her translation work, Jacob Freemohs for devising the layout
of the book and various staff members — too many to mention — at the Dan-
ish Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies in working towards final-
izing this volume. Last, but by no means least, | would like to thank Steven
L. B. Jensen for his planning and meticulous editing of this publication.

Uffe Ostergard,
Director of the Danish Center for Holocaust and Genocide Studies

Copenhagen, January 2003
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Introduction

Introduction

Steven L. B. Jensen

History is man-made death without end. One may wonder whether this
was what Raphael Lemkin realized somewhere en route when fleeing in the
autumn of 1939 from Warsaw towards his family home not far from the city
of Bialystok in Eastern Poland in an attempt to escape the German invasion
of Poland. From there he fled to Lithuania where he managed to get a visa
for Sweden. He arrived in Stockholm in February 1940 and it was here he
started on the work which was published in 1944 entitled Axis Rule in Oc-
cupied Europe. It was in this book the term Genocide was used for the first
time thereby naming what Winston Churchill in 1941 had called “a crime
without a name”.

In Axis Rule in Occupied Europe Lemkin provides the reader with comprehen-
sive documentation of the legal instruments of terror used by Nazi Germany
and its allies in the European countries under their control. Lemkin has de-
scribed how during his year long stay in Sweden working at the Faculty of
Law at the University of Stockholm, he managed to acquire the material for
his great work,

I had friends in a Swedish Corporation for which I had sometimes acted as a lawyer
in their business in Warsaw. | visited their office, and requested a favour; to ask their
branches to send them official gazettes from those occupied countries where they
still operated. It was simple; the official gazettes were as official and as public as the
names of the countries themselves. | started to read them, then I also found official
gazettes of the German Reich in Library collections in Stockholm.?

There is poetic justice in the fact that in the same city in which Lemkin
embarked on his work that in 1948 led to the UN Convention on Genocide a
remarkably high number of European heads of government met in 2000 (60
years after Lemkin arrived in Stockholm almost to the date) to participate
in “The Stockholm International Forum on Holocaust”. The conference
was hosted by the Swedish Prime Minister Goran Persson and focused

! Lemkin Papers, New York Public Library, 2nd reel.
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on Holocaust education, remembrance and research. According to Uffe
@stergards article in this book the conference signalled European reflection
on and an attempt to define the lessons learned from Holocaust as part of a
European legacy that is a sombre but necessary part of any attempt to define
what “European Values” are.

The process of enlarging the European Union with countries mainly
from Central and Eastern Europe has been called “From Copenhagen to
Copenhagen” as it was in the Danish capital in 1993 that the criteria for
membership of the EU were defined. It was also in Copenhagen in December
2002 that the negotiations with the applicant countries were finalized paving
the way for EU membership for countries like Poland, the Baltic Countries
etc. However, if the attempt to include the lessons from Holocaust in the
difficult to define concept of “European values” is given continued political
attention then perhaps Lemkin’s life story provides us with a relevant
parallel process called “From Stockholm to Stockholm™. Only time will tell
whether the Stockholm Process was a short-lived phenomenon or a long
term European ambition and process of reflection.

It is not that Europe is lacking in genocidal experiences to reflect upon.
The Soviet Union under the rule of Lenin and Stalin is another genocidal
story to ponder over. Lemkin had no doubts about the nature of the Soviet
communist regime, “the Soviet national unity is being created, not by any
union of ideas and of cultures, but by the complete destruction of all cultures
and of all ideas save one — the Soviet”.? As Klas-Goran Karlsson describes
in his article “Motives, Mechanisms and Memories of Soviet Communist
Terror” the new regime was profoundly violent from the start and the link
between Lenin and Stalin is not one of a revolution betrayed by Stalin but
of a succession from the creator of a violent regime to one who further
developed and instrumentalized the mechanisms of terror.

The paradox was that Lemkin in 1941 was dependent on a change in Soviet
policies in order to go to the United States where he was to finalize his work
on Axis Rule in Occupied Europe,

2 Ibid., 3rd reel.
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Introduction

As the year 1941 started two events occurred which helped me break out of my
Swedish isolation. My appointment at Duke University in the US came through.
Also, rumours had started that the Soviet Union might permit refugees to travel
through its territory. My friends at the Polish Legation in Stockholm, which was in
contact with the exiled Polish government in London, told me that a rapprochement
between the Allies (including Poland) and the Soviet Union was possible, and that
the relations between Russia and Germany were steadily deteriorating. One of the
conditions for obtaining a Russian visa, they told me, would be a Swedish passport for
stateless persons, as Russia did not yet recognize the Polish government in London.®

Lemkin travelled to the United States via the Soviet Union and Japan in
the Spring of 1941. As for Polish-Soviet relations they improved during
the Summer of 1941 when a Polish-Soviet agreement recognizing the exile
government in London was signed. The diplomatic relations, however,
remained strained - with the Polish leader Sikorski trying to sustain Polish
interests despite the pressure of Soviet demands while at the same time
having to contend with hostile groups within his own exile government —
relations being broken off completely in the Spring of 1943. Stalin’s demands
and actions (the Katyn Massacre being the direct cause of the termination of
the faltering diplomatic relations) made it impossible to reach any modus
vivendi with the interests of the Polish exile government. This fact is made
obvious when reading what the Yugoslav communist partisan leader (and
later dissident) Milovan Djilas writes about Stalin’s intentions for Eastern
Europe. At one of their meetings in 1943-44 Stalin is supposed to have said
to Djilas, “This war is not as in the past; whoever occupies a territory also
imposes on it his own social system. Everyone imposes his own system as
far as his army has power to do so. It cannot be otherwise”.* With this in
mind it is no surprise that for Lemkin and tens of thousands of others the
wartime exile experience became a permanent condition.

The exile experience is also crucial when studying the Armenian Genocide
and its prolonged aftermath of continued Turkish denial. The Armenian
Diaspora has kept the issue alive throughout many decades and in recent
years Turks living as immigrants in a number of Western European

% Ibid., 2nd reel.
4 Milovan Djilas (1962), Conversations with Stalin. Harmondsworth, p. 90.
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countries have also been active in this issue. The two articles in this book
by Torben Jgrgensen and Mehmet Necef on the Armenian Genocide take us
from the events of 1915 and its immediate aftermath all the way through to
the contemporary Turkish debate on this matter.

If the Dutch historian Pieter Geyl was spot on in stating that History is “an
argument without end” one should not hold it against him that his dictum
does not quite cover for the Turkish denialist position. This position with its
surprising lack of argumentation - or at best very poor argumentation — has
led to any Turkish-Armenian debate being at least until recently a dialogue
for the (selectively) deaf. As Mehmet Necef points out things might be slowly
changing as a greater variety of voices seem to be surfacing in the debate in
the Turkish media. Still the problem remains of how official Turkey today
deals with the blots on its history dating back to the Ottoman Empire and to
the regime in power during the First World War. The lack of will to critically
confront the past hinders Turkey’s attempt to move closer to Europe. This
will remain an issue of contention in the coming years when Turkey’s
relations to the rest of Europe will be debated more intensely, primarily in
connection with a possible membership of the European Union.

Lemkin was deeply interested in the Armenian Genocide as can be witnessed
from the source material in the Raphael Lemkin Papers at the New York
Public Library and the Raphael Lemkin Collection at the American Jewish
Historical Society also in New York. He was profoundly interested in the
nature of the phenomenon of Genocide and apart from collecting various
types of material he wrote lengthy drafts on the history of the Armenian
Genocide and other genocides. Among the cases for which he collected
material was the German massacre of the Hereros in South West Africa and
the conflict in India-Pakistan.® As regards the former case Henrik Lundtofte
offers in this book an analysis of the annihilation of a large part of the Herero
tribe that focuses on the cumulative radicalization of the German military
campaign brought on by the situative conditions in the Omaheke desert
presenting the military commander General von Trotha with the option of
having the Hereros exterminated.

° Raphael Lemkin Collection, American Jewish Historical Society, Box 8, folder: Source
Material on Genocide.
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During 1947 political conflicts in India escalated and a case of genocide
related to these conflicts was brought before Lemkin and the others engaged
in the work of preparing the Convention on Genocide. It was a hotly debated
issue and especially the Pakistani delegates were active in bringing the issue
before the United Nations. For Lemkin it further stressed the need for an
instrument of international law to deal with such cases and accusations. In
a brochure from the U.S. Committee for a UN Genocide Conventions — of which
Lemkin was an active member —the India-Pakistan conflict was presented in
the following manner, “When, in 1947, over a million Moslems and Hindus
were slaughtered in a mutual attempt at extermination - THERE WAS NO
LAW AGAINST IT”.8

The contribution by Anders Bjgrn Hansen to this book “Punjab 1937-47 — A
Case of Genocide?” is in line with this understanding of the mutuality or
rather reciprocity of genocidal violence and intentions. The article provides
a detailed analysis of how violence in Punjab escalated from the occasional
low-intensity communal violence and rioting that was a traditional part of
the political conflicts during British colonial rule to the all-encompassing
exterminatory violence between the three groups in Punjab Muslims,
Hindus and Sikhs during the process of state-formation that saw Punjab
divided between the two new states of Pakistan and India. The article also
offers a critique of a too state-centred approach in Genocide Studies i.e. the
perception that genocide is necessarily perpetrated through the instruments
of the State. This is a too narrow understanding of what genocide is and how
it develops — an understanding that does not provide sufficient leeway for
analyzing mass atrocities in the context of state-formation or in the context
of failing states. Other groups than state-controlled institutions and forces
can in these two contexts become the key instigators and perpetrators of
genocide — sometimes en route to assuming control of a new statehood.

In this sense the article on Punjab provides us with a specific example of what
Robert Cribb attempts to do on a more general level in his article “Genocide
in the Non-Western World”, namely to discuss what aspects of non-Western
genocides might further enlighten our understanding of the genocide case
par example — Holocaust. Genocide Studies has grown out of Holocaust

5 Ibid, Box 7, folder: Informational Material (undated).
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Studies but as Cribb argues it is problematic for social sciences to base their
understanding of a concept on primarily one case. The well-developed
analyses and understanding of Holocaust — as proven by the two articles
on Holocaust by Torben Jargensen and Lars Heide — is a natural inspiration
when studying other cases of genocide. However, the relationship should be
reciprocal and other cases could and should inspire Holocaust studies to ask
new questions and develop new approaches.

Another way of developing our knowledge is through comparative studies.
It is not an easy task but still a promising one especially in furthering our
understanding of early warning and preventive conflict management. In his
article René Lemarchand brings together lessons learned from Cambodia,
Bosnia and Rwanda in an attempt to find similarities and differences
between the three cases. One obvious difference between the three cases
brings us back to the legacy of Raphael Lemkin. It is only in the cases of
Bosnia and Rwanda that International Tribunals have been established to
prosecute the perpetrators of genocide. In Cambodia it remains to be seen
whether a similar judicial process will take place.

In the final article in this book Martin Mennecke and Eric Markusen give
a detailed account of the work of the International Criminal Tribunal for
the Former Yugoslavia (ICTY) relating to genocide and what the work of
the Tribunal teaches us about the definition of genocide and the usefulness
of the Convention. At the ICTY the breakthrough came on August 2, 2001
when General Radislav Krstic was convicted of genocide because of his
responsibility for the massacres of between seven and eight thousand
civilians in the Bosnian town of Srebrenica in July 1995. At the International
Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR) a number of cases have been tried
where the accused was convicted for committing the crime of genocide.

If ever Lemkin had had the time and occasion to sit and dream about the
future as he fled what was becoming the killing fields of Poland no doubt this
would have been the contents of the dream: That the international community
should do something to put an end to our ongoing history of man-made
death. If this was his dream than the convictions for genocide at the ICTY and
ICTR can rightfully be said to be the fulfilment of Lemkin’s legacy.

14
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“1 believe that the nation as such must be annihilated...”
- the Radicalization of the German Suppression of the
Herero Rising in 1904

Henrik Lundtofte!

The European hunger for power and attempt to exploit resources in Africa
in the 1890s assumed various forms but in most cases provoked Africans
to rise in rebellion. Examples of atrocities committed by Europeans in
their attempts to pacify these rebellions are innumerable. In most cases
the military aims of the colonial powers were directed not to extermi-
nating rebellious native populations but towards imposing total defeat
and thereby submission. Thus the suppression of these risings cannot be
termed genocide in so far as we accept the definition of genocide as being “a
form of one-sided mass killing in which a state or other authority intends
to destroy a group, as that group and membership in it are defined by the
perpetrator”.?

Chalk and Jonassohn thus base their definition of genocide on the concept
that an act of genocide is a conscious attempt to physically exterminate a
whole group. While not being able to apply this definition of genocide to
the typical European practice of pacification in the colonies, it is applicable
to the German putting down of the Herero Rising in German South West
Africa, the present Namibia. In the first place German intentions did not
in fact limit themselves to pacifying the rising; the German General Trotha
proclaiming in the Autumn of 1904 that every man, woman and child in
the colony belonging to the Herero was to be exterminated.® In the second
place Trotha’s proclamation was carried out to the letter in a war of exter-
mination. The actual number of Africans who fell prey to the German cam-
paign of extermination is, however, a matter open to discussion, this hav-
ing led Gunter Spraul, among others, to challenge the categorisation of the

.

Responsibility for this study is entirely my own but | would like to thank professor Hans
Kirchhoff, Copenhagen University, for his valuable advice.

Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn (1990), The History and Sociology of Genocide — Analyses and
case studies. New Haven, p. 23.

Horst Drechsler (1966), Stidwestafrika unter deutscher Kolonialherrschaft. Der Kampf der Herero
und Nama gegen den deutschen Imperialismus. Berlin (East).

)

w
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putting down of the Herero Rising as genocide.* However, contemporary
German accounts indicate that the war decimated the Herero population
in South West Africa, reducing it by at least two thirds, and above all it is
incontestable that the German strategy was to physically exterminate the
Herero population. Thus we may safely state that we are concerning our-
selves with the first act of genocide in the 20th century and the aim of the
present study is to analyse why and how the putting down of an African
rising by the German colonial authorities became an act of genocide.

