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Abstract 

This thesis explores the legacy of the Herero-Nama genocide that occurred in 1904 to 1908 by 

examining the descendant’s narrative in contrast to the preeminent state narrative. I 

investigate both these narratives from the emic perspective of the Herero people in Namibia, 

who today are a minority group. By following the narrative, I discover the fundamental 

emplotments and multidimensionality in the genocide narrative imperative which are tribal 

democracy, nationhood and ancestral land. My informants imply that the genocide is a 

neglected and buried memory in contemporary Namibia, and I apply theoretical concepts such 

as Werbner’s immediate memory and anti-memory, but also Trouillot’s notion of silencing to 

understand in what way the state narrative is being amplified by the ruling government, 

subsequently silencing the genocide. At the same time, I also want to see how the genocide 

narrative is being maintained in a milieu of silencing forces. The genocide is still a sensitive 

topic among the descendants who feel that the dignity of their ancestors has been tarnished 

throughout the 20th century. In Herero religion ancestor spirits hold an utterly pivotal role as 

mediators between the living and god.   

Keywords: Genocide legacy, collective memory, narrative and silencing  
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1. Introduction 

Just for a second there, I thought for myself: This got to be the most scenic spot in whole 

Swakopmund. Large sand dunes meet the Atlantic Ocean at a distance which caught my eye. 

Even with my failing eyesight, I could even see people walking on the high dunes. My reverie 

was suddenly disrupted by this strange thud. The sound from shovelling sand, just moments 

ago, was interrupted and silence grasped the gravesite. I noticed how the participants were 

gathering at one of the sand heaps. As I approached the group, I saw how all of them were 

looking down and one man was sitting on his knees. A wooden casket had emerged from the 

desert ground and the sitting man was brushing off sand from the lid. Some of the people 

around him picked up their smart phones to document the finding, and at the same time I 

asked myself: Is that man actually going to open the lid? Do I even want to know what is 

inside? I must admit I was a bit worried in how I was going to react if he now decided to open 

the casket. However, he started to cover it again with sand and one of the participants started 

assisting him. As the casket was disappearing under the sand where it had been for many 

decades, funereal singing begun by the participants. One of them fell on his knees and started 

sobbing heavily. I was just observing the scene silently with a rake in my hand, even though 

somehow, I also felt emotionally affected. Later on, after we had cleansed ourselves, by 

washing our hands with water from a plastic bottle and eating a sandwich Victor pointed to 

the other side and told me: That guy in the hat is a spy. I looked at the direction at where he 

was pointing and saw a well-dressed man in a hat further away observing some of the 

German tombstones. The man was just walking around looking at one tombstone for a minute, 

and then proceeded to the next one. When I asked him how he knew, Victor told me: ‘I 

remember him. The guy is from the government’.  

The genocide of the Herero- and Nama people in Namibia, orchestrated by the German 

colonial forces, transpired between 1904 to 1908 and is called a ‘forgotten genocide’. In, what 

is probably the most popular and comprehensive books about the subject, The Kaisers 

Holocaust; Germany’s forgotten genocide1, includes the word “forgotten” already in the 

subtitle. It is the first genocide of the 20th century, a century which has been named by 

scholars as ‘the century of genocide’.2 One might wonder how such an event which resulted 

 
1 Olusoga, David & Erichsen, Casper W. The Kaisers holocaust: Germanys forgotten genocide and the colonial 

roots of Nazism. Faber & Faber, London, 2011 
2 Levene, Mark. Why Is the Twentieth Century the Century of Genocide? Journal of World History. 

2000;11(2):305. 
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in over 100,000 deaths and, nearly exterminating the Herero- and Nama populations, could 

just be simply forgotten. The memorialization of the genocide is glimmering with its absence 

in contemporary Namibia. Just like many other African nations, Namibia consists of several 

ethnic groups and the largest ones are: Ovambo (50%), Kavango (9%), White Namibian (7%), 

Herero (7%), Damara (7 %) and Nama (5%). The Ovambo dominated SWAPO (South-West 

African People’s Organisation) is the ruling party since independence and has explicitly 

described their own political struggle as “Namibian history” which is materialised in form of 

monuments, museums, education, commemorations and national holidays. Memorialization is 

the process of creating public memorials as physical representations or commemorations of a 

particular past in public spaces. It can generate the effect of igniting a certain kind of emotion 

such as, for instance, pride or sadness and so forth.3 The SWAPO narrative begins in the 

1960’s when people took up arms against the South-African apartheid regime. When World 

War I ended in 1918, Namibia was mandated and incorporated to South Africa and thus 

became its fifth province. Tired of colonialism and oppression, SWAPO aimed to end the 

apartheid rule, and hence was sowing a seed for the creation of a sovereign state: Namibia, 

that previously never had existed. Namibia finally became independent in 1990 and SWAPO 

could take office after apartheid collapsed. In many African nations, the political origin myths 

have usually been traced to decolonialisation.4 Richard Werbner examines the plurality of 

political origin myths in Southern Africa and what constitutes as their core elements of 

nationhood. For example, the history of a liberation war may be adapted as the foundation and 

identity for a nation. Memorialisation sustains this image and what the nation represents. 

Namibian nationhood is closely correlated with SWAPO’s struggle for independence. The 

independence memorial museum in Windhoek, built by North Koreans and inaugurated in 

2014, portrays and glorifies the paths towards independence. It lies just beside the Alte feste, 

one of the first structures in Windhoek, which is a German fort that initially housed the 

Schutztruppe (German colonial protection forces). During the colonial era, a concentration 

camp stood on the location where the independence museum is situated today. However, there 

are no memorials or signs showing or teaching people of today, the horrors against humanity 

which occurred in this place. Instead, the museum which penetrates the very same ground, 

symbolizes not only the hegemonic state narrative but a discrepancy in contested narratives. It 

 
3 Brett, S., Bickford, L., Sevcenko, L., & Rios, M. Memorialization and democracy: State policy and civic 

action. Chile: International Centre for Transitional Justice, 2007 p. 1 
4 Werbner, Richard P. (red.), Smoke from the barrel of a gun in Memory and the postcolony: African 

anthropology and the critique of power. London: Zed, 1998 p. 75 
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does so by excluding the Herero and Nama narrative, whose ancestors were tortured and 

murdered at that location, and instead glorifying and portraying SWAPO as national heroes. 

Memory can ‘bring the past to the present’, but why did it arise in the first place? The 

anthropologist Carol Kidron has studied trauma and memory among descendants to the 

holocaust survivors. She emphasizes on aspects such as the embodiment of genocidal memory 

and the person- object relations. This could entail symbolical interaction between dead loved 

ones through images and mementos. 5 Remembrance and memorialisation are very important 

among the Herero and Nama genocide descendants to serve as a reminder and honour their 

ancestors. I am interested in how their narrative is maintained, and particularly the importance 

of contemporary traits in the genocide memory. The British anthropologist and sociologist, 

Paul Connerton, suggests that shared memories constitute social order, as images of the past 

legitimate the present social order.6 

We experience our present world in a context which is causally connected with past events and objects, 

and hence with reference to events and objects which we are not experiencing when we are experiencing 

the present. And we will experience our present differently in accordance with the different pasts to which 

we are able to connect that present.7 

When we remember and recollect the past, Connerton argues, factors such as events or 

objects, may influence or distort our experiences in the present. He focuses on the social role 

of remembering and recollecting the past through the activities of commemorative ceremonies 

and bodily practices. However, the genocide descendants in Namibia lack the means for 

memorialization such as public memorials or national days commemorating the genocide 

victims. Introducing the idea of silence, the Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolf Trouillot have 

studied the production of history, by arguing that some history is silent for a reason. 

Therefore, he is interested in finding the causes of silencing. In his own words, ‘The 

production of historical narratives involves the uneven contribution of competing groups and 

individuals who have unequal access to the means for such production’.8 As the state has the 

means for production to fuel their narrative, they have in fact a monopoly over the 

memorialisation in the public realm. So, what happens when memories become part of history 

or the social institutional memory? Which past events should constitute as a nation’s history, 

 
5 Kidron, Carol. Breaching the wall of traumatic silence: Holocaust survivor and descendant person-object 

relations and the material transmission of the genocidal past. Journal of material culture. 2012;(1):3. p. 16 
6 Connerton Paul. How societies remember. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989 p. 3 
7 Ibid., p. 2 
8 Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past (20th Anniversary Edition). Beacon Press, 2015 (e-book) p. XIX  
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and how should it be remembered? By recollection, people choose what events should be 

remembered, but also which events should be forgotten. Most of the Herero informants 

presented me with an image of the state acting reluctant towards the Herero-Nama genocide 

legacy. SWAPO are more concerned with glorifying and celebrating their own liberation 

struggle which hardly leaves any space for other national narratives. Namibia’s German 

colonial legacy is however also present in forms of street names, statues, memorials and 

graves. Namibia actually has a stratification of narratives, each presenting and maintaining a 

history. The anthropologist Ronald Niezen presents these three contested narratives as 

follows: 

In Namibia, three historical narratives are situated in a framework of representational competition and 

interconnection: (1) the state-sanctioned narrative of armed liberation struggle led by SWAPO, which, in 

a secondary narrative, has produced the peaceful racial mosaic that is today’s Namibia; (2) the German-

descendant narrative of conquest and survival in a harsh land, with a secondary narrative of military 

heroism and genocide denial in historical conceptions of the colonial wars; and (3) narratives of survivor 

resilience and ongoing marginalisation of the colonised Ovaherero and Nama. The context that brings 

these narratives together is the dominance of the state narrative and the competition between German-

descendants and self-identifying survivors of the Ovaherero-Nama genocide over the terms of an 

alternative.9 

In this thesis, I want to explore these three perspectives and understand in what way they 

affect genocide memory and how the descendants perceive them. Crammed between two 

other narratives, the Herero and Nama are also fighting for recognition and restitution from 

two different governments: Germany and Namibia. Herero and Nama groups have sued 

Germany and have demanded war reparations. Unlike South-Africa, there was never a 

reconciliation committee in post-apartheid Namibia. The war between the Germans and the 

Herero-Nama never reached a closure. No treaties or agreements of any kind have been 

signed between the parties. From a technical aspect, the war never ended. The extermination 

plan was disrupted by World War I, and since then there has never been any discussions about 

restitutive justice until after independence. When asking my informants if the genocide is still 

a sensitive topic, the majority answered yes. Similarly, the Armenian genocide still is 

sensitive in Armenia today. Armenians are frustrated and angered with Turkey’s dogmatic 

standpoint in denying the genocide.10  

 
9 Niezen R. Speaking for the dead: the memorial politics of genocide in Namibia and Germany. International 

journal of heritage studies. 2018;(5):547 p. 554 
10 Kassabia, A. Kalayian,A & Kupelian, D. The Turkish genocide of the Armenians. In International Handbook 

of Multigenerational legacies of Trauma, edited by Yael Danieli (red). Plenium Press: New York. 1998 
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The Herero-Nama genocide did not only result in the loss of people but also triggered an 

insidious effect on the socio-economic aspect of the Herero and Nama way of living. Those 

who survived the atrocities had lost both their land and cattle to the Germans. They were now 

penniless. The socio-economic impact of the genocide can still be sensed and heard of today. 

Land issue is a vital part of the genocide legacy, and the descendants long for the restitution 

of their ancestral land. As cattle herders, the cattle were the main source of income and 

symbolized wealth. Traditionally, the Herero cuisine was heavily based on beef and milk. The 

land which is now owned by Germans, South-Africans and the elite are today, either private 

farms or game reserves. However, most of these farms still have Herero names which makes 

it easy for the Herero people to trace their ancestral land. Many ancestral graves, and graves 

of the victims from the genocide are inaccessible for descendants today as they rest on private 

property.  

1.1 Aim and research question 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the legacy of the Herero-Nama genocide and the upkeep of 

this narrative contra the dominating state narrative. How is the Herero genocide 

legacy/narrative maintained in a milieu of state-sponsored representation of Namibian 

history? Does the genocide still have any significance today or is it just seemingly forgotten 

or thought of as “ancient” history? 

Academics, including anthropologists, have investigated this matter of subject before. For 

instance, Roland Niezen identified and explained the different historical narratives in Namibia 

but also focused on the monuments and the genocide recognition.11 From another perspective, 

Elke Zuern explored memoryscape and social movements that challenged the state narrative.12 

Both of these scholars have created comprehensive and interesting works but however, their 

perspective is based on a macro- and general level, and questions regarding the dispossession 

of land or the meaning of ancestors are lacking, which are of unequivocal importance in 

understanding the genocide issue today. 

Through interactions and interviews with the descendants I aim to ontologically approach the 

genocide narrative imperative and its scars. Ontology in this sense, implicate viewing this 

issue from an emic perspective and not what is objectively seen as right or wrong. Narrative 

imperative can shortly be defined as: the requirement to tell a story. I will also look at the 

 
11 Ibid., 
12 Elke Zuern. Memorial politics: challenging the dominant party’s narrative in Namibia. The Journal of Modern 

African Studies. 2012;50(3):493. 
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emplotment of the genocide narrative and the SWAPO narrative. Emplotment is an 

assemblage of constitutive events which forms into a narrative. 