The most prevalent accounts of the acts of genocide against the Herero
do not focus on the war of extermination and furthermore neglect to give
an account of the fact that the German campaign went through various
phases of radicalization. Therefore the following concrete analysis of the
phases of the German campaign will be accompanied by an attempt at an
alternative interpretation of the reasons why the radicalization of the cam-
paign to put down the Herero Rising occurred.

Sources

The main sources to this study of the conduct of German warfare and of
the causes of its radicalization are the official German military accounts of
the war in South West Africa from 1906, here referred to as Generalstabs-
werk, and the memoirs of German officers. Especially in the Gene-ralstabs-
werk one will notice a tendency to rationalize, that results in a discrepancy
between the general conclusions and the thorough analyses of the day-
to-day troop movements and strategy. Though both Generalstabswerk
and the memoirs were written with intent to publish, there is no attempt
to conceal the results arising from the conduct of German warfare — the
thousands of Herero deaths not being looked upon as being a dark blot on
the escutcheon of the German corpse of officers. The actual treatment of
individual Herero by the German forces is usually left out of the accounts.
However it is possible to check the published German accounts against
diaries used by Gesine Krtger and with British reports from 1918, hence-
forward termed Report 1918. In Report 1918 there are accounts by Africans

4 Gunter Spraul (1988), “Der “Volkermord* an den Herero: Untersuchungen zu einer neuen
Kontinuitatsthese*, Geschichte in Wissenschaft und Unterricht 12, p. 713-39.
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and Boers who fought on the German side and from surviving Hereros.
The Report is a tendentious account of the horrors committed published to
show that the Germans were quite unfit to rule colonies.

Colonization and Genocide

The following quotation from Frank Chalk and Kurt Jonassohn indicates
the historical comparisons they regard as relevant in the study of the ex-
termination of the Herero: “As in earlier cases of the Pequot Indians and
the Tasmanians, the Herero were the victims of a perpetrator who killed
those who blocked his access to wealth”.®> The interpretive model in ques-
tion works from the hypothesis that the Herero blocked German access to
wealth by preventing them from realizing their economic plans for South
West Africa.

Chalk and Jonassohn’s use of “the blocking of access to wealth” theory is
drawn from a pioneer work from 1966 by the East German historian Horst
Drechsler, Stidwestafrika unter deutscher Kolonialherrschaft. Despite its dog-
matic approach, based on the marxist theory of imperialism, the work is
still indispensable because Drechsler uses extensive source material from
the German colonial administration. Drechsler sees not only continuity
between Wilhelmine and Nazi imperialism but also continuity in methods
used. Drechsler thus argues that the Herero rebellion gave the German
government the pretext to pursue its policy of aggrandizement, enabling
them to take the Herero’s land and cattle in a war of extermination.®
Drechsler’s point of view has won widespread respect.” Helmut Bley in
Kolonialherrschaft und Sozialstruktur in Deutsch-Stidwestafrika 1894-1914 at-
taches more importance to colonial political considerations than to purely
material factors, while in no way dissenting from Drechsler’s claim that
the German forces carried out a war of extermination.®

o

Chalk and Jonassohn (1990), p. 231.

Drechsler (1966), p. 9-19, 158.

In addition to Chalk and Jonassohn (1990) see also Yves Ternon (1996), Der verbrecherische
Staat. VVolkermord im 20. Jahrhundert. Hamburg, p. 257.

Helmut Bley (1968), Kolonialherrschaft und Sozialstruktur in Deutsch-Stidwest-Afrika 1894-
1914. Hamburg.

o

~

@
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Drechsler and Bley’s studies have founded a school of thought: The out-
break of the Herero Rising is thus regarded as the factor of fundamental
importance that radicalized German policy towards the Herero. Thus
these studies suggest the making of an introductory assessment determin-
ing more precisely Chalk and Jonassohn’s theory of “the blocking of access
to wealth” in relation to South West Africa, it being first at the onset of war
that the German colonial power began its policy of extermination.

The theory of “the blocking of access to wealth” is, however, not without
its problems, for though those colonised in principle placed barriers in the
way of the visions for development of the colonial powers in all the colo-
nies, European imperialism did not leave a trail of genocide in its wake
- not even when putting down rebellion.

Without exactly departing from the theory put forward by Chalk and Jo-
nassohn, Gesine Kruger recently placed the German conduct of war in the
broader context of the conduct of colonial wars, emphasizing the purpose
of colonial wars as an early form of “total war” not simply being to pacify
militarily but also to destroy the rebellious tribes as autonomous politi-
cal, economic and social factors.® Thus it would seem that total war was
ostensibly characteristic of the way in which colonial powers put down
African rebellions. On the face of it this appears to be a relevant hypoth-
esis; the burning of crops and villages resulting in the suffering of tens of
thousands of victims being the manner in which African uprisings were
often put down.?® We may thus infer that the colonial powers conducted
war against African tribal society in the process of which another aspect so
characteristic of the total war of the 20th century becomes apparent — the
failure to distinguish between the civil population and men in arms.

° “Kolonialkriege als Vorformen des “totalen Krieges* richteten sich nicht allein auf eine
militarische Niederlage, sondern zielten auf die Vernichtung der wirtschaftlichen, wie
auch der sozialen und politischen Grundlage der zu unterwerfenden Gesellschaft”.
Gesine Kriger (1999), Kriegsbewéltigung und Geschichtshewusstsein: Realitat, Deutung und
Verarbeitung des deutschen Kolonialkrieges in Namibia, 1904 bis 1907. Géttingen, p. 62.

1 Kurt Jonassohn and Karin Solveig Bjornson (1998), Genocide and Gross Human Violations — In
Comparative Perspective. New Brunswick, p. 234-48.
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As a point of departure it is therefore relevant to explain the German
conduct of war in South West Africa in terms of the European use of ele-
ments of total war in their pacifying of their colonies. However, the central
problem as regards German South West Africa is why the quelling of an
African rebellion led to warfare that not only sought to achieve subjection
but which also aimed at the extermination of a whole people.

Gesine Krugers point is that German conduct against the Herero does not
depart radically from the brutal conduct of other colonial powers when
putting down African risings. However Kriuger defines the extermination
of the Herero as genocide, thus indicating that the suppression of risings
by other colonial powers can also come within the category of genocide.
Her justification for using this relativization of genocide is her acceptance
of Zygmunt Bauman’s definition of genocide. In this definition genocide
has occurred when acts of violence and terror committed by the state have
destroyed any potential for resistance by the group who were its victims.
In my opinion the use of Bauman’s definition opens the way for a mas-
sive inflation of the concept of genocide, making it extremely difficult to
draw a line between genocide and other infringements committed against
groups of the population. That is why my point of departure in this analy-
sis is Chalk and Jonassohn’s definition in which genocide is understood as
physical extermination by act of murder.*

Finally in the Herero case German conduct not only departed in character
from the conduct of others but also from the German conduct in quelling
other African rebellions. It is open to discussion how important this dif-
ference actually is, the quelling of rebellion in other parts of Africa having
cost more lives than did German warfare in South West Africa. If we are
to avoid being bogged down in an interminable discussion of terms the
question arises as to whether we are not obliged to retain a distinction
between total war as a genocidal project attempting to achieve physical
extermination and total war as an instrument for the total subjugation of
native peoples.

% Chalk and Jonassohn (1990), p. 23.
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Erik Markusen and David Kopf have in relation to the genocide commit-
ted against European Jewry and the allied strategic bombardment of Ger-
man and Japanese cities discussed whether it is reasonable to retain this
distinction. Their most important conclusion is that the total war typical
of the 20th century works as a catalyst for genocide because war leads
to concentration of power, militarization and a denial of shared common
humanity with the enemy which taken together wipe out distinctions be-
tween civilians and soldiers.*

Precisely these mechanisms — not the least the process of dehumanization
—are aspects of total war relevant in relation to colonial wars, and will con-
sequently be considered in connection with the analysis of the suppression
of the Herero rebellion. These aspects of total warfare also having made
themselves felt to a greater or lesser extent, as the case may be, in other
colonial conflicts, | will in addition to using this approach to the radicaliza-
tion of German policy in South West Africa attempt to apply new percep-
tions arising out of Holocaust research. The initial radicalization of Nazi
policy towards the Jews is not seen as a straightforward implementation of
Adolf Hitler’s intentions but rather, however, as being determined by situ-
ative or regional factors interacting with the major ideological objectives.

By combining the function of total war as catalyst with local conditions
in South West Africa a less deterministic approach than that of Chalk and
Jonassohn’s theory of “the blocking of access to wealth” is made possible.
Such an approach has the potential to reveal a possible explanation of
why German forces in South West Africa conducted warfare with the aim
of physical extermination while similar revolts were suppressed in other
German and European colonies without resort to a radicalization of war-
fare with genocide as its objective.

The German Plans for South West Africa
In 1884 South West Africa became a German possession, yet despite the
fact that companies acquired extensive land rights German investment

2 Eric Markusen and David Kopf (1995), The Holocaust and Strategic Bombing — Genocide and
Total War in the 20th Century. Boulder, Co., p. 13, 64-65.
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was not forthcoming. Not before deposits of diamonds were found in 1908
did investment in South West Africa become more considerable. Neither
was there any stream of German settlers — in 1891 there being only 310 in
the territory. In 1893 the German forces there were increased to a couple
of hundred men, the decision being primarily due to the head of the small
German force deciding on his own initiative to begin a war of expansion,
his decision resting on a signal blunder. He had failed to take any account
of the strength of the South West African tribes resulting in them, though
notorious for their tribal conflicts, beginning to unite in hostility towards
the Germans.®®

The decision to increase the German military presence in South West Af-
rica reflected, however, their far-reaching ambitions. The German State
was now ready to play a more important role in converting nominal rule
into actual German colonial hegemony. This goal was to be achieved by
peaceful means, military conquest not being feasible. It was possible for
the Reichstag, despite the militaristic character of the monarchy in Kaiser
Wilhelm’s Germany, to block the budget. A war of conquest would not
only be difficult but also expensive.'*

Though larger than Germany in extent, South West Africa was thinly
populated by a number of tribes, the population amounting to between
200,000 and a quarter of a million in all. The biggest and most warlike
section of the population was the Ovambo Tribe whose territory was up
towards the Angolian border. Germans on the whole kept themselves at a
distance from the Ovambo until British and South African forces occupied
South West Africa during the First World War. The southern part of South
West Africa was inhabited by countless tribes of which the Nama - also
known at that time as Hottentots — was the largest, with a population of
approximately 10,000.1

3 Drechsler (1996), p. 78, 118-19.

1 Bley (1968), p. 18-20; Imanuel Geiss (1990), Der lange Weg in der Katastrophe. Minchen, p.
117-18.

> Drechsler (1966), 23-24; Horst Grinder (1985), Geschichte der deutschen Kolonien. Paderborn,
p. 79-81.
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The central part of South West Africa was inhabited by the Herero, a semi-
nomadic tribe, the size of the population of which is strongly disputed;
figures from the period put the Herero population at between 35 and a
100 thousand. Theodor Leutwein, the longest reigning German governor,
puts the Herero population at 70 to 80 thousand, but the figures in 1904
were presumably lower, the Herero having been hard hit by epidemics
at the turn of the century. A likely figure around 1904 is therefore 60 to 70
thousand.®

The Herero lived on the relatively fertile central highland and their exist-
ence centred on herds of cattle which not only gave the Herero food but
were of central importance in giving prestige and had religious signifi-
cance.

There is consensus in the historical literature to the effect that the long
term German intention in South West Africa from the beginning of the
1890s was to establish a colony of settlers economically based on cattle
raising. The Herero, in possession of both land and cattle, held the key to
the creation of a thriving colony.'” However, the view of the situation taken
by the Herero was not compatible with German intentions. The governor
of South West Africa, Theodor Leutwein, thus stated in a letter to Berlin in
1894; “The Herero refrain from two things which directly conflict with our
colonial efforts”. On the one hand, Leutwein emphasized, the Herero were
unwilling to sell land to white people — on the other hand they did not
commercialize their livestock but tried to increase it infinitely.!

The potential for conflict was as may be seen apparent, the Herero in
preventing the development of a rational European production of cattle,

% Theodor Leutwein (1906), EIf Jahre Gouverneur in Deutsch-Studwestafrika. Berlin; Kriiger
(1999), 64-65.

" Drechsler (1966), p. 137-41; Krtiger (1999), p. 32.

8 “Die Hereros scheuen vor zwei Dingen zuriick, die mit unseren kolonialen Bestrebungen in
direktem Widerspruch stehen. Einerseits wollen sie kein Land an Weisse verkaufen, sondern
diesen lediglich die Erlaubnis zum dort wohnen geben, andererseits ihre Ochsenherden
nicht verwerten, sondern in das Ungemessene vermehren®. Cited in Drechsler (1966), p.
100.
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in reality, thereby prevented German colonization of South West Africa.
The way of life and traditional tribal customs of the Herero and other
tribes stood in the way of German efforts to establish a European state, a
prerequisite of which was the subjugation of the African population. An
example of this is that the state’s — i.e. German — monopoly of the right to
use force demanded a disarming of the African tribes, just as ownership of
land necessarily had to rest on precise demarcations of property bounda-
ries between the African tribes themselves and between tribal land, land
granted to companies and land owned by the state. Precisely this fixing of
boundaries laid considerable restrictions on the way of life of the Herero,
in preventing them from extending their areas of pasture according to their
need.'®

The German governor, Leutwein’s, endeavours to europeanize South West
Africa did not run their course without friction — during the 1890s there
were countless skirmishes with African tribes. However Leutwein, using
a combination of diplomatic and military means, succeeded in containing
the conflicts and in preventing major rebellions. Leutwein’s handling of
unrest among the Herero in the middle of the 1890s exemplifies his prac-
tice. By making an alliance with Samuel Maharero, a Herero chief, who
was a lover of material things, and getting him elected as the most senior
chief, Leutwein achieved the drawing of boundaries and the sewing of
discord between the tribes. Several Herero chiefs would neither recognize
Mabharero’s position nor the drawing of boundaries. Not before a fairly im-
pressive demonstration of joint military might by Leutwein and Maharero
did the tribes settle down again. Other lesser tribes did not yield before
being forced to by brutal military methods, which however did not degen-
erate into a war of extermination.?

Governor Leutwein regarded colonization first and foremost as a busi-
ness.?! By being patient and moving forward with moderation Leutwein
hoped not to have to expend resources on difficult attempts to suppress
native risings, fearing they would become economically counter-produc-

19 Bley (1968), p. 7, 40, 74-75.
2 |bid., p. 76-93.
2 | eutwein (1906), p. 541.
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tive campaigns to annihilate the tribes. Leutwein tried therefore to mitigate
the consequences of the German attempt to colonize South West Africa.

An important argument for moderate German conduct towards the rebel-
lious tribes was, moreover, that in Leutwein’s opinion the African tribal
structure would with time disappear in a europeanized South West Africa.
In his annual report for 1899/1900 Leutwein prepared an analysis of the
development potential of the African tribes. He regarded the Herero as be-
ing capable of adapting themselves. According to his analysis the Herero
by going over to rational cattle production and European patterns of con-
sumption would themselves begin to sell cattle and in the end also land,
thus becoming a valuable workforce for the European cattle farmers.

In a report from 1893 drawn up by an emissory from the Department of
Colonial Affairs in Berlin one can read that the Herero in the face of Ger-
man military force will withdraw to reservations and there slowly die out.
The underlying assumption is that the African tribes confronted with Ger-
man colonization and development will either give up their traditional
way of life and become a class of workers or waste away in reservations.?
It was therefore not considered necessary to ascertain whether certain
groups in the population could be used or were superfluous, much less so
to intervene, as according to Social Darwinism development would auto-
matically decide the issue.

Despite the fact that assessments of the Herero differed to such an extent,
no difference in the general perspective can be seen, a military conquest of
the land and confiscation of the cattle of the Herero was not regarded as
necessary. On the other hand the Herero were required to yield up land for
colonization.?® Leutwein underlined in 1895 that should the Herero refuse
to conform to these demands then there were only two alternatives: that
Germany withdrew from Herero territory or that the Herero be annihilated
by military force — Leutwein regarded the use of military force as the most

2 Bley (1968), p. 67-68, 123-41.
2 John H. Wellington (1967), South West Africa and its Human Issues. Oxford, p. 196-97.
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likely outcome.?* The whole of Leutwein’s colonial endeavour, however,
was directed towards preventing a deterioration of the situation which
could lead to war. There was considerable dissatisfaction among white set-
tlers at the governor’s failure to use effective military means to destroy the
African tribal structure, in casu, disarm the Africans. Bley claims that the
settlers first involved themselves in politics in connection with the Herero
rising of 1904. However the German colonists, especially the farmers, had
support from sections of the German Reich press and in the movements
for colonial expansion through which the settlers could exert pressure on
decision makers in Berlin.®

However Leutwein’s policies in the 1890s enjoyed the support of the chan-
cellor — peaceful colonization was still the aim. At the same time there was
no question of a massive stream of settlers: from 539 in 1891 to 2025 in 1896
numbers of whites increased to a little more than 4,500 in 1904. Non-Ger-
mans and soldiers are included in the figure. In other words South West
Africa did not exert any powerful force of attraction on Germans, who
instead migrated to the United States in the millions.

Despite the fact that German policy aimed at radical changes in Afri-
can tribal society and at the development of a European style state and
economy it was the aim to achieve this transformation without having to
use warlike methods to excess. Thus the Africans were regarded as objects
incapable of resistance who would either become a valuable work force or
would, given time, waste away in reservations. On German terms there
was a place for the Africans as a proletariat in a future europeanized South
West Africa.

The Rebellion
The outbreak of the Herero rebellion took the Germans by surprise. Leut-
wein with the major part of his forces was dealing with a minor rebellion

% Drechsler (1966), p. 105.
% Bley (1968), p. 73-99, 107-13.
% Griinder (1985), p. 100-16.
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in the southern part of South West Africa when Herero warriors on Janu-
ary 12, 1904 attacked German military posts and farms.

The long term objective of expropriating the Herero’s land and cattle,
happening at greater speed than Leutwein had wished, was nearing ac-
complishment. Samuel Maharero had given his permission for the sale of
land for the building of a railway that would run straight across Herero
territory with loss of considerable grazing rights as a result. Leutwein,
anticipating trouble, had planned the establishment of reservations, the
implications of which were that while ensuring the Herero land, their way
of life would be restricted in new ways.

While the number of white settlers increased one cannot say that the
numbers were so considerable that the situation had become aggravated.
However the settlers and the Herero competed for land and cattle and
when the cattle pest at the turn of the century decimated the flocks of the
Herero they began to sell land in the Herero heartland to the Germans. In
addition to this the Germans began simply to occupy land. The farmers of-
ten started as traders and operated an unscrupulous system of credit that
gave them a pretext to expropriate land and cattle. In 1902 a few hundred
German farmers were thus in possession of almost as many cattle as the
Herero (c. 45,000). In an attempt to put an end to these methods of debt
collecting, Leutwein issued a statutary decree which in the course of a
short period of time would make the credits obsolete. However the decree
worsened the situation as its result was that the traders called in the debts
at once, often with the use of violence.?”

There can hardly be any doubt that the Herero felt themselves to be under
pressure. Bley points out however that the Herero were not about to be
driven off their land and claims that socio-psychological factors played
a part. The Herero chiefs were beginning to sense the political and social
consequences of German colonization.?®

2 Kriger (1999), p. 41-44.
% Bley (1968), p. 174-77.

26



“| believe that the nation as such must be annihilated...”

Jan-Bart Gewald has quite recently argued that the war was not under-
taken in consequence of any actual rebellion, but was the result of paranoia
among the German settlers who were expecting a Herero uprising, in ad-
dition to a panic reaction by German officers at the beginning of 1904. Thus
it may be advanced that it was not the Herero, but the Germans themselves
who conjured up the conflict, it being noted however, without their having
been any previously conceived German plan.?

Anyway the Herero targets in the first weeks of 1904 clearly seem to in-
dicate the general background to the rebellion: 123 settlers were Killed.
Of these more than a hundred were Germans and the Herero especially
targeted men who were tradesmen and farmers and who had behaved
like bullies and occupying forces in a land that was not yet conquered. It
was however not simply their presence but rather their savagery that the
Herero rebelled against. Cruel punishments, rape and murder, were thus
the main provoking factors to be found in the very limited source mate-
rial on the Herero’s decision to rise in rebellion.*® Furthermore legal usage
institutionalised the inferior position of the Herero; whites received short
prison terms or were acquitted for the murder of blacks, while blacks were
put to death for the murder of whites.*

The social climate became increasingly brutalized at the beginning of the
1900s. The reason why the rebellion broke out at that particular moment
was due to the favourable situation with the governor away leading his
German forces in the southern part of the country. The absence of Leut-
wein can further explain the escalation of attacks on the Herero. It would
appear that a German lieutenant threatened to kill Samuel Maharero.*

The rebellion resulted in the undermining of the pseudo-scientific ap-
proach of German policy in South West Africa; the Herero were not going

2 Jan Bart Gewald (1999), Herero Heroes. Ohio, p. 142-61, 191.

30 Report (1918), Report on the Natives of South West Africa and their Treatment by Germany. Pre-
pared in the Administrator’s Office, Windhuk, South West Africa. London, 54; Bley (1968), p. 186;
Kruger (1999), p. 44.

3 Leutwein 1906, p. 431.

32 ). M. Bridgman (1981), The Revolt of the Hereros. University of California, p. 63-66; Report
(1918), p. 56.
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to die out of themselves, quite the opposite, the rebels threatened German
colonial development.

The Herero at the start pressed Leutwein’s forces hard but in the course of
the spring of 1904 he raised the Herero’s siege of all the towns. Neverthe-
less Leutwein was replaced as military leader in May 1904. The replace-
ment was made immediately after the Herero warriors had decimated a
German force and at a time when it was rumoured that Leutwein would
negotiate peace with the Herero — Leutwein received a command not to
negotiate.*

Above all, troop re-inforcements and the appointment of a new command-
er-in-chief, General Trotha, indicated that the power structure in Berlin
wanted the rebellion to be completely crushed. However, neither Leut-
wein nor Trotha were given orders to carry out a war of extermination,
only orders to crush the rebellion. Trotha in a letter to Leutwein wrote,
that he never received any specific instructions when he was appointed
commander of the German forces: “His Majesty the Emperor and King
only said to me that he expected me to crush the uprising by any means
necessary...”* On the other hand Leutwein pointed out forcibly that a
population of 60 to 70 thousand could not easily be exterminated. This
suggests that there were people of influence who wanted to exterminate
the Herero.®

If the extermination of the Herero was the hidden agenda, then an analysis
of German military strategy should be able to reveal this. One of the results
of Leutwein’s strategy was that the major part of the Herero forces with
women, children and cattle were concentrated on the Waterberg plateau
in the northern part of central South West Africa. It was here that Trotha
would attack the Herero.

3 Kriger (1999), p. 50; Bley (1968), p. 194.

3 “Instruktionen oder Direktiven habe ich bei meiner Ernennung zum Kommandeur in
Sudwestafrika keine erhalten. Seine Majestat der Kaiser und Konig haben mir nur gesagt,
er erwarte, dass ich mit allen Mitteln den Aufstand niederschlagen...“. Cited in Drechsler
(1966), p. 180.

% Drechsler (1966), p. 172-173; Bridgman (1981), p. 86-87.
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The actual number of Herero at Waterberg is uncertain. Contemporary fig-
ures swing between 40 and 60 thousand. Gerd Sudholt maintains that the
contemporary figures are exaggerated, there not having been resources of
water sufficient to support so many people at Waterberg.* It is impossible
to test this assertion. It is therefore reasonable to accept the contemporary
figures. Of the assembled Herero at Waterberg 5 to 6 thousand were war-
riors, the majority of whom were armed with rifles. They were faced by a
German force of 4,000 troops with 10,000 horses and oxen, 36 artillery bat-
teries and 14 machine guns.*

Waterberg

Horst Drechsler maintains that the major German objective of expropria-
tion of Herero land and cattle was to be achieved by the most ultimative
weapon, the extermination of the Herero.® This interpretation of events
has won considerable recognition and is of far-reaching importance in that
it sees the extermination of the Herero as a conscious German strategy.

The central argument of this theory is that it was quite impossible to sur-
round the Herero and destroy them militarily. Therefore it would seem
that Trotha positioned his weakest troops to the south-east of Waterberg
with the devilish intent of allowing the Herero to break through German
lines precisely at that point so that in the next phase Trotha’s forces would
be able to drive the Herero population out onto the barren Omaheke sand
plains to die of thirst.*®

From officers’ contemporary diaries and from later memoirs it is clear
that a number of German officers doubted the feasibility of surrounding
a stretch of land of more than a 100 kilometers in extent. Officers made
Trotha aware of their concern but Trotha dimissed their criticisms.*

% Hauptmann M. Bayer (1909), Mit dem Hauptquartier in Sudwestafrika. Leipzig, p. 139,
Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 130-32; Gert Sudholt (1975), Die deutsche Eingeborenepolitik
in Stdwestafrika. Hildesheim, p. 183-86.

3" Bridgman (1981), p. 113, 121.

% Drechsler (1966), p. 171, 180-83.

* Ibid., p. 181-83.

“ |bid., p. 182; Kriger (1999), p. 93-95; Bayer (1909), p. 139.
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In Generalstabswerk it is stated that in the period up to the battle at Water-
berg two plans of action were under consideration by Trotha’s staff; The
Herero forces would either take up battle in an engagement that would
be decisive, or they would flee to inaccessable parts of South West Africa
— but note, not out onto the Omaheke, an additional reason for which was
that in such case they would have to flee through the sand plains. There-
fore it is stated that, “On this side only weaker forces were needed. Should
the Herero nevertheless try to break through here, then such an outcome
would be most desirable for the German command, as the enemy then of
its own free will would perish. Because in the barren sand plains he would
die of thirst”.#

The flight of the Herero was the outcome, but Generalstabswerk makes
clear that despite the desirability of it a Herero breakthrough towards the
plains was not regarded as a likely scenario — and most importantly was
not intended. The weakest German forces were placed there precisely be-
cause a breakout in that direction was regarded as being least likely.

In his orders of attack General Trotha declared that, “I want to attack the
enemy simultaneously with all forces in order to annihilate him.” The ref-
erence here is to the “enemy” and not as in Trotha’s later statements to “a
people” or a “nation.” Trotha’s use of the term vernichten (annihilate) in his
directives at Waterberg is often used as documentation of his real inten-
tions, the extermination of the whole people of the Herero.*? Vernichten
should rather be understood in connection with the Clausewitz influenced
strategy of total war of the period, the implication of the concept being
the total destruction of the opponents military in order to annihilate any
further organized resistance.® Clausewitz was the chosen theorist of Ger-

4 “Auf dieser Seite brauchten deshalb nur schwéchere Kréafte eingesetzt zu werden. Sollten
die Hereros indessen doch versuchen, hier durchzubrechen, so musste ein solcher
Ausgang der deutschen Fiihrung um so erwtinschter sein, als der Feind dann freiwillig
in sein Verderben rannte. Denn in dem wasserlosen Sandfelde musste er verdursten®.
Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 152-56.

4 “Ich werde den Feind gleichzeitig mit allen Abteilungen angreifen, um ihn zu vernichten®.
Drechsler (1966), p. 182.