By using anthropological methods and theories, I hope that this study can contribute to the 

genocide studies in general and to the Herero-Nama genocide debate. 

1.2 Outline 

The next chapter opens with a historical background on the genocide to give the reader some 

basic knowledge on the insidious effect it has caused the victims and descendants. I also 

present the historical background of the Ovambo and the rise of SWAPO, which now has 

ruled over Namibia for about 30 years. This is followed by an overview on previous studies 

on individual and collective memory, which is the basis of many stories and narratives, and an 

introduction of some of the theoretical concepts and tools such as anti-memory, immediate 

memory, silencing. These theoretical ideas will permeate throughout the whole thesis.  

The methodological section starts with mentioning George Marcus ideas on multi-sited 

fieldwork which I have applied to my study. I write about my interlocutors, which are the 

people that have given me information during my stay in Namibia. Then I list and introduce 

some of my methods which are interviews, participant observation and documents. Finally, I 

discuss the ethical dilemmas and reflexivity on conducting fieldwork in Namibia. 

The next part introduces the struggles of the Herero descendants for the acknowledgement of 

their legacy. In this chapter I focus on the aspects and provocations of memorialization. These 

all have a role in silencing and muffling genocide memory. Also, I discuss, the reason why 

SWAPO is reluctant towards the genocide and their relationship with Germany.  

In chapter four I discuss the constitutive parts of the genocide and SWAPO narratives, and the 

conflict of interest of these two approaches. By unveiling genocide narratives, I present some 

of the most important components like tribal democracy, ancestral land and nationhood.   
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2. Background 

This chapter aims to give a background of the ethnographic, historical, and theoretical aspects 

that are important for this thesis. Therefore, I present the historical background of the 

genocide and the political context of Namibia in order to fathom the genocide legacy. By 

presenting “the field” I want to give the reader insight about the locations and the people I 

have interacted with. I am touching on historical background of the genocide. I will end the 

chapter by presenting my methodology and theories. 

2.1 Historical background – The Herero-Nama genocide 

Between 1884 and 1915, Namibia was a colony of the German Empire and unlike other 

imperial powers at that time, Germany was rather late in the colonial race. While they felt 

threatened by superpowers like Great Britain and France, extending the German empire was a 

way to synchronise in the colonial project. Countries such as Cameroon, Tanzania and Togo 

have also been part of the German empire. 

German Rhenish missionaries had been present in Namibia for half a century before 1884 and 

was knowledgeable about its inhabitants. The missionaries cognition about the people of 

Namibia was very valuable for the future administrative part of the colonialization.13  The 

indigenous societies of Namibia had hitherto already interacted with outsiders and was aware 

of European ideas, values and technology. When German officials landed in Namibia in 1884, 

the strategy was to sign protection treaties with the different leaders of the indigenous groups. 

Another strategy to obtain power among the several groups in Namibia was through divide 

and rule. The German governor Theodor Leutwein was able during his time in Namibia to set 

one group against the other. However, the Herero and Nama did have a history of past 

conflicts and rivalry before, which served as an advantage for the Germans. Just prior to the 

genocide, indigenous communities began to understand that German collaboration actually 

was not beneficial to anyone but the Germans themselves.14 The Germans at this point had 

always been outnumbered by the local people, but the treaties and the collaboration with the 

local communities trajected an oscillation in power dynamics that was favourable to the 

 
13 Schaller, J. Dominik. “Every herero will be shot”. In Forgotten Genocides: Oblivion, Denial, and Memory. 

Lemarchand, Rene. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011, p.56 
14 Zedekia, Ngavirue. Political parties and interest groups in South West Africa (Namibia): a study of a plural 

society. Basel: Namibia studies series, 1972 p. 115 
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Germans. In just a decade, a large proportion of land and cattle had shifted owners from the 

Herero and Nama groups to the German colonial settlement.   

The epidemic Rinderpest of 1897 contributed in the loss of cattle for the indigenous 

communities; however, the Germans were largely spared in comparison because of the 

vaccination.15 The Rinderpest impacted an economic downward spiral for the Herero people, 

and furthermore a new credit ordinance in 1903 put matters even further askew. Ngavirue 

writes: 

In order to put a check on to unscrupulous traders, who dumped goods at African villages 

ostensibly on credit, only to return later with demands for disproportionate payments for the 

goods, the imperial government passed an ordinance on 23 July 1903 prohibiting the granting 

of credits to Africans. The ordinance also fixed a date by which all debts on goods which had 

already been delivered should be collected. In an effort to beat the deadline, the traders 

descended upon Herero villages, some demanding instant payment of debts, others trying to 

sell what they could while there was time for the old practice. 16 

The rinderpest also forced the Herero and Nama leaders to sell their land to the Germans 

because of the loss of cattle which was the main economical resource. Inspired by the 

colonialization of North America, the Germans also had in mind to set up reservations where 

they could install the indigenous communities in the colony.17 

The legal system in the colony was disproportionate, hence the German colonialists who 

committed grave criminal activities and was sentenced, often received low or no punishments 

at all. Racism saturated the colonial legal system in Namibia, which upset the local 

communities. Therefore, it was nigh impossible for the indigenous people to win cases or 

conflicts in the court of law. Their rights were slowly dissolving into mere nothing. Instead, 

the German Ex-soldiers and colonialists, without juridical background, ran the legal courts. It 

has been pointed out by social scholars like Olusoga and Erichsen, that the Colonialists who 

committed murder often received some months in prison, whereas the indigenous people 

would most certainly be hanged.18 

The myriad of factors imposing on the livelihood of the Herero people enhanced the tension 

towards the Germans. However, by a mistake, fire exchange commenced between the Herero 

 
15Schaller J. Dominik, p. 59 
16 Zedekia, Ngavirue p. 116 
17 Olusoga, David & Erichsen, Casper W., Kejsarens förintelse: Tysklands bortglömda folkmord. Stockholm: 

Leopard, 2014 (In Swedish) p. 128 
18 Olusoga, David & Erichsen, Casper W p. 133 
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and the Germans in Okahandja on the 12th of January 1904. Some Germans anticipated a 

Herero attack after hearing rumours that 300 horsemen were approaching Okahandja.19 The 

Herero rebellion, as it was named, was at start unfavourable for the Germans who were 

pushed back. As a consequence, Lothar Von Trotha, the commander in chief of the colonial 

forces, replaced Leutwein in hopes for a German victory, and he has been responsible for the 

forthcoming genocide.20 This is also where the rhetoric and ideas on genocidal warfare 

escalated. Von Trotha was experienced in this matter as he previously had dealt with 

rebellions in German East Africa. At Waterberg in August 1904, where the Herero paramount 

chief Samuel Maherero had gathered his warriors, the Germans prepared an encirclement of 

the area. Germany had gradually sent reinforcements to Namibia to suppress the “rebellion”. 

By this point, Von Trotha had summoned the biggest army that had ever been in the colony 

and even outnumbering the German colonialists living there.21 The idea at Waterberg was to 

attack the Herero army from all directions and annihilate them in one single battle. The 

Herero soldiers took many losses when the Germans finally launched their attack. Because of 

the German encirclement, the Herero struggled to retreat. There was however one location, 

towards the south-east, which was weaker, where Maherero successfully spearheaded 

through. But the path of retreat was leading towards the Omaheke desert with scarce water 

sources. In October, Von Trotha issued an extermination order:   

I, the great general of the German soldiers, send this letter to the Hereros. The Hereros are 

German subjects no longer. They have killed, stolen, cut off the ears and other parts of the 

body of wounded soldiers, and now are too cowardly to want to fight any longer. I announce to 

the people that whoever hands me one of the chiefs shall receive 1,000 marks, and 5,000 marks 

for Samuel Maherero. The Herero nation must now leave the country. If it refuses, I shall 

compel it to do so with the 'long tube' (cannon). Any Herero found inside the German frontier, 

with or without a gun or cattle, will be executed. I shall spare neither women nor children. I 

shall give the order to drive them away and fire on them. Such are my words to the Herero 

people. 

The Germans would send in patrols to comb through areas of the Omaheke desert and 

Hereroland to kill any Herero in sight.22 However, in 1905, the policy changed whereas the 

Herero that surrendered should be put in concentration camps, where they could be engaged 

in forced labour. The prisoners worked initially with agriculture and further on also with 

 
19 Ibid., p. 140 
20 Ibid., p. 152 
21 Ibid., p. 156 
22 Ibid., p. 168 
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construction. Many of the Herero prisoners were weak after having been fighting with the 

German colonial forces and the living standards in the concentration camps were non-existent. 

The concentration camps, like for instance in Swakopmund and Luderitz, were located at 

hostile environments. Situated close to the Atlantic sea, the prisoners were exposed to both 

hot and cold grim weather. Food rations were at the minimum and prisoners became 

undernourished. The Germans forced the Herero to work until they dropped dead, and if they 

did not die working; they died in the camp of malnutrition or by any of the diseases that were 

circulating. Local companies and farmers could hire prisoners for work, but the Herero would 

never see the money as it was paid to the authorities. The forced labour was a means of 

annihilating the prisoners. Later, the Nama people would wage a war against Germany, but 

they ended up in the same fate as the Herero.  

2.2 SWAPO and political context 

The present situation in Namibia must be seen against the formation of SWAPO and the 

nation-state. On the following pages I will provide some details about the Ovambo, the 

dominant ethnic group, and the present struggle among the Herero and Nama genocide 

descendants, which must be seen against this background. Most importantly, SWAPO and the 

Ovambo history have affected the ways in which the descendants must address and remember 

the genocide today.  

Prior to colonialization, the Ovambo lived in northern Namibia, along the border to Angola. 

Under the German rule (1890-1915) they were refrained from colonialism, as the Germans 

did not venture into the far north. German colonialism affected the communities living south 

of Ovamboland, for instance the Herero, Nama, Damara and the San people. However, 

colonialism become more tangible in Ovamboland when South-Africa superseded Germany 

as rulers in 1915. Oppression and suffering had hitherto gripped the far northern areas of 

Namibia, and consequently mobilizing the Ovambo.23 Ovamboland lacked any type of natural 

resources or any other means, apart from human labour. South West African Native Labour 

Association (SWANLA) was established by the apartheid regime and was a key institution in 

developing the diamond industry.24 This institution served as an official employment agency 

where the Ovambo people sold their labour to white employers under dubious conditions, 

 
23 Niezen R. Speaking for the dead: the memorial politics of genocide in Namibia and Germany. International 

journal of heritage studies. 2018;(5):547 p. 555 
24 Cooper, Allan D. The Institutionalization of Contract Labour in Namibia. Journal of Southern African Studies. 

1999;25(1):121. P. 121 
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ultimately becoming a property of the employer.25 SWANLA was a conduit for in-migration 

and introduced Ovambo to other parts of Namibia, like Namaland and Hereroland. In order to 

acquire cattle, they had to undergo this contract labour system, which was for many a secure, 

and only, source of income. 

The exploitative system of SWANLA resulted in the organising of Ovambo workers and the 

creation of the Ovamboland People’s Organisation (OPO) with Herman ja Toivo as foreman 

in 1958. The OPO expanded to Windhoek in 1959, where Sam Nujoma would be in charge. 

The main objective of OPO was the abolition of the contract labour system.26 However, their 

agenda increased from the labour related issues to the emancipation of the apartheid system as 

a whole and the establishment of Namibia as a sovereign state. In 1960 the OPO was 

transformed into SWAPO with liberation as the highest priority on its program. The struggle 

intensified in 1966 when SWAPO began to take up arms after the inabilities of the U.N 

resolutions and intervention to change South African policy.27 Nevertheless, SWAPO was not 

alone in the political arena during the apartheid regime. South West African National Union 

(SWANU) was established in 1959 which grew out from a student organization and had a 

base of Herero followers. They embraced nationalism and disapproved segregation, which 

was enforced by the apartheid system, and SWANU also sought to unify their movement with 

the contract labours from Ovamboland.28  

Whereas SWAPO searched and acquired support from the Soviet Union, SWANU reached 

out to China. Because of China’s turbulent relationship with United Nations at the time, 

SWANU’s political struggle and legitimacy was seriously affected. 29 SWANU’s political 

influence in Namibia decreased, thus establishing SWAPO as the main political actor. 

SWAPO’s struggle oscillated in 1966 when they clashed with South African troops at 

Omugulugwombashe. The outcome of this battle would lead to a long guerrilla war with the 

objective of liberating Namibia. At this point South Africa’s occupation of Namibia had been 

illegalised by the U.N, as it was only given to them to mandate. However, it was ignored by 

South Africa who continued to keep Namibia incorporated as their fifth province. In 1990 

 
25 Ibid., p. 122 
26 Swapo of Namibia. To Be Born A Nation: The Liberation Struggle for Namibia. London: Zed Press, 1981 p.  

173 
27 Ibid., p. 176 
28 Muller, Johann Alexander & Kössler, Reinhart. The Inevitable Pipeline into Exile: Botswana's Role in the 

Namibian Liberation Struggle. Basler Afrika Bibliographien: Basel, 2012 p. 38 

29 Ibid., p. 39 



17 
 

when the National party of South Africa was dissolved and Namibia detached as its fifth 

province, SWAPO became the new legitimate government and has been ever since. 

2.3 Theorizing memory – Previous studies 

Memory as a subject of research has been widely studied within anthropology. But what is 

exactly the interpretations of memory and how does it differ from history? One could say that 

memory works similar to a camera, registering something at a certain time which remains 

unchanged and produces images that we later can see. If we can’t easily access a memory, it is 

not because it’s not there, but because we are looking at the wrong place.30 Nevertheless, the 

term memory is rather ambiguous compared to history, which is interpreted, and the practice 

of writing down narratives about the past.  

 

Memory, according to Jennifer Cole, has three meanings: “the mental ability to store and 

retrieve information; the emotional, semantic, or sensory content of those memories; and the 

location where these memories are stored.”31  

Perhaps one would think of memory only as an individual ability, but memory is also 

constituted by social relations. Therefore, memory is also a constitutive force of society.32  

The philosopher Maurice Halbwachs believed that memory, in a large sense, comes from the 

outside and is not particularly an individual property. We gain understanding and meaning of 

what we are from the outside world.33 Memories are constructed in dialogue with our social 

surroundings.34 People may think that their memory is unique to them but Halbwachs 

believed memories are coded in language which is a social fact35 and not an individual’s 

choice.36 With these facts in hands, “memory helps to perpetuate tightly ritualised institutions 

like the law or the army”.37  

 

Memory is a mediating term between society and the individual. The practices and things we 

do in our daily lives largely depends on the knowledge we have obtained in the past.  

 
30 Cole, Jennifer, Forget colonialism?Sacrifice and the art of memory in Madagascar. Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2001 (e-book) p. 22 
31 Ibid., p. 22 
32 Tonkin, Elizabeth., Narrating our Pasts. The Social Construction of Oral History. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1995 (e-book) p. 97 
33 Ibid., p. 104 
34 Cole p. 22 
35 Durkheim, Emile. What is a Social Fact? The Rules of Sociological Method : And selected texts on sociology 

and its method. 2015:50. (e- book) p. 50 
36 Tonkin p. 104 
37 Ibid., p. 104 
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Paul Connerton is interested in the social role of remembering and recollecting the past 

through the activities of commemorative ceremonies and bodily practices. His theory is based 

on social change, as he believes many sociologists lack a theory of change. 38  

In contrast, the anthropologist Jennifer Cole, defines memory as a process: 

Memory does not exist internally, nor does it exist only in collective representations as most 

anthropological analyses imply. Rather, it exists intersubjectively, stretched across individuals and the 

wider social and cultural environment that they inhabit. As a result, it is to the social practices that shape 

memory, and the way these intersect with ongoing historically constituted social projects, that we must 

turn to understand its workings.39 

Cole’s interest revolves around the interaction between mind and culture, which thereby 

shapes human mental processes in activities. These activities are embedded in larger fields of 

historical struggle.40 Anthropologists who study memory, also imply on the meaning and 

importance of intersubjectivity among a group. Values, opinions and knowledge that are taken 

for granted and shared commonly between people are interesting to explore. As Cole 

suggests, memory has a part here as it can be collectively shared in a social grouping. 

The relationship between cognition, memory and literacy has been explored by Maurice 

Bloch. He has conducted fieldwork on Madagascar focusing on different characteristics of 

memory. By weaving together aspects of autobiographical memory (Individual memory of 

experience) and semantic memory (memory of facts that someone has learnt from others), 

Bloch suggests that people’s experiences and knowledge does not differ that much from 

distant historical events. This means that the practice of transmitting a memory does not 

necessarily need to be recited, but rather re-imagined as if oneself had experienced that 

particular memory.41 History is to be seen as a social fact in the lives of people.42 Bloch 

exemplifies from an episode from his own fieldwork whereas he was taken to the place where 

people were hiding from the French during the rebellion 1947. The informant, who had fled to 

the mountains, was now back again and had many of his family members along with him 

(children and grandchildren etc). All of them could recollect on what had happened and how 

they had lived there. In his words: 

 
38 Connerton, Paul. How societies remember. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989 p. 3 
39 Cole, Jennifer. Forget colonialism?  p. 29 
40 Ibid., 
41 Bloch, Maurice. How we think they think: anthropological approaches to cognition, memory, and literacy. 

Boulder, Colorado: Westview press, 1998 p. 121 
42 Ibid., p. 116 
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The children who were showing me around the site of the village, and myself for that matter, 

were imagining the past, but the past was attached to direct emotional and empirical 

experiences of the same type as if we had been there. What was being stored in our mind was 

therefore a mental model containing both imagery and emotion and which could therefore 

subsequently be “searched” in the same way as autobiographical memories.43 

Bloch is interested in studying the past in the presence and implies that memory is a social act 

because it involves communication with others. Social memory is always being transformed, 

in communication with others, and thus loses its independent individual character.44 This 

aligns also with Connerton’s idea; however, he is more focused on commemorative activities 

and performances, which could be linked to the sociological strand, in contrast to Bloch who 

embraces psychology. 

In my case, studying different emplotments of the narratives in Namibia, consists of looking 

at the memories and histories creating and sustaining a narrative. The emplotment is an 

assemblage of historical events which has been chosen to mould a narrative, and one needs to 

memorize the constitutive blocks in order for the narrative to make sense. It is the collective 

memory and intersubjectivity that intrigues me in the narratives of Namibia. I find it 

interesting to see how people re-tell and reimagine both their own narrative, but also other 

narratives. 

 

2.4 The public and private realm 

Exploring collective memories and narratives in contemporary Namibia conduits me to the 

notion of the public and private realm. In my introduction I wrote about the genocide legacy 

being absent in contemporary Namibia, and how the SWAPO narrative dominated the public 

realm. The notion of ‘Storytelling’ , which deals with power relations in the public and private 

realms, have been re-examined by the anthropologist Michael Jackson. He writes: 

Power relations between private and public realms imply a politics of experience. While storytelling may 

help us reconcile fields of experience that are, on the one hand, felt to belong to ourselves or our own 

kind and, on the other, felt to be shared or to belong to others, stories may just as trenchantly exaggerate 

differences, foment discord, and do violence to lived experience. For every story that sees the light of day, 

untold others remain in the shadows, censored or suppressed.
45 

 
43 Ibid., p. 121 
44 Ibid., p. 117 
45 Jackson, Michael. Politics of Storytelling: Violence, Transgression and Intersubjectivity- 

Copenhagen:Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002. (e-book) p. II 
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Jackson’s reworked idea of Hanna Arendt’s ‘Storytelling’, a term to understand the creation 

of plural communities, includes aspects like competing interests and contested truths.46 

Discourses and rhetoric among individuals in the domestic sphere may not be suited or 

compatible as exposed in the public realm. Namibia is a polyethnic society, consisting of 

several identities and histories, albeit the preeminent state narrative obscures the plurality thus 

implicitly amassing them into commonalty. The concept of ‘Storytelling’ inspires me to shed 

light on the issues and the memories which are not included in the public realm but promoted 

by the descendants in the private realm. Hence, this rather leads me to Michel-Rolf Trouillot, 

whom I mentioned in the introduction, and his emphasis on silence. He discusses and 

theorizes the production of historical narratives thus deconstructing its elements by 

scrutinising history, memory and narrative. Trouillot interest in history and power permeate 

through the chapters of his book:  

...The production of historical narratives involves the uneven contribution of competing 

groups and individuals who have unequal access to the means of such a production.47  

 Similar to Jackson’s theme, Trouillot connotes the disequilibrium of narratives among 

competing groups, whereas some narratives are present, and others are not. It does not 

necessarily need to be that a certain narrative is forbidden or legally censored, but rather 

overshadowed, overlooked or not part of the means of memorialization.  

By silence, I mean an active and transitive process: one “silences” a fact or an individual as 

a silencer silences a gun. One engages in the practice of silencing. Mentions and silences 

are thus active, dialectical counterparts of which history is the synthesis.48 

Mentions or mentioning, discussed in the quotation refer to the fact that if people only 

immensely mention one aspect or one person, they subsequently automatically silence another 

aspect or another person. Silencing is an active process, which can be applied by someone to 

something that may take away the attention of something else. What aspects in the source 

material have been elevated and what have been silenced in order to create and re-tell an 

historical event? By quickly deconstructing the term silencing, we unveil its key components 

of history, narrative and memory. For now, my theoretical discussions have evoked around 

ideas on narrative induced by Trouillot. He also theorizes and conceptualize the ambiguity of 

memory/ies. Memory is understood as an intersubjective mechanism, and not as an individual 

 
46 Ibid., p. 133 
47 Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Silencing the Past (20th Anniversary Edition). Beacon Press, 2015 (e-book) p. xxiii 
48 Ibid., p. 48 
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attribute. I share and use this connotation in my thesis. However, it is important to gain a 

broader understanding of memory and intersubjectivity by looking at several interpretations. 

 

2.5 The politics of memory 

The term “politics of memory” does not implicate that memory constitute a politics, but 

should be understood as a “rhetoric about the past mobilized for political purposes”.49 

Jonathan Boyarin suggests that we should not understand time as a one dimensional and 

irreversible phenomenon. The past influences the present in overly complex ways, and it 

would be unfair to study it as simple points on a straight line.50 The Herero-Nama genocide 

legacy by all means, is a multi-dimensional whole. Its legacy includes many components and 

should not only be regarded as simply history or memory, as it still is influencing the society 

to this day. The past appears as a force. 

Zimbabwe initially chose a form of memorialism to commemorate the elite, the inner circle of 

the party, after independence. Mass military cemeteries or shrines honouring the fallen others, 

common after World War 1, did not exist. The anthropologist Richard Werbner have studied 

state memorialism and memory as public practices with a focus on postcolonial Zimbabwe.51 

Memory as public practice, according to him, is moral, political and subjective. He draws a 

comparison between the memorialization ensued by the Great Powers of the First World War 

and the state of Zimbabwe after its liberation war. The modern memorial complex is explicitly 

glorifying the heroes of the nation, the elite, and leaves the remembrance of the other fallen 

warriors with their families, kin, communities and fellow veterans. This discrepancy has 

emerged a counter-memorialism, focusing on state terror and buried memory. These 

memories draw upon the brutalities committed by the state during the civil war which the 

people on the countryside commemorate.52  So, the modern memorial complexes, such as 

Heroe’s acre, did not unify the nation as a whole. 

Instead the very construction of a centred nation around its own liberation war memorial as a 

moral high ground for all people is problematic. Such political and moral construction is in the 

infancy of the postcolonial regime’s nation building project, fragile, fraught with contradiction, 

 
49 Boyarin, Jonathan. (red.). Space, Time and the politics of memory in Remapping memory the politics of 

timespace. Minneapolis, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1994 (e-book) s. 2 
50 Ibid., 
51 Werbner, Richard P. (red.). Smoke from the barrel of a gun in Memory and the postcolony: African 

anthropology and the critique of power. London: Zed, 1998 p.8  
52 Werbner p. 73 
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and open to explosive moments subversive of the state sanctioned idea of one indivisible 

nation.53 

Werbner’s ideas are remarkably interesting, which could also be applicable to my case. There 

are similarities with Namibia, both countries having fought liberation wars to overthrow 

colonial regimes. Both tried to unify the nation with elite memorialism glorifying the 

liberation war. Therefore, other non-official memories and legacies become buried, and thus 

consequently maintained in the private realm. The difference between my example and 

Werbner’s are the protagonists; whereas he focuses on those who were forgotten in the 

liberation war, I focus on the legacy of those who were forgotten in previous liberation wars. 

Werbner also presents two interesting theoretical concepts on certain broad extremes of 

memory in order to understand the movement between personal and collective memory. Anti-

memory can be understood as buried or repressed remembrance. It is a paradox and 

consciousness of forgetting/remembering, which hence works in the imagination of the 

inaccessible.54 So, anti-memory, according to Werbner, is either imagined as buried or 

repressed remembrance.  

Anti-memory may serve the ends of the nation-building regime, of the state in the making, or it may 

become the defensive or subversive drive of subalterns asserting themselves against the state or its 

dominant elites.55 

The latter alternative is a bit interesting to reflect upon in my case. Alma Jeftic writes about 

dangerous memories which evokes and encompasses the notion of anti-memory. Her study 

involves memories and stories from both victims and perpetrators from the war in Bosnia-

Herzegovina. She is interested in how these groups today, remember the war and violence, as 

well as; how we can learn to reconcile those memories. 

Dangerous memories are those that recognize the heterogeneity of the historical narrative and, as such, 

can significantly affect the willingness for reconciliation. What becomes the “official” memory reflects 

the power of certain groups and ideologies in society to define the past according to their own interests. 

Each memory can become “dangerous” when it resists the prevailing historical narrative.56 

Could the genocide in Namibia qualify as a dangerous memory? The genocide is not accepted 

as official memory; however, it is still sensitive and widely discussed among the affected 
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communities. The government might consider it as dangerous memories because the genocide 

narrative involves the restoration of land, which is a debated issue in the country, and could 

consequently de-legitimize the state narrative. 