4 Brian Bond (1996), The Pursuit of Victory. From Napoleon to Saddam Hussein. Oxford, p. 45-51;
Sudholt (1975), p. 184.
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man officers after 1870 and influenced the military strategy of the German
General Staff. One of the warmest advocates of the stra-tegy of inflicting a
crushing defeat on the enemy was von Schlieffen, the head of the General
Staff in Berlin and notoriously a supporter of Trotha. Trotha himself had
taken part in the infliction of crushing defeat at the Battle of Sedan.* The
Herero main force having gathered at Waterberg made it not only possible
to inflict a crushing defeat, following Clausewitz’ theory to the letter, but
presented them with the opportunity of taking advantage of European
weapon technology in a conflict in Africa where colonial wars as a rule
degenerated into guerilla warfare. With a crushing defeat in battle a very
nasty guerilla war on African terms could be prevented.®

The objective of the German attack on the Herero at Waterberg would
appear to be a total destruction of their military capability. The German
forces attacked on August 11 from the south west, the south, the south east
and the east while two smaller forces were to prevent the Herero from get-
ting away in a northerly direction.*

The Herero positions were placed in a semi-circle to the south of Water-
berg and within the semi-circle were thousands of women and children.
Because of this the German forces also went into battle against civilians.
These were the circumstances under which Trotha’s troops engaged in to-
tal war and there is no doubt that German forces murdered men, women
and children, though Trotha had ostensibly forbidden his soldiers to fire
on women and children. While men were liquidated in considerable num-
bers, it would not appear to have been the intention to systematically mur-
der women and children. On the other hand the diaries written at the time
indicate that the German troops had been ordered to act without mercy
towards the Herero and to British officers Herero survivors related a story
of countless murders of women and children.*” However before the battle
a camp was established to provide for 8,000 prisoners, a figure roughly

4 Walter Nuhn (1997), Sturm Uber Sudwest. Bonn, p. 202; Heinrich Schnee (1920), Deutsches
Koloniallexikon, Band 3. Leipzig, p. 543-544.

4 Bayer (1909), p. 134.

4 Bridgman (1981), p. 122; Bayer (1909), p. 146-56.

47 Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 118; Gewald (1999), p. 171-175.
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equivalent to how many warriors the Germans supposed would be at
Waterberg. The camp is said to have been established on Trotha’s orders,
which would have been unnecessary if his intention had been the physical
extermination of all the Herero at Waterberg.“®

The enveloping movement at Waterberg failed. The reason for this was its
extent and a break down of communications which led to confusion in the
German lines. After hard fighting the Herero fled in a south easterly direc-
tion the night between August 11 and 12.%

The collapse of Herero military resistance and the escape in no way en-
sured the military goal of total destruction. This is made clear by accounts
from diaries written at the time, Trotha being blamed.*® On the other hand
the German troops were met by a whole people fleeing in terror. In a letter
written by a lieutenant at the time one reads, “a war experienced officer
who had lived in Africa for a long time later told me... that he never im-
agined such a panic-stricken escape of the normally arrogant and proud
Herero, and that in his opinion they were unable to continue fighting”.%

These accounts go to prove that military necessity was not the reason for
the pursuit of the Herero instigated by Trotha.? However the military
view, influenced by Clausewitz, saw the Herero forces as still being a
threat. Hauptmann Bayer, who was in the German Headquarters argues
that, “In the end we nevertheless had to neutralize the enemy by force of
arms” %

4 Nuhn (1997), p. 203; Bley (1968), p. 203.

4 Kriger (1999), p. 50; Bayer (1909), p. 146-56.

% Kruger (1999), p. 50-51, 83-95.

L “Ein schon seit langen Jahren in Afrika lebender, in vielen Kdmpfen bewahrter Offizier
sagte mir spéter....dass er ein derartig kopfloses Fliehen bei den sonst so hochmutigen
und stolzen Hereros nicht fur moglich gehalten habe, und dass sie nach seiner Ansicht fur
weitere K&mpfe unfahig seien*. Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 189-90.

2 Kriiger (1999), p. 64-65; Drechsler (1966), p. 183.

53 “Schliesslich mussten wir doch noch mit Waffengewalt den Feind niederringen*. Bayer
(1909), p. 159-60.
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Later statements by Trotha can lead one to believe that from the start ex-
termination was a part of the plan. In a letter to Leutwein dated October
27 Trotha states “The nation (the Herero) must perish. Failing to annihilate
them with artillery, then it has to be done this way”.* Trotha’s statement
and other uncompromising statements of his belong to the autumn of 1904
at the time when the Germans were carrying out their war of extermina-
tion. It will be seen that Trotha was obliged to write as he did from the au-
tumn of 1904. Before the Battle of Waterberg, commenting on Leutwein’s
statement that the war should be fought in such a way as to ensure that the
Herero people survived, he apparently stated that, “I have found your ex-
planations of great interest, but you must permit me to lead the campaign
as | see fit”.%® These words indicate that Trotha did not intend to pursue
the war in the way Leutwein would have done, but his comment does not
reveal that it was his actual intention to exterminate all the Herero in South
West Africa.

The German battle plans to totally destroy the military power of the Here-
ro, plans which were in accord with the European pattern, and likewise
the establishment of prison camps, do not suggest that the total extermina-
tion of the Herero, despite the readiness to use the utmost brutality, was
Trotha’s original intention. It was not before the weeks following the battle
at Waterberg that Trotha’s troops began what can be called a war of exter-
mination against all the Herero in South West Africa.

The Pursuit

With the Herero in flight, the nature of German warfare altered character
fundamentally. Trotha issued his desperado like order Schiessbefehl, Ger-
man forces were thus ordered to shoot to kill all men of the Herero tribe,
while their women and children were to be made to flee by firing in their
direction.’® In fact this was tantamount to extermination for in thus doing
what they were ordered to do the German forces drove Herero women and
children away from the water holes.

5 “Die Nation muss untergehen. Wenn es mir nicht gelang, sie durch die Geschiitze zu
vernichten, so muss es auf diese Weise geschehen®. Cited in Drechsler (1966), p. 191.

% “lhre Darlegungen haben mich sehr interessiert, aber Sie mussen schon gestatten, dass ich
den Feldzug nach eigenem Ermessen fuhre*. Cited in Drechsler (1966), p. 179.

% For the text of Trothas Proclamation, see Drechsler (1966), p. 184.
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The proclamation was issued on October 2, 1904, more than one and a half
months after the battle at Waterberg. Despite divergences in opinion as to
what were Trotha’s intentions as regards the battle at Waterberg, there is
consensus among historians that the German pursuit in the weeks imme-
diately following the battle, but before the issuing of the Schiessbefehl, was
the cause of the extermination of a considerable part of the Herero popula-
tion. It can be seen from this that the issuing of the Schiesshefehl is not in
itself the cause of the extermination of the Herero but rather developments
in the weeks preceding. Nevertheless this phase is not given sufficient im-
portance in the scholarly works I have referred to in this article.*

It is therefore my intention to now focus upon this phase, it being here that
the brutal suppression of the native rising, becoming radicalized, turned
into warfare in which the goal was the extermination of all the Herero
in German South West Africa, without any consideration of age or sex.
Expressed in another way it was in the weeks after Waterberg that total
war became genocide. There are in fact two phases. Immediately after the
Herero had turned tail and run the intention was to inflict a further crush-
ing defeat within the framework of total war, but in the course of August
1904 the German strategy changed character. The goal was now to drive
the Herero onto the Omaheke sand plains where they would die of thirst.
This plan was thought out because of German provisioning problems and
because when the Herero fled in the direction of the Omaheke sand plains
Trotha was given the opportunity to totally destroy the rising.

Immediately after the battle at Waterberg it was thus the intention, in full
accordance with Prussian military theory, to go in pursuit of the Herero.*
However Trotha was obliged first to allow his men and animals rest and
water. In the decision to delay the pursuit until the following day there lay
also another consideration. The German military command judged that
if German troops did not put the Herero under too much pressure they
would re-form their forces and thereby present a new opportunity to to-

5" Drechsler (1966), p. 183; Bley (1968), p. 190-191; Kriiger (1999), p. 51-52.
5 Bayer (1909), p. 45.
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tally destroy them militarily.>® Quite small German detachments however
approached the Herero from the north and the south as early as August
12, in order to prevent the Herero from changing direction and moving
north.% It is therefore quite plausible to assume that the main German
force intended to attack the Herero from behind, moving in on them from
the west. The scene was set for a new crushing offensive that would de-
stroy the Herero militarily.

However, as was the case at the battle at Waterberg German warfare did
not make any distinction between civilians and warriors. The flight of
the Herero resulted in the total warfare of the Germans becoming further
accentuated. The German troops passed the old, the weak and children,
abandoned, apathetic and suffering from thirst. At the same time German
conduct had become more brutal, even in published memoirs there is the
suggestion that the Herero were regarded as prey to be hunted down,
“Here and there on the right and on the left a shot was fired in to the
thornbushes, when our patrols came across stragglers”.6 Hereros of both
sexes were shot. On the other hand in the diaries used by Krlger there is
evidence of Herero being taken prisoner.®2 One cannot therefore presum-
ably call what happened systematic extermination.

When the German military command initiated the pursuit, refusing to take
into account objections to the course of action by officers who had attained
experience serving in Africa, it must be regarded as being in the first place
an expression of an unbending insistence on defeating the Herero in the
same way as the military paradigm required in wars in Europe. The main
German force began to move on August 13 with the object of crushing the
Herero rising in one last battle. Already on the following day the operation
had to be given up. This was due primarily to lack of water and provisions

% Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 189.

% Estorff (1911), “Kriegserlebnisse in Sudwestafrika”, Militarwochenblatt, Beiheft 3, p. 97;
Bayer (1909), p. 157-58.

& “Hin und wieder fiel rechts und links ein Schuss im Dornbusch, wenn unsere Patrouillen
auf Nachzugler stiessen®. Bayer (1909), p. 162.

2 Kruiger (1999), p. 51, 87, 118-20.
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and the expectation that if the pursuit was continued out onto the sand
plains the situation would deteriorate further for the German troops.®

The precarious situation of the Germans however reflected that of the
Herero, theirs being desperate, for though they knew the plains there
was far from enough water to cover the needs of those fleeing and of their
cattle.® The Herero were trapped on the edge of the sandy plain and in
principle the possibility of achieving a crushing defeat still existed, but on
August 16 Trotha chose a new strategy. The German forces were divided
into six detachments and were to fan out cutting off any possibility the
Herero had of escaping in a southerly or westerly direction while German
troops continued to block the road to the north. Thus the fan was spread
across an area much more extensive than a 100 kilometers.®

With the limited forces available to him Trotha could not establish an un-
broken line that entirely cut off any escape, so instead the German troops
were placed around the vital water holes. In this way the German water
supply was ensured while at the same time ensuring that the Herero were
deprived of any possibility of survival and that they would be driven fur-
ther out towards the Omaheke sand plains in eastern South West Africa.

It would appear at first sight that the establishment of a fan formation
served the purpose of preventing the Herero from slipping away into
other parts of South West Africa. However Generalstabswerk states that
the intention was at the same time to push the Herero out onto the Oma-
heke.®® It appears to be entirely plausible that the operation to push the
Herero out onto the sand plains had become a central element in Trotha’s
strategy, a battle resulting in a crushing defeat having become difficult, the
German forces being spread out over a large area. To these difficulties may
be added the barren nature of the country, the long lines of supply and the
chronic shortage of water. To bring together the main body of the army to

8 Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 190-91; Bayer (1909), p. 167.
8 Kriger (1999), p. 51-52.

8 Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 196-97.

% 1bid., p. 196.
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inflict the final crushing defeat, which up to that point had been the inten-
tion, was both difficult and full of problems.

With this new strategy German warfare in South West Africa had moved
into a new and decisive phase militarily and strategically. In so far as the
German military leadership from August 16 had decided to let the barren
Omaheke sand plains finish off the job of crushing the rebellion it meant
a final break down of the code that distinguished between civilian Herero
and the warriors; death from thirst did not distinguish between men,
women and children.

On August 26 Trotha gave his forces new orders to the effect that the Here-
ro were to be chased away from the remaining inadequate water holes on
the borders of the barren Omaheke plains. Trotha’s strategy was aimed
solely at forcing the Herero out onto the Omaheke, “the German forces
moved eastwards with its flanks bent forward to prevent the enemy from
escape to the North and to the South and to press him into the barren sand
plains® (The italics are mine).

It would seem that the Germans still aspired to inflicting a final crushing
defeat. Herero resistance cannot have given much occasion to hope for a
final battle. German manoeuvres at the beginning of September resulted
only in minor skirmishes with occasional groups of Herero at the edges
of the Omaheke when they, after short and hopeless encounters took to
their heels and abandoned water hole after water hole to the advancing
German forces. The further towards the east the Herero fled, the further
to the east the German troops kept up the pressure and continued hunting
their prey.® In Generalstabswerk the logical conclusion is therefore, “the
attempt to force the enemy to fight another battle did not succeed™.

7 “Die deutschen Kolonnen zogen also derart ostwarts, dass die Fltigel vorgebogen waren,
um dadurch dem Feinde ein Ausbrechen nach Norden und Stiden zu verwehren, und ihn
in das wasserlose Sandfeld zu driicken®. Bayer (1909), 179.

% Bayer (1909), p. 177-182; Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 197.

% “Der Versuch den Feind erneut zum Kampf zu stellen, hatte keinen Erfolg gehabt*.
Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 199.
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At the end of August 1904 at the latest Trotha and the rest of the military
leadership in both South West Africa and Berlin must have been quite
aware that the final conclusive struggle would not be a regular battle fought
between German troops and Herero forces but on the contrary would be
the fleeing Herero’s struggle against death by thirst on the Omaheke sand
plains. When the German troops nonetheless continued their pursuit it
meant that not only the means used to defeat the rebellion had changed
but that even the strategic purpose of German warfare had passed through
a fundamental transformation. The German army under Trotha was at this
stage waging a war aiming at wiping out the whole Herero population,
though they were in flight, German intentions no longer being limited to
destroying the military potential of the Herero.

Thus the result of the early stages of the German pursuit, the flight of the
Herero onto the Omaheke plains, became in the course of August 1904 the
central strategic element.

Pursued by German troops the Herero fled in groups along dried up river-
beds at the far extreme of the Omaheke. They were a whole people in total
disarray that met their German pursuers, “sick and helpless men, women,
and children having collapsed from exhaustion were lying in masses,
parched with thirst ... in the bush unresisting and waiting for their fate”.”
The German troops were also short of water and because of that the pur-
suit was partially abandoned on September 30.