Werbner’s second theoretical concept is immediate memory, which is understood as 

accessible and unforgettable memory, always to be kept alive. The catch is, who is the one 

supposed to choose which past is to be perpetually remembered? Forgetting is also important 

here, because it is a selective act as people might either choose a past to be remembered, or a 

past to be forgotten. This idea could be put into practice by nations with state memorials, 

public commemorations and so on. In my thesis, I will present some examples of how the 

Namibian government make use of immediate memory.57 

The genocide descendants and their legacy does not find its way to be included in the 

narrative of Namibia. The Herero and Nama people have their own private ways of 

remembering and telling stories within the private realm. SWAPO, like the example from 

Werbner, glorifies and memorialises its liberation war which automatically becomes the 

foundation for the state of Namibia, hence silencing other narratives. For the Herero people, 

memory and storytelling is important. 

2.4 Methodology 

It was at times challenging to conduct research on the Herero-Nama genocide. The legacy is 

equally present and absent at the same time in Namibian contemporary society. It is not only 

about the mass-murdering of people as it consequently also generated a socioeconomic 

impact, the land and cattle were taken away and left the descendants destitute. Nonetheless, 

the difficult part about researching this topic was time. The limited time that I had was 

probably the main challenge. I was also unfortunate that my fieldwork only could be carried 

out from early November to mid-January. The problem was that all the holidays in Namibia 

are in December and the beginning of January. During this particular time of the year, the 

Namibians have their summer and Christmas leave. In mid-December the majority of people 

travel to their villages to celebrate the holidays. There are various days during the year where 

the Herero people gather together and commemorate the happenings during colonialism and 

genocide. Unfortunately, I only attended two.  

 
57 Werbner, Richard P. (red.). Smoke from the barrel of a gun in Memory and the postcolony: African 
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In ethnography in/of the world system: The emergence of multi-sited ethnography, George 

Marcus has inspired many anthropologists in methodologies of multi-sited fieldwork.  He 

suggests that studying world systems, e.g. the capitalist world system, requires that we follow 

its motion which is borderless; hence the multi-sited fieldwork.58  

Multi-sited research is designed around chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, or juxtapositions of locations 

in which the ethnographer establishes some form of literal, physical presence, with an explicit, posited 

logic of association or connection among sites that in fact defines the argument of the ethnography.59  

I chose “follow the plot, story and allegory” as it aligns more with my methods of following 

the narrative and memory.60  According to Marcus: 

There are stories or narratives told in the frame of single-site fieldwork that might themselves serve as an 

heuristic for the fieldworker constructing multi-sited ethnographic research.61 

I did conduct multi-sited fieldwork in the sole purpose to follow the narrative. The localities 

may not be of crucial importance in comparison to my interlocutor’s views and feelings 

regarding memories and narratives. James Leach, who has studied ownership of knowledge 

among the Nekgini in Melanesia, discusses the possibility that places can be carried inside 

individuals. In his own words: 

 As knowledge and power, place can be demonstrated anywhere. Persons are places made mobile. If this 

is a possibility, then the logical ‘scaling’ of persons in places that encompass them must be overturned.62 

 I have embraced this concept while conducting fieldwork in Namibia.  Following the 

narrative has steered me to towns like Windhoek, Okahandja and Swakopmund; in places 

such as restaurants, bars, coffee places, streets, graveyards, monumental sites, fields, shacks, 

houses, cars, etc.  As argued by Leach:  

So place, then, is scaleable; it can be singular and contained in a person, or carving, and that is also a 

containing capacity, or it can encompass others and ultimately act as an image of world generation.63  
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2.4.1 The field 

In the beginning of November 2019, I arrived in Windhoek which is the capital of Namibia. 

The elections were approaching on the 27th of the same month. Transparency international 

ranks Namibia as the 56th most corrupted nation in the world (of 180 nations) with a score of 

52/100.64 During my stay, a major corrupt scandal was exposed, which the media named the 

“Fishrot scandal”. The architects of the fishrot scandal included SWAPO politicians who had 

received bribes from an Icelandic fishing company. Even before this happened, many 

Namibians told me about how bad corruption had affected the country, but after the fishrot 

scandal was exposed, the debate fiercely intensified. It must be said that corruption, and 

especially the fishrot scandal, permeated my whole stay and the way people spoke about the 

government.  

Prior to my arrival I had been in contact with two organizations that were working with issues 

involving the genocide. The first one, the Rirauko Centre for genocide and memories study, 

which is located in Windhoek, mainly works with teaching young students about the Herero-

Nama genocide as well as other genocides. The Centre invites schools to attend their facilities 

where they offer classrooms, books and teachers. The coastal town Swakopmund is located 

350 kilometers west from Windhoek. In this desert town by the Atlantic sea the other 

organization, the Namibian Genocide Association, have its office. The members of the 

association have used activism and are pressuring the municipality and government with the 

aim to restore the dignity of their ancestors, and to uphold the genocide legacy so that it 

should not be forgotten or neglected. The Herero-Nama genocide legacy is continuously 

experiencing provocations and challenges. The Kramersdorf cemetery, which I discussed in 

the opening vignette, was an important location where memories and scars consolidate with 

the landscape. For the descendants, the cemetery serves as evidence that the genocide actually 

took place. It is also a place where they can mourn and pay respect to their ancestors. People 

from the Herero and Nama groups who died during the genocide are scattered all around the 

country and in unmarked graves.  

My study is focused primarily on the Herero people and their genocide legacy. I have mainly 

interviewed Herero people but also a few Nama people. The Herero have their own language, 

culture and religion. They have not embraced the Christian faith to that extent as other groups 
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in Namibia. The majority practice ancestral worshipping which means that the ancestors are 

of great importance in the Herero religion and culture. 

 

2.4.2 Interlocutors  

The main interlocutors of this study consist of fourteen individuals. Some of them I have only 

met once, while others I have been in contact with at several occasions. The youngest 

interlocutor was in the early twenties, whereas the oldest was in the late sixties. The research 

participants mainly came from lower income and middle-class groups. I met for example 

teachers, painters, tour guides, entrepreneurs, students and miners. Some are struggling 

economically and even resides in houses without electricity. The majority were middle-aged 

men and only three were women. My initial intention was to include more female 

participants, but it was sometimes difficult. At one occasion, I approached a group of Nama 

and Herero women during an event and asked whether anyone liked to be interviewed but 

they just referred me to a man whom they suggested would be more knowledgeable. One of 

my closest informants was Victor in Swakopmund who is the chairman of the Namibian 

Genocide Association (NGA). He shared a great deal of information about his activism and 

showed me important places around Swakopmund in relevance to the genocide. Nonetheless, 

the transparency of NGA allowed me to view and obtain interesting documents concerning 

the genocide issue. Victor introduced many new insights, which perhaps would never have 

caught my attention otherwise. Hosea and Tamara helped me to find interviewees from 

Windhoek. Together with Hosea, we went to Okahandja and adjacent villages where I could 

interact with people living in the rural areas. 

2.4.3 Interviews 

My research is primarily based on interviews. I have 16 recorded interviews and some of 

these people I have met at several occasions, and in addition, have used informal and 

unrecorded interviews about the topic of the genocide.  

I created a set of questions which I asked all my informants and most of the questions were 

open based. This means that I wanted to do something in a semi-structural manner to create a 

dynamic conversation. New questions came up during our conversations and I would not 

hesitate to ask them. Before the interviews, I introduced myself and my research, and asked 

for permission to record the interview.  
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My questions revolved much on the memories and history within the Herero/Nama tradition. I 

wanted to find out if the genocide still was a sensitive and debated topic in contemporary 

Namibian society. My initial interest in this project was to know whether if horrendous and 

violent events still was echoing among people in their everyday life. I also raised the issues of 

identity, role of ancestors, memorialization, SWAPO narrative, German narrative, 

provocations (what is challenging and questioning genocide legacy) and solutions. I also 

wanted to find out how the memories and stories of genocide have been transmitted 

intergenerationally. We often talked much about the political aspects of the genocide and its 

effects.   

2.4.4 Participant observation 

The Namibian Genocide Association hosted an event at Kramersdorff graveyard in 

Swakopmund which I attended. The purpose of the event was to maintain and “restore the 

dignity of the ancestor’s graves” since the municipality only maintains the “white” people’s 

graves. The event took place on the 10th of December, which is the international Human 

Rights Day, thus a national holiday. Shovels and rakes were handed out to the participants, 

which included kids, adults and elders.  

On the 14th of January I attended an event commemorating both the first shots of the 1904-

1908 wars and a member of the Ovaherero Genocide oundation who recently had passed 

away. This event was held in the township of Katutura in Windhoek. However, Otjiherero 

(The Herero language) dominated the event, consequently making it difficult for me to 

understand what was being said. I did observe some interesting things but nothing of great 

importance that could be included in this thesis. But I do believe participant observation 

contains other qualities than merely being transformed into ethnography. The technicalities of 

observation may also reveal knowledge and context about the society being studied.65 To be 

able to see and gain some understanding concerning the organisation, interactions and 

emotions attached to an event or observation. Events connected to the genocide could also 

construe and implicate the seemingly perpetual sensitiveness evoked by the genocide. 

2.4.5 Documents 

Several of my informants are active in this issue somehow, and have shared documents with 

me. My informant in Swakopmund, a genocide activist, sent me documents such as letters 

to/from the president and municipality, complaints to the ombudsman and more. Another 
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activist, who works primarily with land issues, sent me presentations, information, photos and 

other things as well. I have also looked through the Facebook groups of Ovaherero Genocide 

Foundation and Namibian Genocide Association for interesting posts and comments which I 

have saved. I believe the documents can mirror an interesting aspect in the interplay between 

descendants versus the municipality/state. The documents have also broadened my 

perspective regarding the whole issue.  

2.4.6 Ethical aspects and reflexivity 

As a 30-year old white male conducting fieldwork in an African country do have some ethical 

implications. Even before I left, I felt anxious because I did not want to exploit anyone for the 

purpose of my master’s thesis. Some of the people I have spoken with are really struggling on 

a daily basis. It was not uncommon that they could not afford a taxi (8-15 Swedish kronor) to 

town for a meeting. Preferably when conducting an interview, I always suggested meeting my 

interlocutors at restaurants where I could invite them for lunch, as they were providing me 

with information. I approached my fieldwork with the notion and implications of power 

relationships with informants. Aull- Davies clarifies power relationships as:  

Commonly linked to social divisions such as class, gender, ethnicity, race, age or professional status, and 

will almost certainly affect the interview interaction. It is also quite common for differential social 

statuses to be interpreted differently by interviewers and informants.66  

Nevertheless, it was not only just about economical or class aspect during fieldwork. I was 

also met with suspicion. I was questioned why I was doing this, who sent me, who is paying 

me etc. Someone even asked me if I was a spy. When I met a former diplomat, my other 

informant had to introduce me to him before he even spoke to me. I had to meet and talk to 

him two times before I could actually record an interview. One of the reasons, why he would 

talk to me, was because the fact that I am Swedish. He mentioned that Sweden had supported 

SWANU (South West African National Union) and most of them had been educated in 

Sweden during the apartheid. Some informants wanted to meet with me on several occasions, 

because they thought I was wealthy and could provide them with alcohol in bars. One of my 

informants asked me if I wanted to “feel” a Herero woman. I refused. Even another informant 

said that in order for me to understand the genocide I needed to “feel” a Herero woman. 

One of the things that initially made me feel anxious was when I met the Nama people. From 

the beginning I had mainly chosen to focus on the Herero people to be more specific and 
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narrower in my study of the genocide legacy. After I had explained to the Nama people I met 

during my stay, that I was researching on Herero genocide legacy, they always said: Well, 

you know the Nama people were also killed during the genocide. This was painful to hear 

because I am very aware of what happened to them. I could not help to think that they felt 

ignored or overlooked. This is also true because a lot of literature that I have read on the 

genocide is mainly focused on the Herero people.  

Another important ethical dilemma is the role of anthropology67 and what it means to 

Namibians. During the German colonialization, anthropologists from Germany were sent to 

Namibia to study its indigenous communities. Eugen Fisher was a German anthropologist at 

the time who studied mixed marriages, and who influenced Nazi German legislation on race 

and mixed marriages. Anthropologists also collected skulls from the Herero and Nama 

people, sending them to German universities for investigation. These skulls are slowly 

coming back to Namibia. I have heard horrible stories from my informants, how women in 

concentration camps were forced to carve off the flesh of their husband’s head in order to be 

sent as craniums to universities. As a master student in anthropology, I made it clear to the 

people I met that the purpose and aim of my research was guided by the statements on ethics 

made by American Anthropological Association (AAA).68 Also, I have guaranteed and 

informed my interlocutors about anonymity by using pseudonyms.69 

My knowledge of Namibian society and contemporary political situation was almost unknown 

to me. Before my arrival, while researching about the genocide, my niche had been on 

memory, history and trauma; thus, leaving much of the contemporary Namibian political 

situation aside. However, my understanding on the contemporary Namibian situation has 

increased through interaction with informants, other people and by reading literature about 

Namibia. Aull-Davies writes about contextualising during fieldwork, which implies that 

researchers should understand the context of interviews on multiple levels.  