At the end of September Hereros taken prisoner recounted that Herero
leaders had given up and that people were dying of hunger and thirst on
the sand plains. There were several overtures seeking peace but Trotha ig-
nored them all, attempts continuing to encircle the Herero on the Omaheke
even though the Nama had started a rebellion in October 1904.™

0 “Kranke und hilflose Manner, Weiber und Kinder, die vor Erschépfung zusammengebrochen
waren, lagen, vor Durst schmachtend, in Massen .... im Busch, willenlos und ihre Schicksal
erwartend.” Generalstabswerk (1906-1908), p. 203. See also Bayer (1909), p. 195.

"t Generalstabswerk (1906-08), 206-16.
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Schiessbefehl

In October 1904 Trotha even intensified the policy of extermination issu-
ing the Schiessbefehl proclamation which made all Herero in German South
West Africa prey to be hunted down. It is evident from the covering letter
sent to Schlieffen with a copy of the proclamation on October 4, 1904 that
the aim of the Schiesshefehl was to end the war.”? Several officers urged that
the Herero had been punished excessively and that the war ought to be
ended to preserve the Herero as a work force. To this Trotha stated, “I to-
tally oppose this view. | believe that the nation as such must be annihilated
or if this is not possible through tactical manouvers then they must be
driven from the land ....”” For Trotha expulsion was thus an alternative to
extermination, and nothing in German conduct gives grounds to postulate
as Poewe does that Schiessbefehl was an aspect of psychological warfare.™

In a letter from Schlieffen to Chancellor Bulow from November 23, 1904 it
can be seen that Trotha’s project could not be accomplished, “the intention
of the General (to exterminate the Herero. HL) can therefore be approved.
But he does not have the power to carry it out. He must remain on the
Western edge of the Omaheke and cannot force the Herero to leave it”.
There was therefore no other course according to Schlieffen than to make
the Herero surrender. It was however made difficult “by the proclamation
of General Trotha which states that any Herero will be shot”.”

Trotha’s desire to exterminate the Herero was supported by the General
Staff in Berlin. Opposed to it were Chancellor Bilow, the colonial depart-

2 Bley (1968), p. 204.

3 “Ich bin ganzlich anderer Ansicht. Ich glaube, dass die Nation als solche vernichtet werden
muss, oder, wenn dies durch taktische Schlage nicht mdglich war, operativ und durch die
weitere Detail-Behandlung aus dem Lande gewiesen wird*. Cited in Drechsler (1966), p.
189-190.

" Karla Poewe (1985), The Namibian Herero: A History of their Psychosocial Disintegration and
Survival. New York, p. 65.

s “Die Absicht des Generals kann daher gebilligt werden. Er hat nur nicht die Macht sie
durchzufihren. Er muss am rand der Omaheke stehen bleiben und kann die Hereros nicht
zwingen diese zu verlassen.” “.... durch die Proklamation des Generals von Trotha, der
jeden Herero erschiessen lassen will*. Cited in Bley (1968), 206.
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ment of the foreign office, sections of the German settler community and
Leutwein. Bulow pointed out to Kaiser Wilhelm that Trotha’s war of ex-
termination was unchristian, damaged the economic development of the
colony and Germany’s international standing and finally that Britain ben-
efited from the situation by being able to use the Herero who had fled in
their work force. Bulow’s arguments proved convincing and in December
1904 the Kaiser rescinded Schiesshefehl.™

Trotha attempted to the very end, supported by Schlieffen, to continue his
policy of extermination and not before the end of 1905 did he return to
Germany having been unable to defeat the Nama rising. For his extermi-
nation of the Herero he was, however, decorated.

With the rescinding of Schiessbefehl, policy towards the Herero entered a
new phase in principle. The Herero were to be kept as a work force. Near
towns prison camps were established from where on payment of a fee
workers could be requisitioned to work on the building of the railways,
farms and military installations. The camps were quite correctly called
concentration camps, established apparently with British concentration
camps in South Africa as the model. Herero of both sexes and of all ages
died of malnutrition and disease in the thousands in these camps. In the
worst camp on Haifischinsel off the coast of South West Africa 1032 out of
1795 prisoners died within a period of seven months, while 45% of about
15,000 Africans died between 1904 and 1907. The purpose of the camps
was to exercise absolute control of an army of forced labourers.”

The total of Herero victims of the German policy of extermination is a
matter of discussion. Generalstabswerk estimates that fewer than 2,000 of
the 50 to 60,000 Herero who were from the start present on the Waterberg
plateau survived the crossing of the Omaheke. In the first place, however,
the number of Herero on the plateau was presumably put too high and
in the second place recent research suggests that more than 2,000 Herero
succeeded in fleeing to other parts of South West Africa and to British ter-
ritories. According to the official German census of 1913 there were rather

7 Bley (1968), p. 205-08.
T Kruger (1999), p. 50-53, 120-39.
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more than 21,000 Herero in South West Africa while before the war there
had been at least 60,000.7 In other words the Herero population in South
West Africa had been reduced by at least two thirds.

From Total War to Genocide

When from the middle of August the German forces tried to drive the
Herero out onto the Omaheke sand plains to die of thirst they took advan-
tage of an opportunity that arose as a result of the battle at Waterberg and
the German pursuit that followed.

The prevailing historical opinion, as mentioned, is based on the view that
the Herero rebellion gave the German colonial authorities the excuse they
needed to conquer Herero territory and expropriate their cattle and that
this goal was to be achieved by means of genocidal warfare.” However as
we have seen, though Trotha was given carte blanche to defeat the rebels
by any means, no order exists which can support Drechsler’s thesis. This
did not necessarily prevent Trotha from attempting to follow an agenda
that was entirely his own. Thus he conducted warfare without any consid-
eration of the post war period. As a result German warfare proved to be
economically counter-productive: Leutwein ascertained that of the three
economic assets of the colony, mining, cattle breeding and native work-
force, the cattle breeding was destroyed totally whereas the workforce was
annihilated by up to two thirds.®

This economic aspect raises doubts as to the correctness of Drechsler’s
view and to that of the “blocking of access to wealth” theory. While be-
ing true that the Herero were a barrier to German access to the wealth of
South West Africa, the Herero were at the same time one of South West
Africa’s known sources of wealth. Encountering opposition from farmers
and some officers Trotha declared that he regarded the Herero as being

8 Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 216-17; Kruiger (1999), p. 124-25, 130, 189-90.

" Drechsler (1966), p. 171, 180-83.

8 “Gegen einen Einsatz von mehreren hundert Millionen Mark und von einigen tausend
deutschen Soldaten haben wir von den drei wirtschaftlichen Werten der Kolonie, dem
Bergbau, der Viehzucht und den eingeborenen Arbeitskréafte den zweiten ganzlich, den
dritten zu zwei drittel zerstort*. Leutwein (1906), p. 542.
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superfluous.®* Once again it must be emphasised that this statement was
made after the war.

It is doubtful whether Trotha intended the physical elimination of the
Herero at Waterberg; neither German strategy in battle nor the estab-
lishment of a prison camp seems to suggest any intention of physically
exterminating all the Herero without regard to sex or age. Furthermore
the tactics of the German forces in the days immediately after the battle
at Waterberg suggest that their plan was to inflict a new crushing defeat,
the aim of total warfare being subjugation. Therefore German intentions
at this stage did not presumably include the physical elimination of all the
Herero.

In Gesine Kruger’s view the German plan of action was more broadly
based. Trotha’s plan was not only to crush the Herero militarily, but also
to seek their complete political, social and economic subjugation. Thus
Trotha conducted total warfare from the start, and thus ostensibly contin-
ued it though the Herero had suffered military defeat at Waterberg.??

There may very well have been a political agenda in addition to military
goals. In the final analysis the total military destruction and the capture of
Herero warriors constituted African subjugation. However Kriiger does
not give sufficient weight to the difference between total subjugation
and genocide because she uses Bauman’s definition of genocide in which
actual physical extermination is not a predeterminate of the definition of
genocide. If one defines genocide as physical extermination then genocide
is ultimative — a totalitarian insistence on control and subjugation however
is not. In actual fact Kriger herself illustrates the difference between total
subjugation and genocide in her account of how Herero survivors in South
West Africa apparently succeeded in retaining a certain autonomy despite
the totalitarian efforts of the German administration.®

® Kriiger (1999), p. 65-66.
% |bid., p. 62-69.
® |bid., p. 67-68, 184-88.
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It may be said that neither Drechsler nor Kriger take into consideration
the radicalization of German warfare after the battle at Waterberg culmi-
nating with the Schiessbefehl proclamation.

No doubt can be entertained as to the fact that German forces under
Trotha’s leadership conducted total warfare. The German attack on the
Herero at Waterberg was an attack on very nearly the whole of Herero so-
ciety, it involving the conducting of warfare against women and children.
Seen in this light the attack was a foretaste of the total warfare charac-
teristic of the 20th century in which the distinction between civilians and
soldiers was no longer respected.? Civilians were, however, not the actual
target of the attack. Only after the unsuccessful attempt to totally crush the
Herero at Waterberg did the German forces resort to a war of extermina-
tion against the whole of the Herero, this being the moment at which total
war became a conscious genocidal project.

Yet there is a connection between total war and genocide. Markusen and
Kopf see total war as a catalyzing agent leading to genocide, total war
bringing in its wake the mobilization of the whole nation, militarization of
society, concentration of power and the denial of the common humanity
of the “enemy”.® The whole of German society was not mobilised in the
conflict with the Herero as it was later in both world wars. Yet it is possible
to identify what is otherwise characteristic of the conduct of total war in
South West Africa.

Both the overall strategic considerations and the decision-making insti-
tutions became militarized during the German campaign to defeat the
Herero, power being concentrated in the hands of the military. Shortly
after the rebellion broke out the government in Berlin decided to send
reinforcements without Governor Leutwein having requested them. At
a distance of more than 8,000 km from South West Africa Schlieffen, the
head of the General Staff, was put in overall charge of operations by Kaiser
Wilhelm. During the spring, as further reinforcements were sent overseas,

8 Markusen and Kopf (1995), p. 13-14, 67.
% Ibid., p. 55, 64-67.
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Leutwein and the Department for the Colonies under the Foreign Office
began to lose influence to powerful central military institutions such as the
General Staff and the War Ministry. The combination of military re-inforce-
ments and mistrust of Leutwein led to a demand for the appointment of a
new commander-in-chief of the forces in South West Africa. In the ensuing
struggle for influence the Department for the Colonies under the Foreign
Office had little opportunity to make its influence felt, it being the military
power structure and, as the final instance, Kaiser Wilhelm, who alone
appointed a commander-in-chief. The choice fell on General Trotha.®
Although, as previously mentioned, Trotha was given free hands by the
Kaiser to pacify the rebels, the movement away from civil to military in-
stitutions, the replacement of the politically able Leutwein by Trotha and
the massive increase in the German forces meant that the rebellion was to
be crushed by military means alone. Trotha’s carte blanche existed only on
paper, in reality a diplomatic solution was out of the question.

In this way the power structure in Berlin responded to dissatisfaction
with Governor Leutwein who throughout his period as governor had
had to contend with accusations of being too mild in his treatment of the
Africans. In contrast, from the very start, Trotha refused to consider the
peace overtures of the Herero. Before setting foot on the soil of South West
Africa Trotha had declared war in the territory. In this way the general
made actual the headlines in the German press reporting the first war since
1870-71.%

Calling the Herero rebellion war is a choice of terms of central importance
making the conflict in South West Africa different in character from other
colonial conflicts in which Germany had been involved, such conflicts
usually being termed “risings.” The crushing of the Herero rebellion thus
became militarized while at the same time considerable prestige was in-
vested in the outcome of the conflict due to the unprecedented extent of
the intervention of the General Staff and the Kaiser. According to Bridg-
man the early victories of the Herero in the Spring of 1904 caused German
frustration which led to the military leadership deciding to conduct a war

% Bley (1968), p. 195-200.
87 Kruger (1999), p. 53; Bley (1968), p. 195-203.
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of extermination against the Herero.® Though first commencing on a war
of extermination of the whole Herero people in the Autumn of 1904 it ap-
pears obvious that German military prestige was at stake already as early
as the Spring of 1904. The failure of the enveloping movement at Water-
berg on August 11 and 12 threatened to turn Germany’s first war since the
defeat of the French into an embarrassing fiasco not only for Trotha but
also for the military power structure and the Kaiser in Berlin. In the pe-
riod before the battle at Waterberg sections of the German press had made
comparisons with the destruction of the French army at Sedan in 1870.%°
As early as August 20, Hamburgischer Correspondent prepared their readers
and the rest of the German press to expect a more long drawn out war in
South West Africa. Seen in the light of German reputation abroad difficul-
ties in subduing an African rebellion were not acceptable to a nation that
having built up a powerful navy and a Weltpolitik saw itself as a world
power and wanted to make itself felt as such.

In this manner the Herero rising became militarized and was regarded as
war. The considerable investment of German prestige threatened by the
Herero fleeing from Waterberg presumably served to radicalize the con-
duct of German warfare.

Despite its desperate character the flight of the Herero held out the un-
fortunate prospect of an interminable, difficult and expensive campaign
against Herero guerrilla attacks over a large area. The political structure of
Wilhelmine Germany would have enabled the Reichstag to put pressure
on the government, it having influence on the budget. From the military
point of view guerrilla warfare must have been the worst possible scenario
in a country the size of South West Africa and in a terrain with inadequate
water resources and an almost non-existent infrastructure. A number of
the German officers in South West Africa had had experience in guerrilla
warfare in Africa: Trotha in the years 1894-97 as commander-in-chief of
German forces in German East Africa won distinction for his brutal defeat
of the so-called Wahehe Rising which developed into long drawn out guer-

8 Bridgman (1981), p. 170-71.
% Bayer (1909), p. 139.
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rilla warfare.®® Thus Trotha had know-ledge of the difficulties of guerrilla
warfare, but possessed little insight into conditions in South West Africa
- he was the man who stood for purely military solutions.®* Experience of
African guerrillas had given Trotha an unshakeable conviction of the char-
acter of Africans: “My knowledge of many central African peoples ... has
convinced me that the Negro will never submit to a treaty but only to brute
force”.% His view of the African character was widely shared.*

At about the turn of the century it was quite acceptable to regard Africans
as belonging to an inferior race one could observe in cages in the zoos of
European cities.* Such a view of Africans denied them a common human-
ity — it is under these circumstances that it is difficult to feel any surprise at
pictures of the fauna being used to describe the Herero.%®

Kruger’s analysis of the diaries of officers and common soldiers indicates
that these a priori attitudes towards the Herero were not only influenced
by such generally held views, but that the denial of a common humanity
to the Herero was further strengthened by their murder of German farm-
ers. In addition horror stories of acts of Herero bestiality were widespread
in both the German press and among the soldiers, this only serving to
strengthen the denial of a common humanity.®

Furthermore German soldiers felt themselves to be the bearers of civilisa-
tion in a fight against barbarism. In this way a distance had been created
that made acceptable a brutalization of the behaviour of the German sol-
dier. On the other hand the German troops were not part of an effective
German fighting force but were profoundly reliant on African knowledge

% Schnee (1920), Deutsches Koloniallexikon, Band 3. Leipzig, p. 543-544; Helmut Stoecker
(1977), Drang nach Afrika. Berlin (East), p. 88-91.