At the most general level, interviewers must have some basic knowledge of the structure of social 

relationships and the complex of underlying cultural meanings in the society in which they are working.70  

 

 
67 Nader, Laura. Ethnography as theory*. HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, 2011;1(1):211 p. 215 
68 American anthropological association. Statements on ethics. 

https://www.americananthro.org/ParticipateAndAdvocate/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=1656 (accessed April 

2020) 
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70 Davies, Charlotte Aull., p. 107 
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3. Echoes of the past - Silencers of the genocide 

This chapter starts by explaining the opening vignette of the thesis, which is followed by a 

presentation of some of the struggles the genocide descendants are facing today. I argue that 

SWAPO’s reluctancy towards the genocide, and the memorialisation of the German legacy 

are provocative components that silences and muffles the genocide narrative. From the 

perspective of the Herero interlocutors of this study, this chapter discusses how they 

understand the government’s ignorance towards the genocide and its relation to the German 

legacy. 

3.1 Skulls, bones and graves 

The vignette in the very beginning of this thesis describes a scene from an event called 

“Restoration of Swakopmund prisoners of war graves” which took place on the 10th of 

December 2019. It was organized by the Namibian Genocide Association and the Nama 

Cultural Group in order to maintain unmarked graves from the victims of German 

concentration camps in Kramersdorf 

cemetery. Before I continue, a description of 

the graveyard is necessary in understanding 

why such an event is needed.  

After entering the main gate, you quickly find 

yourself among tombstones and monuments. 

In this section, Germans and white South 

Africans mainly rests. Palms and grass add 

greenery which also provide shade in the 

desert milieu. An irrigation system nurtures 

the planted vegetation, and there are 

constructed paths where the visitors can wander on to observe the headstones and monuments 

that occupies this section. Names, dates, location of birth and death can be seen by the 

observer. The German language dominate the epitaphs in this section. People of 

Swakopmund, with or without consent, contribute with maintaining this section of the 

Kramersdorf cemetery simply by paying taxes. Among those who rest here are German 

colonialists and soldiers. Some of these soldiers were members of the Shutztruppe, which 

participated in the warfare and genocide against the Herero and Nama people, and monuments 

have been erected to commemorate their contribution. About fifty meters to the east, the 

Figure 1 Figure 1 German tombstones in Kramersdorf 

cemetery 
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visitor will stumble upon another section of the cemetery, which is characterized by an open 

and vast field, with not a single tree in sight. The area could be mistaken for an abandoned or 

neglected place. This part of the graveyard is where the victims of the German atrocities have 

been buried. In comparison with the first section, this site has not been given the same amount 

of maintenance or attention. As you enter this section of the graveyard, you pass a memorial, 

a black stone with the wordings:  

In memory of the thousands heroic Ovaherero/OvaMbanderu who perished under mysterious 

circumstances at the realm of their colonial masters in concentration camps in Swakopmund/Otjozondjii 

during 1904-1908. 

Instead of tombstones, the graves are marked with sand heaps. Sometimes there is a wooden 

cross or just a rock on top of the sand heaps. There are no names, dates, place of birth/death 

wherever you look. The event I attended at the graveyard, gathered people to maintain the 

graves of the victims by adding sand 

to the heaps. 

The site is enclosed with a wall and 

there are several entry points. Water 

pipes leading to the German part of 

the cemetery are visible and passes 

through this part along the wall. 

Victor, a Herero activist, and the 

head of the Namibian Genocide 

Association told me that before the 

wall was constructed, vehicles drove through this part of the cemetery to reach the big sand 

dunes on the other side for ‘adventure driving’. Dogs would also walk and rummage around 

thus subsequently damaging many graves. However, these are not the only threats towards the 

Herero-Nama graves. According to Victor, the actual grave site was originally covering a 

larger area, compared to its given space inside the enclosing. The construction of houses and 

urban development in the neighbourhood have decreased the size of the burial site. 

Trauma site, coined by Patrizia Violi indicates a place of memory of a traumatic past 

(concentration camps, prisons and torture camps) which has been transformed into a memorial 

or museum. She suggests that these places have been converted to sites with a different 

purpose and practice, thus an alteration in semiotic values and recognized as a sign of the past 

Figure 2 Herero and Nama grave site in the foreground. 

German section in the background. 
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event.71 Trauma sites are inscribed with traces of earlier events, but are subjected to 

continuous operations of semiotic rewriting when sites change their meaning and purpose.72 

Kramersdorf cemetery was and is intended to be a cemetery. However, the lack of remnants 

and information on the concentration camps have contributed to Kramersdorf cemetery is now 

a place associated with the concentration camps. In 2003 a memory park was created, initiated 

by the citizens, on the victim’s cemetery to promote reconciliation and to conserve history. 

One can pay tribute to those who lost their lives in conflicts of the colonial past. The initiative 

included also to link the graveyards together in the spirit of reconciliation and to maintain the 

victim’s site. Monuments were erected such as the black stone with the wordings, a Christian 

cross, heritage circle created with heap of stones and a monument of stacked horns adjacent to 

a calabash (Used by the Herero people to ferment milk) to symbolize the Herero culture. 

Trauma site is nevertheless a place that not only conserves memory but mediates.  

It is a mediator and producer of memory, a subject operating new rewritings, one agent among others that 

contribute to the creation of the interpretive habits of a given collective historic experience. Sites are 

never mere “deposits” of memory and it would be restrictive to see them merely as places in which the 

collective memory has been fixed and is transmitted.73 

The idea of establishing the memory park brings the three Namibian narratives together. It 

was introduced by German speakers, implemented by the municipality, backed by the German 

embassy and designed by Namibians.74 The victims of German atrocities and their resting 

place have changed value and purpose, and is today supposed to symbolize reconciliation. 

Even though the initiative was intended to maintain the neglected graves and establish a 

memory park; the site of the victims is still not maintained. That is why events, such as the 

one I attended are needed, so the unmarked graves of the victims are being cared for by 

someone. Victor told me, that it is common in the Herero culture to include a bull’s head as a 

symbolic ornament at a graveyard, which demonstrates the importance of cattle in Herero 

tradition. However, when a bull’s head was placed at the cemetery by the Herero chief, the 

neighbours in the area complained because of the smell. Victor told me this was the starting 

point of his activism in the genocide issue.  

 
71 Violi, Patrizia."Landscapes of memory: trauma, space, history". Peter Lang AG, 2017 (e-book) p. 14 
72 Violi, Patrizia p. 15 
73 Ibid 18., 
74 Elke Zuern. Memorial politics: challenging the dominant party’s narrative in Namibia. The Journal of Modern 

African Studies. 2012;50(3):493. P. 510 
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It started when the German community in Swakopmund wrote a letter to the CEO (of Swakopmund 

municipality) to remove the skull put by our late chief: the bull skull. They said it was smelly and so on. 

So, it was removed. Then I decided to organize a lot of young Herero activists to protest the disrespect of 

our culture, because at a Herero graveyard, there must be a skull of a bull. (Victor) 

Finally, it was decided that the skull would remain at the cemetery. Victor received a lot of 

attention for his activism and have become a front figure in Swakopmund for genocide issues. 

He treasured the book The Kaiser’s Holocaust like the bible, and he was able to quote by 

heart from the book and refer to the pages. I was interested in how the genocide memories had 

been introduced and transmitted to Victor. In the Herero culture, ancestors and memories are 

of utter importance. Stories and memories would transmit intergenerationally among the 

people. Ancestral worshiping keeps the memories of past people alive, and it is common to 

name a new-born with the name of an ancestor. The spirits of the Herero ancestors, guides 

and blesses people in daily life when making decisions. 

Victor remembered how his grandmother recounted stories about the genocide and the 

relatives who had perished, while they sat by the fire. At that time, he was very young, and he 

just interpreted the stories to be made up. As an adult, he started doing his own research about 

the genocide and realized that most of his grandmother’s stories aligned with its history. 

Today he is highly knowledgeable about the subject and the collective memory of the 

genocide. During the event that I attended, he portrayed strong emotions, and at some 

occasions he also cried at the cemetery. When we walked around in Swakopmund, Victor told 

me about the cemetery, the genocide and the concentration camp by pointing at the locations 

which are long gone. However, this does not mean that these places are devoid of meaning, 

but because there are no remnants or structures from the concentration camp in Swakopmund, 

we would just observe the places in their current state, like a parking lot by the beach or a 

field close to the train station. As has been argued by Maurice Bloch, autobiographical 

memories, individual memory of experience, and semantic memories, that is, memory of facts 

about the past, are entwined and inseparable in social practices.75 Thus, transmitted memory 

does not have to be recited or rehearsed, but rather re-imagined as if the person in question 

had experienced it. Bloch have suggested that humans have a mental model containing 

imagery and emotion which could be searched in the same way as autobiographical 

memories.76 Objects do not contain memory, but in contrast, memory is embedded in the 

 
75 Bloch, Maurice. How we think they think: anthropological approaches to cognition, memory, and literacy. 

Boulder, Colorado: Westview press, 1998 p. 115 
76 Ibid., p. 121 
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processes of interpretation and constructions of their meaning. Victor would passionately 

elaborate about these places and objects, almost like he had been there 116 years ago. The 

places as such today, do not contain memory but we load them with memories as we pay 

attention to them.  

In September 2019, the Namibian Genocide Association issued a letter addressed to the 

magistrate court concerning whether they allowed the municipality to exhume war graves to 

develop a residential area in the neighbourhood. The Swakopmund municipality gained its 

status in 1909 but the expansion of the Kramersdorf neighbourhood, consequently exhuming 

and destroying graves, began after independence. Throughout the apartheid regime the 

Kramersdorf cemetery was considered only for the whites. The “blacks” were excluded, and 

therefore they were not able to maintain the victims’ graves. Victor told me that his ancestors 

are still being treated as sub-humans and pointed out that the government and municipality 

had decided not to put any effort in maintaining their part of the graveyard. He believed that 

they have destroyed and exhumed many graves by constructing houses adjacent to the 

graveyard. If no one had protested against this, Victor believed that construction of houses 

would even destroy more graves. The reluctancy and ignorance have been transferred from 

the previous government to the present one. 

Similarly Mercia, a Nama woman and a SWAPO politician, told me of a finding which 

happened in Luderitz. During the construction of a road, skulls and bones were discovered 

from the colonial era. Twenty-four big black bags were filled up with remains. Mercia and 

other Nama associates asked the government for assistance in order to transport the remains 

and bury them. However, they showed no interest in helping, which resulted in that Mercia 

and people from the Nama communities were left to bury the remains without any logistical 

support. Due to financial issues, it was difficult to arrange transport and buy coffins that were 

necessary for arranging a proper burial. The remains were victims of German atrocities and 

Mercia sought to have them declared as veterans. So she organised a meeting with the 

Ministry of Veteran’s Affairs, which had the mandate to promote and keep the history of the 

national liberation struggle alive. However, this implied only SWAPO’S liberation war. The 

Herero and Nama people had also carried out a liberation war during the colonial era against 

the Germans. However, the Veterans act (2008) has explicitly framed SWAPO’S liberation 

struggle as the “official” liberation war in the country. The Ministry of Veteran’s Affairs is 

tasked with helping veterans, but also declaring sites as national heritage etc. When Mercia 

met with the minister, he was incredibly supportive and even fell into tears. The minister only 
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needed a petition to continue with this case. The next time that Mercia heard from him, 

nonetheless, his enthusiasm was totally gone, and he was not able to help her. She then tried 

to approach the Minister of the Heritage Council, but this person kept postponing their 

meeting. In the meanwhile, she managed to obtain eleven coffins elsewhere. I asked Mercia 

why she did not get any assistance with the remains, and she told me: ‘For our government, it 

is only the people of Cassinga that died for this country. It is only the people of 

Omugulugwombashe that died for this country.’ She implied that the government does not 

want to acknowledge the genocide narrative. Cassinga and Omugulugwombashe are essential 

and fundaments to the SWAPO narrative. The events constitute the emplotment of the history 

of Namibia and Namibia as a conceptual state. It is thus the narrative imperative which 

sustains SWAPO legitimacy and claim to power. By amplifying the history of the genocide, 

they could risk challenging the importance of their own historical events, when comparing the 

number of victims. Many of the informants described SWAPO history as float, and that the 

genocide if given a respectful depiction in Namibian society, would completely overshadow 

anything that has to do with SWAPO’s liberation war.    