%t Drechsler (1966), 180.

%2 “Meine genaue Kentniss so vieler zentralafrikanischer Stamme ... hat mir tberall die
Uberzeugende Notwendigkeit vorgefuhrt, dass sich der Neger keinem \ertrag, sondern
nur der rohen Gewalt beugt*. Cited in Drechsler (1966), p. 189-90.

% Bayer (1909), p. 279.

% Kruger (1999), p. 76-77.

% Bayer (1909), p. 86.

% Kruger (1999), p. 95-115.
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of the land. It was typical of the situation that soldiers with experience of
South West Africa were not as influenced by prejudice as were the newly
arrived officers and men. However, this aspect of the situation did not
make it possible to prevent the radicalization of warfare. Neither did the
ability of individual Africans to find water holes affect the general attitude
towards the Herero, nor would critics of Trotha among officers fail to obey
orders, insubordination hardly existing in the authoritarian military struc-
ture.”

At the root of all this we find the then modern Darwin inspired racism.
Paul Rohrbach, the theorist of German colonialism, thus asserted that
Europeans had the right to demand land from Africans who, in any case,
would soon become extinct. These were views that evoked response in
the German officer class.® Social Darwinism provided a pseudo-scientific
justification for attitudes which previously had been lacking, “ Social Dar-
winism asserted that there was a struggle for survival amongst the differ-
ent human “races”, in the course of which those with lesser intelligence or
capacity for “civilisation” would eventually disappear, their elimination
being evidence of their natural inability to evolve”.®® These ideas, as al-
ready mentioned, not only served as justification for German South West
Africa policy in the 1890’s but also enjoyed widespread acceptance by
other European colonial powers.’® Acceptance of Social Darwinism did
not necessarily lead to acts of genocide against Africans, evolution, it was
supposed, would make an active genocidal policy superfluous.

Trotha stated with a direct reference to “The Survival of the Fittest” that
Africans would have to give way to the white man wherever he was able
to work 1 Looking at this statement in conjunction with another statement
in a letter to Schlieffen from the Autumn of 1904 we begin to see a more

" 1bid., p. 63-64, 102.

% Paul Rohrbach (1909), Deutsche Kolonialwirtschaft. Kulturpolitische Grundsétze fiir die Rassen-
und Missionsfragen. Berlin, p. 44; Bayer (1909), p. 298-99.

% Robert Miles (1989), Racism. London, p. 30-40, 36-37.

10 |bjd., p. 103-04.

01 Kriger (1999), p. 65-66.
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ominous perspective. Trotha emphasised, “this uprising is and remains the
beginning of a racial war, which | predicted as early as 1897 in my reports
to the Reichskanzler regarding East Africa...”%% It was not only Trotha who
was sceptical as regards the evolutionary aspect of Social Darwinism — in-
stead Trotha and people sharing his views focused on the idea of a struggle
between the races. Furthermore Trotha’s reference to German East Africa
is interesting. As commander-in-chief at the time of the putting down of
the Wahehe Rising in East Africa Trotha and his German troops conducted
total war, burning crops and villages, though the aim was limited to sup-
pressing the revolt. Therefore the suppression of the Wahehe Rising does
not come into the category of genocide.'®

However when total war against the Herero developed into genocide we
may see a connection between the fact that the break out of the Herero Re-
bellion led not only to a concentration of power and a considerable invest-
ment of military and political prestige but also to a complete militarization
of the means used to defeat the Herero, which with racism as the sounding
board further strengthened the German rejection of any residual feeling of
shared humanity. Markusen and Kopfs underlining of the fact that modern
total war acts as a catalyst of genocide provides thus a frame of reference
which can contribute to an understanding of why this particular colonial
war to crush the Herero rising developed into an act of genocide.%*

The suppression of the Herero Rebellion is also different from other colo-
nial conflicts in the situative conditions that met the German forces. When
the Herero took to their heels and fled towards the Omaheke sand plains
General Trotha was given the opportunity to suppress the rising complete-
ly using genocide. By attempting to cut off the Herero from South West
Africa’s very limited water supplies Trotha’s forces were able to crush the
rising definitively. Thereby, with the sanction of the German military and

102 “Dieser Aufstand ist und bleibt der Anfang eines Rassenkampfes, den ich schon 1897 in
meinen Berichten an den Reichskanzler fir Ostafrika vorausgesagt habe*. Cit. Drechsler
(1966), p. 189-90.

103 Stoecker (1977), p. 88-91; Jonassohn and Bjornson (1998), p. 245-48.

104 Markusen and Kopf (1995), p. 55, 64-67.

48



“| believe that the nation as such must be annihilated...”

political authorities, Trotha refused to take any account of the fact that the
way in which he resolved the conflict resulted in the deaths of thousands
of Herero civilians. Trotha’s choice of means to resolve the situation was
actuated by the influence on ideas of Social Darwinism and the theory of
total war.

However the precarious situation of the German forces also affected the
decision to deprive the Herero of their possibility of survival. This is made
clear in a later comment made by Trotha and by an entry in his diary from
September 1904 in which Trotha records, “Veldherero, women, children
came here in droves to beg for water. Gave new orders. Everybody must
be driven back by force, as concentration of a large number of prisoners is
a hazard to rations and the health of the troops”.1%

Furthermore in a letter to Schlieffen dated as early as October 4, 1904 he
mentions that it was impossible for German forces to pursue the Herero
onto the Omaheke sand plains without risking dying of starvation and
thirst.2%® Trotha’s interpretation of the facts is confirmed by other German
officers who participated and by Generalstabswerk, that in no uncertain
terms explains that a continued pursuit of the Herero on to the sand plains
was impossible if the German troops were not to suffer the same fate as the
one threatening the Herero.

The German lines of supply were stretched to breaking point, illustrated
by the fact that the main German force had to turn about only a day after
taking up pursuit. Furthermore there was constant shortage of water and
great difficulties finding areas to graze the horses and the draught oxen.
Lieutenant Colonel Beaulieu described these difficulties in a letter imme-
diately after the battle at Waterberg on August 11: “The water holes were

105 “Haufenweise kamen Veldhereros, Weiber, Kinder hertiber, um Wasser zu bitten. Habe
erneute Befehle gegeben. Alles mit Gewalt zurtickzutreiben, da Anhaufung von grosse
Zahl Gefangener eine Gefahr fur Verpflegung und Gesundheit der Truppe bedeute®.
Cited in Kriger (1999), 119.

06 Drechsler (1966), p. 189-190.

w7 “Eine weitere Verfolgung der Hereros in das Sandfeld war unmaglich, wollte man nicht
die deutschen Truppen der Gefahr aussetzen, einem dhnlichen Schicksal zu verfallen, wie
es jetzt den Hereros drohte*. Generalstabswerk (1906-08), p. 203.
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filled with perishing cattle that had to be pulled away and then “the few
water holes only gave... a few litres of bloody malodorous water” 1%

The German soldiers were forced to drink contaminated water, more sol-
diers from the lower ranks dying of typhus than of wounds received in
battle against the Herero.%°

This precarious situation most likely influenced the German military
leadership in South West Africa to exploit the opportunity given to them
by the flight of the Herero towards the Omaheke plains to crush the ris-
ing completely. Thus the situative difficulties of traditional warfare were
considerably eased, it now only being necessary to occupy the water holes
on the perifery of the Omaheke. It ceased to be necessary to keep the main
force together and in this way smaller German units could ensure their
own survival at the expense of thousands of Herero who were left to die of
starvation and thirst.

Conclusion

“The barren Omaheke would complete what the German weapons had be-
gun: The annihilation of the Herero people”.*? It is presumably the lack of
any attempt to conceal the cruel conclusions drawn that has persuaded a
number of historians to conclude that physical extermination of the whole
of the Herero population was the intention from the outset of the Ger-
man campaign. However this representation of the extermination of the
Herero as being solely the consequence of the Herero preventing German
endeavours to develop South West Africa presents problems. Rather what
happened was a radicalization in several phases.

08 “Die wenigen Wasserldcher ergaben, wenn das in ihnen liegende verendende Vieh, mit
dem sie bis zum Rande gefullt waren, durch die Gespanne der Geschitze herausgezogen
war, nur wenige Liter blutigen, tbelriechenden Wassers®. Cited in Generalstabswerk
(1906-08), p. 227-55.

19 |bid., p. 227-48. According to official figures of losses 450 lost their lives of whom 255 died
of typhus.

10 “Die wasserlose Omaheke sollte vollenden, was die deutschen Waffen begonnen hatten:
Die Vernichtung des Hererovolkes*. Generalstabswerk (1906-1908), p. 211.
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Of quite fundamental importance in the radicalization of the German sup-
pression of the Herero Rising was the interaction between the overall Ger-
man military plan and the situation on the ground in South West Africa.
German reaction to the Herero Rising was to conduct total war, which in
part led to a militarization of the means used to achieve defeat and further-
more to a refusal to accept the Herero as being fully human. From this per-
spective the putting down of the Herero Rebellion was a presage of what
was to come in the conduct of total war in the 20th century. The German
practice of total warfare did not automatically lead to genocide, the flight
of the Herero onto the Omaheke sand plains being the factor that triggered
off this further radicalization. General Trotha at that stage was able to put
into practice the ultimate solution for it had become possible by forcing the
Herero out onto the Omaheke sand plains to defeat them, thereafter allow-
ing German units to take possession of the limited water supplies.

When General Trotha with the support of the political-military power
structure in Berlin chose the ultimate solution to defeat the Herero Re-
bellion a clear link with the racial theories of the period can be seen. It is
difficult to imagine that German forces or the troops of other European co-
lonial powers would have deprived other peoples of the right of existence
without the influence of the racism inherent in Social Darwinism.

In the Christmas issue of the Danish “Illustreret Tidende” (Illustrated
Times) on December 25, 1904 the journalist and writer Johannes Hoeck in
an article on the Herero Rebellion thus emphasizes that a struggle between
the races was underway that “should be regarded as an admonitary and
cautionary moment in world history. As yet the white man is still master of
the world despite the fact that in the eyes of the negro we are every bit as
ugly as we find them to be, but we have no conception of how everything
will be in a hundred years”. Racism was neither exclusively a German
phenomena of the period nor was total warfare exclusively a German hall-
mark. In the practice of pacification it was characteristic of the European
colonial powers to find massive African losses a matter of total indiffer-
ence.
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The threshold between total war and genocide in the colonies is therefore
very low and easily crossed. Even the dividing line between the arbitrary
destruction of the means of subsistence of African tribes in French and
British colonies and the encirclement and forced containment on the bar-
ren plains is not great. Though it may be said that the German military and
political power structure contributed to the radicalization of the conflict
in South West Africa, the most important factor determining the methods
of pacification in general were, however, the situative conditions and the
possibilities available of putting down rebellions. In German South West
Africa chance enabled General Trotha to seize the opportunity of an ulti-
mate solution which led to genocide against the Herero people.
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Motives, Mechanisms and Memories
of Soviet Communist Terror?
Klas-Goran Karlsson

State terror can be broadly defined as mass violence perpetrated by institu-
tions of a state in response to what is or is perceived to be a threat to the
continued existence of this state. In this sense terror was an essential part
of Soviet rule from the Bolshevik coup d’état in November 1917 to the death
of Stalin in March 1953. In Stalin’s time, i.e. from the late 1920s, terror
grew into democide, a term suggested by the American political scientist
R. J. Rummel, to denote intentional government actions designed to Kkill
or cause the death of people because of their ethnicity, class or political
convictions in the instrumental purpose of fulfilling a quota system, of
furthering a system of forced labour, by means of massacres and through
the imposition of lethal living conditions.? The wording “grew into” is not
arbitrarily chosen. It is one of my intentions in this article to argue that
there was a generic relationship between the Red Terror of the first years
of Bolshevik rule and civil war in Soviet Russia, and the great purges of the
Stalinist 1930s, also known as the Great Terror. In the light of new histori-
cal scholarship made possible by the opening of relevant archives after the
demise of the Soviet Union, the main purpose of the article is to analyse
the mechanisms behind Soviet state terrorism as practised against its own
citizens. The focus will be on the causes of the terror as well as on its short-
term and long-term consequences for Soviet society — on continuity as well
as on change.

Theories of Terror

Soviet terror has not been a subject that has attracted much historical re-
search either in the West or in Russia. One reason has been the lack of ac-
cess to relevant documentation. The other has been the ideological and po-
litical delicacy of the topic, which in both post-War ideological camps was

! The text is an elaboration of an earlier version in Swedish, see Klas-Gdran Karlsson (2000),
“Terror som politik, ekonomi och mentalitet — exemplet Sovjetunionen*, in Klas-G6ran
Karlsson (ed.), Folkmordens arhundrade. Sovjetterrorn och Forintelsen som historia och jamforelse,
Aktuellt om historia 2.

2 R.J. Rummel (1996), Lethal Politics. Soviet Genocide and Mass Murder since 1917. New Bruns-
wick, p. 241-42.
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hampered by different kinds of restrictions in the accounts of the terror. In
the Soviet Union terror was for a long period of time excluded from the
official Soviet discourse. This had however not always been the case. Until
the late 1930s internal mass violence was ethically and ideologically justi-
fied as a necessary and positive means of controlling human behaviour in
Soviet society. In Soviet literary representations of the terror Dariusz Tolc-
zyk has found “a convention that presented the chief institution of Soviet
state terrorism, the concentration camp, as the locus of the re-education
and redemption of reactionary social elements in a process leading to a
more just and humane future society”.® Official silence was implemented
in connection with the culmination of Stalin’s great terror in 1937.