 

3.2 Silencers of the genocide 

 

Silences enter the process of historical production at four critical moments: the moment of fact creation 

(the making of sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact 

retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance(the making of history in 

the final instance).77 

Trouillot suggests that any historical narrative includes an assembly of silences and silencing 

which also builds on previous understandings, that are premised on archival power.78 The 

term archival power implies the institutions that organize facts and sources which becomes a 

foundation for a history.79 Hence, what Trouillot indicates is that historical traces are uneven, 

which, of course, has an impact on the availability of historical sources. The presences and 

absences in sources or archives are not neutral or natural; they are created.80 Sources imply 

choices. The Cassinga massacre is a crucial composite of SWAPO narrative and a turning 

point in SWAPO history. If you mention Cassinga in Namibia, people immediately think 

 
77 Trouillot, Michel- Rolf p. 26 
78 Ibid., p. 55 
79 Ibid., p. 52 
80 Ibid., p. 48 
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about the massacre. It is debated whether this Angolan town was a SWAPO military base or a 

refugee camp. During the SWAPO liberation struggle, in 1978, the South African Defence 

forces (SADF) launched an airborne assault on Cassinga. The battle came to evolve into a 

massacre where allegedly SADF killed around 600 refugees or/and soldiers. I write allegedly, 

as there has been a long debate about the numbers of killed persons or if this was exaggerated 

by SWAPO to achieve political sympathies and exposure. This event is commemorated on 4th 

of May and is called Cassinga day. Annually, the president and SWAPO politicians pay their 

respect to the victims that perished in Cassinga. The genocide descendants have been 

provoked by the Cassinga day and its overexposure. In addition to the lack of any national 

days commemorating the genocide or German colonialization, Cassinga day serves as an 

element of anxiety. Victor felt that it was weird that the victims involved in the Cassinga 

massacre obtained so much exposure in comparison to the victims of the genocide, which 

have been forgotten. Hundreds of thousands Herero and Nama were killed during the 

genocide in comparison to Cassinga, where not even a thousand people died. Comparing the 

death tolls in these two events is a strategy to justify for certain memorialization processes 

concerning the genocide narrative such as a national holiday.  

The massacre in Cassinga, can be 

construed as an immediate memory, and 

a component of the emplotment in the 

SWAPO narrative, applied to legitimize 

their history thus overshadowing 

genocide legacy. For a long time, there 

had been plans to erect a monument in 

Cassinga, which is situated in southern 

Angola. However, in 2018 a monument 

worth 3,5 million USD was planned to 

be constructed but due to bureaucracy it 

failed. One could see Cassinga as a silencer, silencing and overshadowing the victims of the 

genocide. Victor believes there is a lot of injustice generated by the government depending on 

which narrative is encouraged in the public realm. There used to be a national holiday called 

Herero day which occurred on the 26th of august when the Herero people commemorate 

former deceased chiefs, and most importantly their ancestors. This date was chosen because 

of the Herero chief, Samuel Maherero, that was reburied in Namibia after having lived in 

Figure 3 A mural depicting the Cassinga massacre, inside 

the independence museum in Windhoek 
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exile. Nevertheless, this national holiday has been changed and transformed into Heroes day. 

Some of my informants perceived this as a hijacking by SWAPO, to silence the Herero day. 

This date has now changed meaning and purpose as its been altered to commemorate heroes 

from the liberation struggle between 1966-1990. Nonetheless, it is not a coincidence that 

SWAPO would integrate their narrative to this day, because on the 26th of august 1966 they 

had their first armed encounter. Clemens, a retired SWANU diplomat, was provoked by this 

seizure and told me that Herero day (also called red flag day) has been running since 1923.  

Here comes SWAPO. You know what they did? Apparently, August 26th, 1966 is when they had their 

first battle in Omugulugwombashe with the South Africans. Now that one was shifted to take away the 

Herero historical traditional day. Now, in order for it not to be a Herero, red flag day in Okahandja, they 

call it Heroes day. To silence it. (Clemens) 

Again, this could be referenced to Trouillot concerning silencing and muffling. Herero day 

was originally a three days gathering of the Herero people all over Namibia in Okahandja, 

which is considered to be the capital of the Herero. The government have strategically 

changed the meaning of this day, by removing two letters from the word Herero, instead 

becoming hero. Consequently, this disembodies the Herero tradition and meaning of this day, 

and rather celebrates SWAPO’S first armed battle. This case is also an example of anti-

memory and immediate memory. The genocide, which is imagined as a buried memory, 

competes with the brutal events such as Cassinga and Omugulugwombashe which are 

considered by the state to be more worthy to memorialize. Not only has the government 

chosen what is to be remembered/forgotten but also attempting to unify Namibians with these 

national days by the construction of a Namibian narrative. What occurred in Cassinga and 

Omugulugwombashe should always be remembered and alive because those two events 

materialise and justifies SWAPO’s liberation war. This example fits into Werbner’s idea of 

immediate memory, where someone, in this case the state, chooses which memory is of utterly 

importance and should be at all costs remembered.81 The reason why these two events 

constitute immediate memories, is related to the historical materialization of a war or a 

struggle and the blood that has been shed for the country, which could constitute as a 

founding history for the conceptual nation state. Other memories must be commemorated and 

discussed in the private realm, through un-official channels in villages or on social media. The 

 
81 Werbner, Richard P. (red.). Smoke from the barrel of a gun in Memory and the postcolony: African 

anthropology and the critique of power. London: Zed, 1998 p. 74 
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overexposure of historical events connected to the liberation war makes the genocide an anti-

memory, because it is imagined as buried. 

3.3 German memorialization 

The Herero-Nama genocide narrative is constantly contested and muffled both by the 

SWAPO liberation narrative and the German narrative. 

In Swakopmund several monuments and establishments 

maintain the German narrative, thus silencing the 

genocide narrative. Wandering on the streets, Victor 

showed me different provocative elements like the 

Marine-denkmal. This bronze sculpture honours the 

important role of the German marines during the 

‘Herero rebellion’ (this term, instead of genocide, is 

commonly used by followers of the German narrative) 

in 1904. The Marine-denkmal which was erected in 

1908, preserves the German sacrifices and the notion of 

Herero and Nama as rebels. Today, it serves as a 

reminder of the German colonial legacy and genocide 

for the descendants. In 2016 it was vandalised by activists who threw red paint over the 

sculpture to show what the statue signified for the Herero and Nama people. Monuments in 

Namibia which are glorifying colonialism and genocidal warfare are not provided with any 

type of historical context today. While I was observing the Marine-Denkmal with Victor, he 

asked me whether I thought it should be removed or not. The question struck me as I had 

never reflected on the issue before. As he believed it should be removed, I unreflectively 

implied on the idea that it should remain but with a clear historical context surrounding it. The 

German monuments and graves also serve as evidence that colonialism and genocide occurred 

in Namibia. Ludvig, whom I met in Okangira, suggested that the Germans did not realize that 

they were exposing their atrocities to the world by erecting monuments. Today it can also be 

recognized as historical evidence of the German atrocities, thus not only serving as a 

commemorative and glorifying aspects. Ludvig is a Herero activist who works with mapping 

out the battle of Okangira, which his grandmother was a witness to. Topography and 

temporality are two important historical tools which have been embraced to tell the history of 

the battle. 

Figure 4 The Marine-denkmal in 

Swapkopmund 
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Genocide memorialization is always initiated by the citizens from the private realm. When 

looking at the website for the National heritage council of Namibia82, it is difficult to find a 

declared heritage site/monument which commemorates the Herero or the Nama in their 

struggle against the Germans. Instead, one can find dozens of monuments which 

commemorates and documents German actions towards the Herero and the Nama. By not 

declaring Herero and Nama sites or monuments as heritage, that narrative and voice is being 

silenced. The German narrative is instead being told and respected by the declared national 

heritage sites. At the same time, their memorialisation manifests the Herero and Nama as 

antagonists.  

Most German monuments were constructed in the early 1900’s. The Marine-Denkmal in 

Swakopmund was erected in 1908, when Namibia was a part of the German colonial project. 

However, the days of the German occupation and its process of memorialisation have since 

long-time disappeared. But not far from Marine-Denkmal you can find one of Swakopmund’s 

German restaurants. This German-owned restaurant has recently been a source for 

provocation among the genocide descendants and especially Victor. The owner has put up a 

replica of Reiterdenkmal on the property. Reiterdenkmal was a sculpture, which for a long 

time could be found and seen in Windhoek. The bronze statue commemorated the Germans 

who had died in the conflict between the Herero and Nama 1904-1908. Due to the 

controversy and debate surrounding the statue, it was removed in 2013 and is now stored at 

the Alte-feste in Windhoek. Now, a replica of Reiterdenkmal stands tall at the Altstadt 

restaurant in Swakopmund. The replica is visible from the street, consequently being seen by 

all the passers-by, including genocide descendants. The removal of the original was 

considered a victory, but now the Reiterdenkmal has stirred up feelings among the genocide 

descendants once again. Victor has filed a lawsuit against the owner, using the Racial 

discrimination prohibition amendment act and articles 8 & 32 in the Constitution. The police 

investigation is still pending. 

It is not only sculptures that ignites provocation but also street names, buildings and 

companies. Street names referring to the German past is common. Otto von Bismarck, the 

first chancellor of the German empire, has a street named after him in Swakopmund and so 

does Theodor Leutwein. In Windhoek one can find a Lindequist street, and in Otjiwarongo 

even Von Trotha has a street. Ivana Macek have written about street names and the act of 

 
82 National heritage council of Namibia. https://www.nhc-nam.org/nahris/ (accessed March 2020) 
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renaming streets. Depending on state ideology, streets names will conform accordingly. 

Sarajevo have experienced several ideological shifts during the 20th century and each 

administration have characterized the names.83 Similarly, Namibia has experienced 

ideological shifts during the 20th century and SWAPO have renamed many German and South 

African street names. The new street names are often referring to their liberation struggle, 

socialist leaders and heroes. For example, Independence avenue in Windhoek was known as 

Kaiserstrasse, Daniel Munamava street was before Goring street, Robert Mugabe street was 

named Leutwein street and Sam Nujoma Avenue was known as Curt Von Francois Avenue. 

Nevertheless, there are still many street names referring to the German narrative today. But 

having a street named after Lothar von Trotha, who escalated the tension and rhetoric on 

genocidal warfare, is upsetting for the descendants.84 Streets are usually named after people 

who have been significant or influential somehow, and whose memory should be honoured. In 

this case, von Trotha street was named before Namibia was independent. However, as the 

government already has renamed many other streets since independence, how come they do 

not change the name of von Trotha street who advocated genocide? It could be interpreted as 

a form of silencing but also just ignorance from the government. Germany also had a street 

named after von Trotha in Munich, but renamed it to Herero Strasse in 2007.85 

Street names are not the only objects inscribed with colonial or genocidal memory in 

Namibia. Swakopmund is known for its German colonial architecture which makes it quite 

picturesque and dreamlike in contrast to the desert milieu.  But a dark past is inscribed in 

several of these beautiful buildings. On some of these old German buildings, the construction 

year is clearly visible on the façade. The genocide years, 1904 to 1908, are common numbers 

on the structures. A concentration camp was situated in Swakopmund, where the German 

authorities used the prisoners as forced labour. Victor told me that many of the houses were 

built by the Herero and Nama prisoners of war from the concentration camps. Railways and 

other type of structures were also built with forced labour. However, these facts are not 

prominent or talked about, as the beautiful architecture amazes, and silences the genocide 

legacy.  

 
83 Maček, Ivana. Sarajevo Under Siege: Anthropology in Wartime. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009 (e-

book) p. 141 
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Strolling around in the hot sun, we needed to buy some water and we went to one of the big 

stores from the Woermann-Brock franchise. While finding our way through the aisles, Victor 

told me that he usually does not go shopping here. The company Woermann-Brock dates to 

1894, then called ‘Damara & Namaqua Handelsgesellschaft mbH’ and relied on trade 

between Germany and its colony. However, it became a prosperous establishment also finding 

its way into other sectors. Today Woermann-Brock is one of the major actors within the food 

wholesaler’s industry in Namibia. During colonialism, they acquired cheap labour from the 

Herero prisoners in the concentration camps in slave-like conditions. They became a very 

avid employer of the prisoners, consequently establishing their own camp, although with 

almost the same living standards. This is the reason why Victor does not go shopping there. 

Swakopmund materialise the history of early German settlement, thus the mentality and 

efficiency of the settlers. Even though many old buildings are branded with years of the 

genocide, it continues to be a buried memory. So many other factors are overshadowing it, 

ultimately transforming it to anti-memory, as the Herero people feel the genocide is being 

forgotten.  

3.4 SWAPO and the German narrative 

The stratification of historical narratives in Namibia are not by any term in equilibrium. The 

SWAPO narrative is the most prominent one, followed by the German narrative. In the 

previous section I have discussed the clash between the Herero and German legacy. This is 

particularly important when considering that SWAPO has not completely seized and changed 

the names and monuments referring to the German colonial past. My interlocutors explained 

to me a theory on why the government is reluctant to acknowledge the genocide legacy and 

not the German legacy. They argued that Namibia is a major receiver of German development 

aid, and according to the Federal ministry for economic cooperation and development, this is 

due to the previous historical ties.86 The historical ties would include how Germany affected 

Namibia through colonialization, and not explicitly the genocide, as an event, per se.  

The interlocutors of this study believed that the SWAPO government hesitated to jeopardize 

the economical relationships due to the long-established economic ties between the countries. 

Most importantly in this context is that the Herero and Nama groups have received nothing of 

this money, and at the same time they were the ones being affected by German colonialism. 