The topic was reopened in 1956, when Nikita Khrushchev in his secret
speech to the 20th party congress related terror to what was described as
Joseph Stalin’s unpleasant personality and political errors. Also in Soviet
historian Roy Medvedev’s Let History Judge from 1967, Stalin was made the
culprit for bringing about mass psychosis among the broad Soviet masses.
Somewhat broadening the analytical perspective, Medvedev admitted
that Stalin’s politics allowed “cliques of unprincipled careerists™ to com-
mit large-scale cruelties in order to further their own careers and to destroy
political opponents.

Until the glasnost years the Russian writer Aleksander Solzhenitsyn was
the only Soviet analyst who dared to penetrate deeper into the mechanisms
of Soviet terror. In his Gulag Archipelago from 1973-75 Solzhenitsyn looked
into the very heart of the Soviet Communist system, tracking down the
institutional and mental prerequisites of terror, in particular an ideology
well adjusted to legitimizing large-scale evil deeds. In contrast to the Len-
inists, Khrushchev and Medvedev, who depicted Stalin’s era as a negative
deviation from a positive party line introduced by Lenin and continued by
Khrushcheyv, Solzhenitsyn did not spare Lenin from criticism. He held him
responsible for not only being the founder of the Soviet state, but also of

® Cf Dariusz Tolczyk (1999), See No Evil. Literary Cover-Ups and Discoveries of the Soviet Camp
Experience. New Haven, p. XVIII.

4 Roy Medvedev (1973), Let History Judge. The Origins and Consequences of Stalinism. New
York, p. 344.
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being the instigator of Soviet terror. Neither Solzhenitsyn nor Medvedev
escaped punishment for their outspoken analyses: while the historian was
expelled from the Communist Party, the author of Gulag Archipelago was
expelled from the Soviet Union.

In the West Soviet terror has not entirely been left out of the political,
intellectual and scholarly discourse. However, there has been no coun-
terpart to the vigorous scholarly investigations into and public debates
on the Nazi atrocities. Nevertheless irreconcilable interpretations based
on differing ideological and scholarly preferences have provoked serious
conflicts. In her influential book The Origins of Totalitarianism from 1950,
Hannah Arendt describes a system in which human beings are reduced
to predictable and controllable reactions to the experiments of totalitarian
regimes. The laboratories are concentration camps in which propaganda
and ideology is disseminated and terror is exercised. Despite the overall
assessments of the terror system being markedly different, there are inter-
esting similarities between the early Soviet Bolsheviks’ and Arendt’s way
of analysing the prerequisites of terror in terms of utopian ideas and a
politics of social engineering. In both perspectives individual human lives
were not taken into account.

Undeniably totalitarianism as a grand theory of making Soviet terror expli-
cable has its scholarly advantages. It highlights a system in which power
was personalised to a degree unthinkable in any Western democracy, and
in which the leader’s means of carrying out even the most brutal policies
towards his own subjects were almost unlimited. Generally Russia and
the Soviet Union have always been ruled by powerful men, not by laws.
Personality cults, according to the historian Nina Tumarkin “serving to
legitimize the leader’s enduring personal domination in his party”,® have
frequently strengthened the autocratic pattern of government.

The theory can also be used to stress the importance of a monolithic ide-
ology based on a primitive but pedagogically convincing narrative of
success threatened by conspiracy and on clear-cut distinctions between

° Nina Tumarkin (1997), Lenin Lives! The Lenin Cult in Soviet Russia. Cambridge, MA, p. 3.
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friends and enemies, between good and evil. Consequently, totalitarian
theory teaches that such an ideology was highly useful for the ruler in his
efforts to purify or save society by removing all individuals and groups
considered as being evil plotters.® It can also help us to understand ideo-
logical, apologetic or rationalising declarations that terror is or has been
“objectively necessary” or even “progressive”. Not only have individu-
als in totalitarian societies succumbed to this interpretation. One of those
who “from outside” yielded to the belief that the Communist end justified
the means was the acclaimed Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm who has
argued that “any policy of rapid modernisation in the USSR, under the
circumstances of the time, was bound to be ruthless and, because imposed
against the wishes of the bulk of the people and imposing serious sacrifices
on them, to some extent coercive”.’

The theory is however less useful if we believe that the victims and the
perpetrators had a consciousness and a will of their own. Besides, the in-
tentionalist emphasis on continuity from the murderous objectives of the
perpetrators to the unproblematic implementation of them, often leads
advocates of totalitarianism to underestimate the importance of new,

& Among classical totalitarianist analyses of Soviet history can be mentioned Merle Fainsod
(1963), How Russia is Ruled. Cambridge, MA; Carl Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski
(1956), Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy. Cambridge, MA. For a modern version, see
for example Mikhail Heller (1988), Cogs in the Wheel. The Formation of Soviet Man. New York.
Totalitarianist theory is also often used in post-Soviet Russian historiography; see S. Kule-
shov et al (1991), Nashe Otechestvo. Opyt politicheskoi istorii. Tom 1. Moscow. Terror as an in-
tegrated part of Soviet Communism is elaborated especially in Zbigniew Brzezinski (1958),
The Permanent Purge. Politics in Soviet Totalitarianism. Cambridge, MA. Moreover, the most
prominent totalitarianist work dealing explicitly with Soviet terror is Robert Conquest
(1968), The Great Terror, Stalin’s Purge of the 30s, new edition A Reassessment. London 1990.
For an overview of totalitarianism as a system of ideas and an ideological tool, see Abbott
Gleason (1995), Totalitarianism. The Inner History of the Cold War. New York.

" Eric Hobsbawm (1994), Age of Extremes. The Short Twentieth Century 1914-1991. London, p.
380-381. In one of the most emotional glasnost appeals for the restoration of the memory of
the Soviet terror, the Russian poet Yevgenii Yevtushenko touched upon this absurd idea:
“There is a theory that repression should have been a brutal necessity, and that we should
not have been able to resist the Nazi aggression otherwise. However, this theory is based
on historical ignorance as well as historical cynicism. Should this pre-war destruction of
the people be considered a preparation to protect the people against destruction?”” Yevgenii
Yectushenko (1988), “Pomogat ‘Memorialu’”, Literaturnaya gazeta, November 2, p. 2.
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intervening conditions and unintended consequences. As a competing
theory, developed in the United States in the 1970s as an ideological and
scholarly protest against totalitarian theory, revisionism is obviously more
alert to new circumstances, historical change and functionalist arguments.
By pointing at qualitatively new developments such as a different, for the
Soviet state unfavourable international situation, tendencies of disintegra-
tion inside Soviet society and the entry of new social groups in the 1930s,
revisionist historians have tried to explain the brutalisation of Soviet poli-
tics in the Stalin era as a process with its own contemporary and internal
dynamics. In this revisionist spirit, the historian J. Arch Getty has depicted
Stalin not as a totalitarian mastermind but as a tottering ruler that “stum-
bled into everything from collectivisation to foreign policy”.®

The differences between spokesmen for totalitarianist and revisionist in-
terpretations are partly due to divergent scholarly priorities on political
and social developments, respectively, but are also based on ideological
concerns. While most advocates of totalitarianist interpretations are bound
to repudiate the entire Soviet experience, using theory to perpetuate what
they consider its most disgusting features, radical revisionists are anxious
to differentiate between the Leninist and Stalinist experiences, using their
theory to protect a “good” Lenin from an “evil” Stalin by analysing the
Stalinist era as a qualitatively new phenomenon, a Soviet aberration or pa-
renthesis.® While writing Soviet history revisionists have at times avoided
the terror topic or alternatively transformed it into a banal or trivial experi-
ence. Counter-factual analyses, speculating on what might have happened
if Stalin had not been as powerful as he actually was have also been put
forward by revisionist scholars in order to prove the devient path towards

8 J. Arch Getty (1993), “The Politics of Repression Revisited*, in J. Arch Getty and Roberta T.
Manning (eds.), Stalinist Terror. New Perspectives. Cambridge, p. 62.

® Among prominent revisionist works can be mentioned Stephen Cohen (1985), Rethinking
the Soviet Experience. Politics and History since 1917. Oxford; Sheila Fitzpatrick (1979), Edu-
cation and Social Mobility in the Soviet Union, 1921-1934. Cambridge; Moshe Lewin (1985),
The Making of the Soviet System. Essays in the Social History of Interwar Russia. New York. A
revisionist work particularly dealing with Soviet terror is J. Arch Getty (1985), Origins of the
Great Purges. The Soviet Communist Party Reconsidered. New York.
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Communism chosen by Stalin.’ In this respect, arguments by revision-
ists dealing with Stalinist history are quite different from arguments by
scholarly revisionists concerned with German Nazism.* The latter, hav-
ing no prominent idea or ideological figure to defend in German history,
describe Hitler as rooted not primarily in inter-war developments but in a
prolonged, unbalanced German modernisation process, a Sonderweg.

Since the fall of the Soviet Communist system new interpretations have
challenged the traditional conflicting theories. It would however be mis-
leading to conclude that totalitarianist and revisionist ideas have disap-
peared for good. For revisionist leftists the question whether Lenin as a
representative of a “good” communism can be protected from responsibil-
ity for the outburst of Soviet terror is still crucial, and “totalitarian” is still
considered a useful concept in order to understand and explain the Soviet
terror, not least among scholars in what was formerly the Eastern Bloc.
Nevertheless both the weakening of old ideological positions after the end
of the Cold War and access to new documentation from the Soviet archives
have broadened as well as deepened our perspectives. The documentation
of the terror has proved to be both rich and detailed, since, as has been not-
ed, “(t)he directors of the terror machine were unashamed and unafraid of
a negative historical verdict”.*?

In the more multifaceted historical research of the last decade the old
priorities on political events such as the Moscow processes have been sup-
plemented with studies that relate the terror to the command economy or
to predominant mentalities. New documentation has made it easier for
scholars to investigate how terror affected everyday life in local communi-
ties or among social groups such as children, women or particular ethnic
societies, thereby applying what could be described as “softer” revisionist

0 Cf Stephen Cohen (1980), Bukharin and the Bolshevik Revolution. A Political Biography. Ox-
ford.

I In this context, “revisionists are not to be understood as deniers, but as historians revising
traditional interpretations. In the German case, | am referring to Bielefeld historians such
as H.-U. Wehler.

2], Arch Getty and Oleg Naumov (1999), The Road to Terror. Stalin and the Self-Destruction of
the Bolsheviks, 1932-1939, New Haven, p. XI.
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perspectives. Also comparative studies of Stalinist and Nazi terror have
been initiated, even though they have not yet produced substantial re-
sults.’®

In a recent anthology on Stalinism, the historian Sheila Fitzpatrick, who
has been one of the leading revisionists, has labelled this new, post-revi-
sionist scholarly approach to Stalinist society and terror “cultural”.** An
important aspect of this new interest has been to study how the individual
and collective memories of the terror have affected Soviet society up to the
present day. Most of them have focused on how terror suddenly emerged
in memories and historical consciousness in the glasnost era, and eventu-
ally played a decisive role in delegitimizing and dismantling the Soviet
Communist system.*®

The Red Terror

A main problem in making comparisons between Nazi and Soviet terror is
the different time-span. While the Nazi destruction of European Jewry and
other stigmatised groups took place within the space of a few war years,
terror had been, as has already been stressed, an integral aspect of Soviet
historical development for decades. In the latter case situations, actors and
structures changed. So did the motive forces and prime movers of Soviet
terror.

3 This new trend includes works such as Lynne Viola (1996), Peasant Rebels Under Stalin. Col-
lectivization and the Culture of Peasant Resistance. New York; Stephen Kotkin (1995), Magnetic
Mountain. Stalinism as a Civilization. Berkeley; Kees Boterbloem (1999), Life and Death under
Stalin. Kalinin Province, 1945-1953, Montreal; Sheila Fitzpatrick (1999), Everyday Stalinism.
Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times: Soviet Russia in the 1930s. Oxford. Getty and Naumov
(1999) is a commentated documentary work, presenting previously inaccessible sources
from Soviet state and party archives. An example of a tentative, comparative approach is
lan Kershaw and Moshe Lewin (eds.) (1997), Stalinism and Nazism. Dictatorships in Compari-
son. Cambridge.

4 Sheila Fitzpatrick (ed.) (2000), Stalinism. New Directions. London, p. X.

5 Cf Adam Hochschild (1994), The Unquiet Ghost. Russians Remember Stalin. Harmondsworth;
Walter Laqueur (1990), Stalin — The Glasnost Revelations. London; David Remnick (1993),
Lenin’s Tomb: The Last Days of the Soviet Empire. New York; Kathleen E. Smith (1996), Re-
membering Stalin’s Victims. Popular Memory and the End of the USSR. London; Klas-G6ran
Karlsson (1999), Historia som vapen. Historiebruk och Sovjetunionens upplésning 1985-1995.
Stockholm.
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However, this does not mean that there were no continuities. Under
changing denominations, a few “red” institutions were permanently con-
nected to the Soviet terror. In December 1917 the Bolsheviks organised a
security police, called Cheka, or “The Extraordinary Commission for com-
bating counter-revolution, speculation and sabotage”, to destroy internal
competitors to the newly conquered Bolshevik power position. The Cheka
was the first in a long line of Soviet secret police organisations known to
the world by their acronyms GPU, OGPU, NKVD, MVD and KGB. They
had the main responsibility for the maintenance of internal order and the
prosecution and destruction of enemies of the Communist regime. Con-
centration camps and revolutionary tribunals were simultaneously organ-
ised during the first Bolshevik years to support the efforts of the secret
police in combating “counter-revolutionary” tendencies. Even the newly
organised Red Army was used for the same purpose. This was especially
the case in the period of civil war between “red” and “white” armies that
lasted from 1918 to 1921.

Despite some fighting in Moscow the Bolshevik assumption of power was
a rather peaceful event. However the efforts of the new regime to preserve
its position of power in the years to come were all the more violent. The
breaking up of the leftist parliament in which the Bolshevik party failed
to get a majority of the votes was why the Red Terror was launched in
January 1918. In the following spring and summer, not only representa-
tives and supporters of the old regime but all those who did not directly
support the new men of power were harassed. Priests, teachers, scholars
and other professional groups, who were regarded as being too much in
sympathy with the old tsarist regime, were in serious trouble. In July the
tsar and his family were murdered in Yekaterinburg. Those who carried
through the execution were local Bolsheviks acting on Lenin’s personal
orders. Peasant unrest, a result of the regime’s policy of forced requisitions
of grain to relieve famine in the Russian cities, were consistently met with
brutal punishments. An attempted assassination of Lenin in August 1918
strengthened the conviction of the new regime that its position was threat-
ened and that the situation had to be met with hard repressive measures
against its enemies.
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In the course of 1918 the struggle for power in post-revolutionary Rus-
sia grew into a civil war in which several foreign armies also became
involved. It was fought with extreme brutality on both sides. While the
Communist reds in particular turned against the Cossacks in the Don
and Kuban regions, non-Communist white forces in the South Western
parts of the former empire carried out bloody pogroms against the Jews.
So-called War Communist policy to do away with private business, to
promote nationalisation, and to introduce requisitions of grain from the
richer peasants, the Kulaks, were promulgated during the Civil War. The
policy brought about innumerable peasant rebellions or “bread wars” that
were all met with brutal repression by the Red Army. Lenin’s orders as to
the treatment of the peasants reveal an extreme disregard for human life
in general and for the lives of the Russian and Ukrainian peasants in par-
ticular. To deal with a peasant uprising in the Penza region in August 1918,
he stressed the urgency of the local Bolsheviks setting an example: “Hang
(hang without fail, so the people see) no fewer than one hundred known
kulaks, rich men, bloodsuckers. Publish their names. Take from them all
the grain. Designate hostages.”

Richard Pipes and Orlando Figes, both historians of the Russian revolution,
have convincingly argued that terror was implicit in the Bolshevik regime
from the outset, soon to be used as an explicit and calculated instrument to
counter the new rulers’ lack of popular support. Comparing Jacobin and
Bolshevik terror Pipes states that the Russian revolution started with terror
while the French one culminated in it, and that whereas the French terror
was brief and parenthetical, the Russian counterpart was “an essential
part of the regime” for a protracted period of time.} Discontent with the
military-political development and with the food shortages grew rapidly
among soldiers, workers and farmers after the Bolshevik assumption of
power. The growing unrest led the leading Bolsheviks to the conclusion
that they needed to set about killing on a mass scale in order to retain

6 Quoted from Richard Pipes (1998), The Unknown Lenin. From the Secret Archive. New Haven,
p. 50. Lenin’s personal responsibility for much of the Red Terror is supported with many
empirically grounded examples in Dmitri Volkogonov (1995), Lenin. Life and Legacy. Lon-
don, chapter 4.

7 Richard Pipes (1992), The Russian Revolution, 1899-1919. London p. 789. See also Orlando
Figes (1998), A People’s Tragedy. The Russian Revolution: 1891-1924. Harmondsworth.
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power. The only important thing was to cling to power at any cost. Instead
of reaching compromises when deve-lopments went wrong, they turned
to violence, or, rather, saw violence as the only relevant policy. In this con-
text the red terror can be properly understood from an intentional explana-
tory model which presents violence as a rational, necessary and successful
method of achieving projected aims. The success of this policy was clearly
apparent; the Bolshevik Communists came out of the terror and the civil
war victoriously after having destroyed all major enemy groups, or forced
them to leave Russia. From a situation in which the Bolsheviks were a po-
litical minority, only supported by small groups of the Russian population,
they came out of the Civil War as the only party left.

Furthermore the intentional model can be confirmed by reference to Len-
in’s pre-revolutionary writings.*® In State and Revolution, published only a
few months before the outbreak of the revolution, he outlined the contours
of a “special machinery” with unlimited rights to use violence against all
“capitalist” and “bourgeois” adversaries of the proletariat. The dictator-
ship of the same proletariat was defined as “power that is limited by noth-
ing, by no laws, that is restrained by absolutely no rules, that rests directly
on coercion”.*® For Lenin, this dictatorship with its “revolutionary justice”
was meant to be a transitory device in a period in which an ideal Commu-
nist society had not yet become deeply rooted, and where class enemies
still had to be reckoned with. In reality dictatorial brutality did not “wither
away” but became a permanent feature of his regime. So did the special,
“revolutionary” scale of moral values that the Red Terror was based on.

However, a strictly intentional model can obviously not do the Leninist
terror full justice. It has to be combined with elements of a functional or
structural explanatory model. It goes without saying that also the specific
international and internal situation has to be taken into account in the
analysis. The Red Terror grew out of a more and more precarious Russian

® An important question that will not be elaborated here is whether ideas of Soviet terror
and its legitimation or rationalisation can be derived from earlier Communist theory and
program. A recent book that answers the question in the affirmative is Richard Pipes (2001),
Communism. A History. New York.

¥ Lenin (1958-1965), Polnoe sobranie sochinenii. Moscow, vol. 41, p. 383.
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situation in the ongoing world war, a growing politico-ideological discon-
tent among almost all groups in Russian society, intensified struggles for
national liberation among a number of non-Russian national groups in the
dying empire, and a social turbulence that included a developing peas-
ants’ war. The outbreak of the Civil War added further to this negative
development. From this perspective, terror was primarily an expression
of a continuing brutalisation or a “cumulative radicalisation” of human
relations in the entire Russian society. Post-revolutionary Russia became,
to use a structuralist concept, a “genocidal society” in which mass violence
was regarded as a natural or normal way of solving political or other prob-
lems that faced the new rulers.

The Great Terror

The fact that the introduction of the New Economic Politics (NEP) in
March 1921 meant a radical reduction in the use of the Bolshevik terror
machinery can be regarded as a testimony that functional and structural
interpretations have validity when trying to explain Soviet developments.
At the same time as famine was gradually eliminated, an economic politics
of compromise allowed a limited private ownership and some possibilities
for peasants to sell their products. NEP palpably reduced socio-political
tensions. It is true to say that no political opposition was allowed, but
most opposition to the Communist party had, however, been crushed. In
the NEP era, political quarrels and ideological antagonisms were mainly
enacted within the party itself.

The NEP détente did not mean that all political opposition was cleared
away and that terror was entirely abolished. In south Caucasian Georgia,
almost 4.000 people were killed in 1924 in an anti-Bolshevik revolt lead by
Mensheviks or Social-Democrats who had held political power in a short
and precarious period of Georgian independence between 1918 and 1921.
Responsible for the suppression of the revolt was the People’s Commissar
for Nationality Questions, the Georgian Joseph Stalin.®

2 Ronald Grigor Suny (1988), The Making of the Georgian Nation. Bloomington, p. 219-25.
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A new escalation of the terror occurred in connection with a radically new
phase in Soviet history: Stalin’s revolution from above. From 1928 onwards
the introduction of a centralised command economy, a strong emphasis on
heavy industry and agrarian collectivisation went hand-in-hand with a
general disciplining and mobilisation of Soviet society. Free migration
was obstructed and geographical movement placed under political con-
trol. Family ties were encouraged. After a few years of so-called cultural
revolution, a new Stalinist technocratic intelligentsia took over control of
industries and a burgeoning bureaucracy.

An important aspect of the revolution was the return of terror. This time
the extent and ruthlessness of the terror was different and much greater
than during the first Bolshevik years. The victims were called byvshie liudi,
literally “humans of the past”, in reality all individuals and groups who
had or were considered to have had relations to the old society and its re-
gime.?! Various difficulties that arose in connection with the implementa-
tion of the new planned economy were ascribed to “plotters” or “conspira-
cies” and were followed by massive campaigns of violence against profes-
sional groups. The first “bourgeois specialists” or “industrial saboteurs” to
be subjected to such a purge were a group of Ukrainian mining engineers
from the Donbass region who were put on trial and executed in 1928.

From 1929, “the year of the great transformation” agricultural collectivisa-
tion was carried out in the agrarian regions especially in Russia, Belarus,
Ukraine and Kazakhstan. The same radical transformation of the coun-
tryside was carried through in the newly conquered Baltic and western
Ukrainian areas after World War Il. One important objective was to break
up traditional muzhik life, another to prevent peasants from withholding
grain from the authorities by creating the collective farm as an instrument
of control. The Canadian historian Lynne Viola has demonstrated that this
control was often difficult to establish; in what she calls a “civil war within

2 The concept is elaborated in Lynne Viola (1993) “The second coming: Class enemies in the
Soviet countryside®, in Getty and Manning (eds.), p. 70ff.
22 Viola (1996), especially chapter 4.
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the civil war”, peasants frequently rebelled and terrorised state and local
officials.?

Collectivisation brought a “dekulakisation” process in its trail. Richer
peasants who objected to the policies depriving them of their properties
and to the disruption of communal agrarian life were forcibly transferred
to new labour settlements in other parts of the Soviet Union or were
purged. Scholars have shown that the members of the kulak category were
often arbitrarily chosen, and that local officials often took the opportunity
to use the state-declared dekulakisation to enrich themselves or settle ac-
counts with local enemies.?® They have also demonstrated that not even
the children of the kulaks were spared, but died in large numbers on the
transports to or in the new settlements that were often extremely unfit to
sustain life.?

To harbour hundreds of thousands of kulak inmates and their families, a
system of labour camps was developed in the early 1930s, mainly in arctic
and Siberian parts of the Union where demand for manpower was large
but supply was scarce. The main administration of this archipelago of
camps was called GULAG. When the influx of kulaks decreased during
the 1930s, the more and more differentiated camps were filled with other
deported groups, criminals as well as innocent victims of the Stalinist re-
gime’s hunt for enemies of the people.

During the early 1930s terror against the peasants was not only practised
in the GULAG camps. Robert Conquest has described the “terror-famine”
that was inflicted on the newly collectivised peasants in Ukraine and the
northern Caucasian region in the years 1932-1933. By setting impossibly
high plan quotas, removing every other source of food and preventing aid
from the outside, Stalin aimed at quelling peasant unrest and destroying

2 See for instance several documents in Viktor Danilov et al (ed.) (1999-2001), Tragediya Sove-
tskoi derevni. Kollektivizatsiya i raskulachivanie. Dokumenty i materialy v 5 tomakh, 1927-1939.
Moscow.

2 Lynne Viola (2000), “‘Tear the evil from the root‘: The children of the Spetspereselentsy of the
north” in Natalia Baschmakoff and Paul Fryer (eds.), Modernisation in the Russian Provinces,
Helsinki: Studia Slavica Finlandensia, vol. 17, p. 34-72.
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what he perceived as a still existing and dangerous Ukrainian nationalism.
Millions of peasants died from starvation.

From the mid-1930s Soviet terror became more systematic and wide-
spread. The event that triggered off this escalation was the murder of Ser-
gei Kirov, party chief in Leningrad, in December 1934. Without doubt this
action was orchestrated by Stalin himself. A structural factor worth men-
tioning in connection with the terror is the fact that the Soviet economy
was faced with major problems. It has been convincingly argued that the
fall in growth rates must be regarded as both a cause and a consequence
of the purges.?

The public face of the new terror process was the great purge, the chistka, in
which the Communist party and the Soviet state were cleansed of their old
guard. The first Bolshevik generation of politicians, civil servants and mili-
tary officers disappeared almost in its entirety. The Great Terror culminat-
ed in the years 1936-1938 in the Moscow show trials, where main political
competitors to Stalin, such as Grigorii Zinoviev, Lev Kamenev and Nikolai
Bukharin, together with “used up” henchmen in the terror machinery such
as Genrikh Yagoda, were executed after having faced absurd accusations
of wrecking activities, contacts with foreign intelligence agencies and — the
always re-occurring — Trotskyism. In the show trials, the accused admitted
to being guilty of everything they were charged with, most probably after
torture and threats against their families.

The trials of around 70 top party and state officials were however only a
faint reflection of the simultaneous terror that stretched out into every cor-
ner of Soviet society. After arrests and summary proceedings millions of
Soviet citizens at regional and local levels, party and state officials as well
as individuals with no public positions, were murdered by the Stalinist ter-
ror machinery. No Soviet republics, no Soviet ethnic groups were spared.
Some professional groups became decimated, which obviously affected

% Robert Conquest (1986), The Harvest of Sorrow. Soviet Collectivization and the Terror-Famine.
London.

% Roberta T. Manning (1993), “The Soviet economic crisis of 1936-1940 and the Great Purges”,
in Arch Getty and Manning (eds.), p. 116.
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the Soviet state in a negative way during the years to come. According
to Robert Conquest, “3 of the 5 Marshals, 13 of the 15 Army Command-
ers, 8 of the 9 Fleet Admirals and Admirals Grade 1, 50 of the 57 Corps
Commanders, 154 of the 186 Divisional Commanders, 16 of the 16 Army
Commissars, 25 of the 28 Corps Commissars and 58 of the 64 Divisional
Commissars” were purged from the upper echelons of the Soviet military
forces in the half-decade before the Great Patriotic War.?’

Innocent work or personal connections became crimes that spurred absurd
investigations, interrogations and torture. In an atmosphere of mobilisa-
tion and given the siege mentality, not only individual “harmful elements”
were affected by the terror. Entire families were destroyed; wives of stig-
matised individuals were fired from their jobs or advised to sue for a di-
vorce, and children were enticed into informing against their parents.

Entire villages and towns bore the stamp of the terror for generations.
In Magnitogorsk, a town in the Urals that developed in the 1930s round
a gigantic iron and steel complex and became a symbol of the Stalinist
revolution, almost the whole of the dedicated group of officials who had
created the town, the industry itself and its steel symbol were removed:
the local soviet, the local party leadership, the plant administration, and
those responsible for health care, education, cultural life and jurisdiction
disappeared. Finally, even the representatives of the institution that had
the executive responsibility for the terror, the local NKVD, were arrested
and executed by their successors. For the historian Stephen Kotkin who
has undertaken an im