 
86Federal ministry for economic cooperation and development. Germany-Namibia. 

http://www.bmz.de/de/laender_regionen/subsahara/namibia/index.jsp?fbclid=IwAR38LF40HtqFbzGm7V65YX

yGlmNooSBGy2B0pyI5H-Yr-5J2J2LKiULNMpg(accessed March 2020) 

http://www.bmz.de/de/laender_regionen/subsahara/namibia/index.jsp?fbclid=IwAR38LF40HtqFbzGm7V65YXyGlmNooSBGy2B0pyI5H-Yr-5J2J2LKiULNMpg
http://www.bmz.de/de/laender_regionen/subsahara/namibia/index.jsp?fbclid=IwAR38LF40HtqFbzGm7V65YXyGlmNooSBGy2B0pyI5H-Yr-5J2J2LKiULNMpg
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However, if the government would provoke the current German government by demanding 

war reparations for the genocide or demand an apology, Germany could consider withdrawing 

a large part of provided aid. This could be related to the concept of dangerous memory 

because it is a threat to SWAPO as a hegemonic system.87 Reconciliation, in the Namibian 

context and as written in the Constitution, is construed as advocating harmony and unity 

among the groups. All ethnic groups in Namibia should be respected and treated equally. But 

instead of developing the Herero and Nama (affected by German colonialism) areas or any 

other minority with the German development aid, the Namibian state has mainly invested in 

the northern parts of Namibia, namely Ovamboland according to many of my informants. In 

the north, the school buildings are modern, and the infrastructure is top-notch. My 

interlocutors talked about and criticised, what they call, tribal democracy. It implies on the 

idea that one ethnic group, in a heterogenous society, only are concerned in benefiting its own 

interests. Tribal democracy is based on numbers and depending on the size of the group, 

determine how powerful they are. SWAPO, which originally is an Ovambo movement, are 

also reluctant towards the genocide narrative because of ethnical motivations. I will continue 

this argument in the next chapter. 

When speaking to Elsa (22 years), who grew up in Hereroland, about this matter, she told me 

that her school building had not been improved since the apartheid era. She implied that life in 

Hereroland during the apartheid regime was in some parts better compared to living under 

SWAPO rule.  

My grandmother, before she died, always said that the time of the Boers was better. These Ovambos are 

doing neo-colonialism. It is like we are colonised again. Just by our own this time. (Elsa) 

Nigel, a Herero living in Damaraland, also told me life was better during apartheid. According 

to him, quality of education and healthcare, was much better when compared to today. The 

current government does not provide with free school transports and the doctors they hire are 

fake doctors from Nigeria, he underlined. By borrowing and tweaking Richard Werbner’s 

notion on counter-memorialism, one could analyse this in an interesting way. He explains the 

basics like this: 

What the state would suppress in buried memory – a festering legacy of postcolonial state terror, imposed 

on one part of the country, brutally and systematically, in the name of national interest during civil war – 

 
87 Jeftic, Alma. Social Aspects of Memory: Stories of Victims and Perpetrators from Bosnia-Herzegovina, 

Routledge, 2019 (e-book) p. 117 
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people, especially in the countryside, commemorate. Even the effort by the state in suppression of 

memory gets it concrete monument and popular counter-memorial.88  

Instead of addressing or commemorating victims of state terror, some descendants started to 

develop a sense of nostalgia for the apartheid regime, SWAPO’s former antagonist by 

implying that education and healthcare was better before. Even though they established harsh 

social restrictions, the living standards were better according to some of my interlocutors. But 

conclusively, the descendants were not merely allowed to commemorate and maintain the 

genocide narrative at all during the apartheid era.  

3.5 Conclusion 

This chapter has started with the analysis of the Kramersdorf cemetery in Swakopmund. I 

have concluded that the cemetery portrays an apartheid-like structure with the distinct 

separation between Germans and victims of their atrocities. This example demonstrates how 

the genocide still is a buried memory, hence a sensitive one. The memory and the remains of 

the people who died due to the German atrocities is being overshadowed by those who died in 

the SWAPO liberation war according to the national narrative. The genocide legacy is also 

threatened and provoked by the German memorialization in both old and new forms. The 

statues glorify the German contribution and portray their enemies from the Herero and Nama, 

as rebels and troublemakers. Swakopmund is full of references in favour for the German 

legacy, which contribute to silencing and muffling the genocide. The town with its beautiful 

and colourful buildings are built by prisoners from the local concentration camp, where the 

death rate was extremely high. In this chapter I also presented some reasons why the German 

legacy and memorialization is not questioned or muffled by the government.  
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4. A thorn in the flesh - Atomizing the 

multidimensionality of the genocide narrative 

The previous chapter has discussed the different narratives on the genocide. I will now change 

the perspective of the relationship between the different narratives, by decomposing the 

conflict of interests between the contested narratives between the state and the genocide 

descendants. Based on the thoughts and experiences of the people from the Herero group, I 

attempt to present the complexities of the genocide legacy by including, for example, issues 

such as tribal democracy, nationhood and ancestral land. I will argue that these aspects are 

intertwined with each other and an assemblage of the Herero-Nama genocide legacy. Firstly, I 

will discuss the genocide descendants need to be in control of their own and ancestors’ fate, 

by using ideas from Hylland Eriksen on polythenicity and power relations.89 After that I 

discuss how tribal democracy affect national identity and democracy in the perspective of my 

informants. I use concepts on Namibian nationalism borrowed by Fosse90 and concepts on the 

complexities of democracy in polyethnic states argued by Mann91. In the subchapter 

Nationhood, I present some of my informants view on the nation, genocide and how the 

genocide descendants were alienated from the constitution. Finally, I will discuss the 

importance of ancestral land which is a reminder of genocide and colonialization. It is the 

land which was taken by the Germans, and since then is in control of the government or the 

elite. 

4.1 ‘Nothing without us, about us’ 

Riruako Centre for Genocide and Memory Studies is situated in the township of Katutura in 

Windhoek and promotes history concerning colonialism and genocide, without any kind of 

sponsorship from the government. The centre serves as a platform for educating pupils mainly 

on the Herero-Nama genocide but also genocide in general. I spoke with Tamara, whom is the 

director of the centre, and right of the bat she addressed the complex relationship with the 

state. Most of my interlocutors explained to me the absence of the genocide and colonial 

history in schools. SWAPO’s liberation war completely overshadows other parts of Namibian 

history. Many explained to me that according to the state, Namibian history begins in the 

 
89 Eriksen, Thomas Hylland. Ethnicity and nationalism anthropological perspectives. 3rd ed. London: Pluto 

Press, 2010 (e-book) p. 175 
90 Fosse LJ. Negotiating the nation: ethnicity, nationalism and nation-building in independent Namibia. Nations 

and nationalism. 1997;(3):427 p. 431 
91 Mann, Michael. The Dark Side of Democracy Explaining Ethnic Cleansing. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 2004 (e-book) p. 3 
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1960’s. Tamara implied that SWAPO treats ethnic 

groups differently in Namibia. They invited a few 

SWAPO ministers to the inauguration of the centre, 

but none of them attended. As the centre critically 

challenge the state narrative, Tamara told me that the 

centre is considered by some people as rebellious. In 

turn it has affected the centre because some schools do 

not want to involve themselves with that kind of 

establishment. The centre aims to present and educate 

on the topic of the genocide, and to fill a hole in 

contemporary Namibia on discourses about colonial 

history to balance the narratives. Rirauko centre is the 

only organization with educative purposes today, that 

teaches this side of history. They want to transform the genocide from a buried memory to an 

immediate memory. Clearly, as I have mentioned, the genocide narrative and memorialisation 

are absent in contemporary Namibia. The Reiterdenkmal, referred to in the last section, which 

was taken down in 2013, stood close to the Alte Feste in Windhoek, (once a German fort) but 

on that exact location existed a concentration camp before the sculpture was erected. Instead 

of commemorating the victims of German atrocities, the government chose to build an 

independence museum to portray the narrative of SWAPO as the victors of national 

liberation. For Tamara, this act is provocative in many ways because there is nowhere one 

could obtain any information or even to commemorate the victims. “We do not want our 

ancestors to have died in vain” she told me.  

The Herero and Nama victims are scattered all over Namibia in unmarked graves. Many are 

buried on private property such as farms or game reserves, which are inaccessible for the 

descendants. The anthropologist and archaeologist Layla Renshaw have studied missing 

bodies of the Spanish civil war. She writes about the sensitiveness encompassing the missing 

bodies and of a breakdown in transmission of memory between generations.92 This is also 

similar to the case of the Herero-Nama genocide, where many children of the victims grew up 

with other relatives or with a non-relative person. Renshaw also suggests that the absent dead 

are a site of unresolved emotion, resulting in that they ‘outlive’ coming generations of 

 
92 Renshaw Layla. Missing Bodies Near-at-Hand: The Dissonant Memory and Dormant Graves of the Spanish 
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mourners.93 The absent ancestors buried around Namibia become overly sensitive and 

emotionally strong because of their importance in the Herero religion. Usually, a Herero could 

go to where the ancestor is buried to honour them and ask for spiritual guidance. But as many 

descendants do not know where their ancestors are located, subsequently turning the absent 

bodies to a reminder of genocide. Several of my interlocutors indicate that the victims of 

SWAPO’s liberation war are the only dead ones that matter in Namibia. Heroe’s acre, a place 

for remembrance and commemorative purposes, honours the heroes and pioneers of Namibia. 

It is situated a few kilometres south of Windhoek and was built by a north-Korean firm. A 

sculpture of an unknown soldier stands tall in front of a 36-metre obelisk. The soldier, armed 

with a rifle and a grenade, resemblance a lot like Sam Nujoma; who is one of the founding 

members of SWAPO and the father of Namibia.94 Soil have been collected from the Cassinga 

mass graves and placed at heroes acre, which implies the importance of this historical event in 

Namibian nationhood and maintained as an immediate memory. Richard Werbner wrote about 

the Heroes acre in Zimbabwe eliciting a sense of national unity and glorifying the elite, or 

those in the inner circle of the party.95 However, in the Namibian case exists a certain 

ambiguity whether the unknown soldier is actually Sam Nujoma. It is a combination of 

honouring the mass but also the elite, or the founding father. On heroes’ day, the 

commemorations take place at heroes’ acre, where SWAPO members pay their respects to 

their own members and battles. The academic Reinhart Kössler depicts his own 

interpretations of this instalment:  

What is represented in Heroes’ Acre can be read in two ways: in one, we are shown the image of a nation 

in arms, unified against its oppressors, seemingly without internal contradictions and with little reference 

to non-military dimensions of resistance. Another possible reading is that of an army returning from exile 

and ending colonial oppression by and large by externally-led action. Of course, both readings can easily 

coexist. They both assert a view of the liberation struggle as essentially a military affair, and at the same 

time refer to a homogeneous nation, thus papering over real divergences that go beyond the cleavage 

between the indigenous majority and former settlers, and form the main topic of official reconciliation 

discourse.96 

 
93 Ibid., 48 
94 Elke Zuern. Memorial politics: challenging the dominant party’s narrative in Namibia. The Journal of Modern 
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Heroes acre, supposedly, connotes the idea of interplay between unity, reconciliation and 

harmony. However, it draws a lot of attention and importance in favour of the SWAPO 

narrative. The memoryscape97 is nevertheless considered dominated by a SWAPO bias, rather 

than a multitude of Namibian narratives. 

In 2008, when Germany was to send back skulls which had been taken during the 

colonialization, a discussion arose on the matter where they should be buried. The Namibian 

government advocated the idea that the skulls should, in matter of fact, receive a heroes burial 

at heroes acre, but this idea was opposed by the affected communities. Instead, the skulls were 

to be given back to their respective community of origin or placed in a genocide museum. 

These alternatives are somewhat problematic because of the practice in identifying the skulls, 

or the requirement to construct a genocide museum which does not exist. Most importantly, 

these options inscribed a non-governmental determination of where the skulls would be put, 

as the affected communities wanted to have control of their ancestral remains. Kössler writes: 

The idea of the museum and the public display of the skulls was also meant to document the importance 

of the contributions of the central and southern regions of Namibia to the struggle against colonialism and 

for liberation. In the words of one of the main movers, ‘The Owambos are thinking that they liberated 

Namibia, forget about the Namas. If the skulls are buried, our history will be buried’.98  

If a state in a polyethnic country chooses to promote equality or supports the retention of 

difference they could either way be accused of injustice. Minority groups could feel that their 

cultural distinctiveness is being opposed, subsequently threatening boundaries and identities, 

if the state would impose equal rights and duties.99 This example illustrated that the 

government wanted to bury the remains at heroes acre, which is predominately a SWAPO 

monument, but the descendants refused this option. But if the government instead had opted 

for another alternative, which would have emphasised on cultural differences, they could then 

be accused of actively discriminating minority groups.100 The affected communities are keen 

in obtaining control over handling and overseeing processes and issues concerning the 

genocide, like for example the skulls or the court processes. Genocide descendants have 

incorporated the slogan “Nothing about us, without us”, which many of my informants 

referred to. They needed to be part of the process, and not be disempowered by the 
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government. As has been argued by Eriksen, the majority defines and controls the minority 

groups issues. At the same time the majority can choose to decide when they are alike and 

when they are different.101 An interesting observation is that both the government and the 

minority groups have same ideals when it comes to unification and ethnic identities, but they 

seem to talk past each other. This leads me to my next section, where I will write about the 

idea of tribal democracy in relation to the genocide and democracy. 

4.2 One Namibia, one nation 

As I have stated earlier, like many other African nations, Namibia hosts many ethnic groups 

and each with its own history and customs. In contrast to the ethnic and social stratifications 

implied by the apartheid regime, Namibian nation-building after independence, was to rely on 

unity, nationalism and harmony. The anthropologist Leif John Fosse suggests, in the spirit of 

Bourdieu, that Namibian nationalism was undertaking a form to develop into a doxa (common 

belief) rather than of an ‘opinion’, hopefully resulting in a national identity as something 

tangible; being taken for granted and unquestioned.102 During the liberation struggle and after 

independence, the government incorporated the slogan “One Namibia, One Nation” implying 

on the fact that the Namibian citizens should unite as Namibians. The current president in 

Namibia, Hage Geingob, compared the slogan to a metaphor of constructing a house, where 

the building blocks would each represent one of Namibia’s ethnicities. When the house is 

finished and painted, no one will see the bricks of the different ethnicities, but just a house; 

representing Namibia.103 The different ethnic groups in Namibia would merge in to a whole; 

establishing one identity. 

‘One Namibia, one nation’ is regarded as a good policy but nonetheless implicate various 

feelings among the genocide descendants. When I interviewed my informant Clemens, he told 

me this:  

My thinking is this: one Namibia, one nation slogan is a farce! It is fake because there is no Namibian 

identity. In the sense that one Namibia, one nation concept does not reflect in the interest in the wealth 

and well-being of every Namibian. We see it as a charade for SWAPO advancing a particular agenda, a 
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tribal agenda of Ovambo because SWAPO is an Ovambo organisation. So, one Namibia, one nation is a 

cover for that project. (Clemens) 

What Clemens and other interlocutors implied, is that supposedly Namibian identity is just a 

uniform for Ovambo identity and meanings. Consequently, it will lead to all other ethnic 

groups assimilating to the preeminent identity, which is the Ovambo. Tradition and culture are 

based on these conditions, but also history. Genocide descendants would have to succumb to 

the idea that SWAPO’s liberation struggle is the only and official effort to liberate Namibia 

from its former colonial occupiers. The Rirauko centre, which was initiated by the public, is 

the only organization that pay attention to and carries the history of the genocide to be passed 

on. It would be impossible for the descendants to regard the SWAPO liberation war as the 

only emancipation struggle Namibia has ever launched. My interlocutor Kenneth reacts on 

one Namibia, one nation like this:  

We have been telling the state this unequivocally clear that I am a Namibian in Switzerland, I am a 

Namibian in Zambia, I am a Namibian in Papua New Guinea; I am a Herero in Windhoek. Number one, 

that you cannot take away from me and that is why you have the traditional authorities. That is why you 

have ministry of education and culture so that our culture does not die. So, if my culture as Herero died, 

why would you have the need for a minister of Education and Culture Department? Or the traditional 

authority act so you could do what with it because that traditional authority is that, you know, the carrier 

of our tradition, our cultures, the custodians of our cultures. So, there is no way you can tell me to identify 

myself with a Namibian culture that I have not met yet. So, like the policy of national reconciliation, 

which is not true; there is no policy. This is a bizarre political term one Namibia, One Nation. These are 

political terms that are used to count in people to the total annihilation of those who have a right to claim 

to land. (Kenneth) 

In chapter 2.2 I wrote about how the Ovambo people were introduced to the rest of Namibia 

after mostly being settled in the northern part. Through labour programs such as SWANLA, 

Ovambo workers were sent to different parts of the country because they were exploited as 

cheap labour. As the Ovambo have been spread-out all-over Namibia, some imply that this is 

the foundation of an emerging form of neo-colonialization. Since there is nothing taxable or 

any natural resources in the north, people tried looking for work in the south, like for instance 

in the diamond industry. The natural resources in Namaland have to some extent become a 

burden for the Nama as they do not take part in the projects or benefit economically from the 

big companies. My interlocutor Mercia explained to me that Namaland have transformed into 

a small Ovamboland. Jobs that could employ local Nama people are instead given to Ovambo 

people. Because of tribal democracy, each ethnic group firstly favour their own members in 
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issues such as job opportunities. The large diamond and fishing industry in Namaland have a 

majority of Ovambo shareholders. Jobs are mainly given to the Ovambo, and the profits from 

the industries does not develop Namaland, but rather northern Namibia. Elsa explained to me:  

It is just the elites of a certain tribe that benefit from the country’s resources. I mean, look at the south, 

look at Karas region. Karas region has the biggest economy in the country. The diamonds and fishing are 

there. It is the biggest economy, yet the south is the most isolated place, there is no development 

happening there. There is unemployment. But how so, if the south is what brings most of the money into 

the country? The money goes into one direction and then it goes into the pockets. Or it builds some 

school in the north or something. That is what we have to live with. (Elsa) 

The economic benefits that favours SWAPO and the Ovambo elite, also has an implication on 

state and genocide narrative. Hybris moves them further away from acknowledging the 

genocide legacy, because they have inherited the agenda from the former oppressors. Hendrik, 

the chairman of Nama cultural group, also reflects in a similar fashion. 

When this country became independent, when refugees returned from exile in 1989, most of these 

politicians were bankrupt, most of them were poor. They did not even own a bicycle. Today, these guys 

are shareholders in banks, they are diamond shareholders. For them to come into the economic 

mainstream of the country, they have to jump in the bed of the big agenda in the former oppressors. And 

as a result of that, they do not see the need to address these issues as a matter of urgencies, because now 

they are in the same boat as those who have oppressed them. (Hendrik) 

“Issues as a matter of urgencies” would implicate genocide issues. The SWAPO politicians 

enjoy economic advantages by extracting resources from the land of the minorities and to 

uphold the benefits, they are absolutely not concerned in addressing the genocide issues. 

Tribal democracy is also interpreted as numerical democracy by my interlocutors Hosea and 

Ludvig. Numerical democracy is where the largest group in a society rules and in this case, it 

is the Ovambo people. Due to the genocide which heavily affected the population of the 

Herero and Nama people have turned them into minorities in Namibia. People were also 

forced to flee to neighbouring countries. Hosea and Ludvig mean that because of the 

genocide, Ovambo are now the largest group. If the genocide never had occurred, the Herero 

could have been one of the largest groups today.  

15.000 people survived the genocide. 15.000 Hereros. So, the Herero today are coming out of those 

15.000 people, and the Ovambo did not lose anyone. Today, we could have been the biggest group in 

Namibia but because of genocide, we died in high numbers, so we are not. (Ludvig)  
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My interlocutors implied that genocide have affected democracy in current Namibia, which 

they argue are permeated by polyethnicity. Democracy, shortly explained, can be defined as 

the rule by the people. The sociologist Michael Mann problematize the concept of democracy 

and politicized nationalism. According to Mann, ‘people’ can mean two things. Firstly, demos 

which by the ancient Greeks indicated the ordinary people. Secondly, today, people are also 

viewed as interrelated with the idea of a nation or ethnic group. 

But if the people is to rule in its own nation-state, and if the people is defined in ethnic terms, then its 

ethnic unity may outweigh the kind of citizen diversity that is central to democracy. If such a people is to 

rule, what is to happen to those of different ethnicity? Answers have often been unpleasant – especially 

when one ethnic group forms a majority, for then it can rule “democratically” but also tyrannically.104 

Mann points out the complexities and problems within the modern concept of democracy and 

nationalism. Ethnicity allows for the existence of several groups within the masses, thus 

dividing the collective into subgroups. The ethnic groups may advocate different and/or 

similar political interests. Some of my informants suggest that the ethnic majority, the 

Ovambo, are engaged in tribalism which assumes that they prioritize themselves before 

others. Democracy involves parties that may not have mutual interest or may disagree in 

different policies. Compromising is one of the main premises of a stable democracy. But what 

happens if one group never gets listened to or forgotten? For example, my informant Kenneth 

told me he felt like an outsider in his own country. He felt that he did not have a voice in the 

current Namibian democracy. The government is alien to him as they do not take into 

cognizance the issue of the genocide or the Herero history. My other informant, Clemens, did 

not believe Namibia to be a tribal democracy but introduced me to the term ‘tribal majority 

tyranny’. He suggested that a majority rule is not a democracy but a tyranny of a particular 

group which is a majority. The presumption is that the Ovambo are the majority. Clemens told 

me that this is a misconception and SWAPO have manipulated the statistics to benefit their 

narrative. So, for him, statistics becomes a tool for power. 

 

A different perspective on “One Namibia, one nation” is presented by the academics Michael 

Akuupa and Godwin Kornes, who have noticed a shift in SWAPO’s representation of culture 

and identity by studying independence days celebrations from 1990-2010. From the slogan 

“One Namibia, One Nation”, SWAPO have turned further to ‘Unity in diversity’. Studying 
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celebrations, they noticed a change in the rhetoric and semiotics regarding cultural identity. 

Prior to independence, SWAPO suggested having established an idea of national culture as a 

result of the liberation struggle.105 This notion of national culture was always presented in 

singular form and not in plural form. They imply that colonialism had disrupted the 

emergence of a national culture, because of the methods used by the apartheid regime 

elucidated cultural differences. “One Namibia, one nation” was a slogan which would 

reconcile the different ethnic groups. Official policies have also been implemented to 

strengthen multiculturalism and to fight ethnic discrimination. But as Fosse suggest, the 

slogan is a project of the political elite as the political marginalised Namibians still relate to 

each other through kinship, ethnicity or class.106 The government seems to have their will in 

both strands, cultural unity and cultural diversity. However, they can strategically adjust their 

policies to what seems fashionable and advantageous. Heritage acts and traditional authority 

cherishes cultural diversity but at some point, there is a limit of expressing one’s cultural 

heritage, if one counter or criticise the SWAPO narrative. My next section will bring up the 

notion of nationhood in relation to Namibian history, like the genocide, and Ovambo people.  

 

 

4.2 Nationhood 

The political origins myth of Namibia begins in the 1960’s alongside the birth of SWAPO. 

This organisation originated from Ovamboland and did not interact with the rest of Namibia 

until the integration with South Africa. Some say that they are now committing 

colonialization in their own land. Starting out as a political movement and then put into power 

over Namibia produces some ambiguous considerations. Who actually gave them their 

consent and what historical claims do they have in order to establish Namibia? As Namibia 

was formed in 1990, the state existed in the absence of a nation. State being defined here as a 

territorially and politically defined unit, but they lacked to establish a cultural community 

among the inhabitants.107
 

My informant Clemens, who was a former diplomat associated with SWANU, discussed this 

topic with me:  

The only thing that they had was the benefit of the international community and the United Nations 

giving them money, as in 1974, as the sole and authentically representative of the Namibian people, 
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without the consent of the Namibian people! It is a betrayal of the sacred, what we call the sacred trust of 

civilization. (Clemens) 

He means that SWAPO did not have the historical foundation to establish a nation state. 

SWANU, which was created by Herero people, however had a substantial historical 

foundation to create a nation. Clemens explained to me that the genocide is “part of the DNA 

of constituting Namibia as a nation state”. The genocide is worthy of respect and should 

become an immediate memory108 in Namibian society. SWAPO are insensitive because they 

were not exposed to the historical experience like other ethnic groups during German 

colonialism, according to Clemens. Instead SWAPO advocates for historical events and 

maintains the immediate memories of the Cassinga massacre and the battle of 

Omugulugwombashe which are unified as an emplotment of what Namibian/SWAPO history 

is. That is also why these two events are considered to be immediate memory, as they are 

justifications for SWAPO to lead the whole of Namibia. Clemens even implied that they are 

in collaboration with the Germans, who wants to retain the loot through the bilateral 

agreement between the two nations. Hosea, my other interlocutor, shared a similar view: 

A country called Namibia was created without our input, without our consent. Now, we are put together 

in the same stable with other people, also people who did not suffer colonialism and genocide. This is a 

consequence of our numbers. Those who are in majority are making up the laws and the laws are created 

to empower their own people. That means also, if you look at the current day in Namibia, where people 

from other regions settled on our land... If you look at mining licenses, are given to people outside our 

lands. So, the consequence of genocide is quite immense. (Hosea) 

SWAPO does not have a historical narrative to sustain a campaign against Germany for the 

Herero or the Nama people, because they were not exposed to the German atrocities. Kenneth, 

one of my interlocutors even suggested that a liberation war was not even needed. 

Because the war, as far as I am concerned, the war between the apartheid national regime and the 

SWAPO party at that time, it was not necessary. SWAPO did not need to wage a war for a country that 

was not theirs. SWAPO did not own this country at that time. So, they did not need to have the war. They 

needed to go to the United Nations, speak to the United Nations about Namibia, which was a mandate of 

the apartheid national regime of South Africa, because they got it from the League of Nations. The 

League of Nations gave the mandate in 1915. (Kenneth)  

The Namibian Constitution, written one-month prior to independence, never included the 

victim nation communities in Namibia who lost everything during the German reign. 

 
108 Werbner, Richard. p. 74 
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According to Clemens, the Constitution was a guarantor of preserving white privileges and 

property rights at the expense of the dispossessed communities. The Constitution was 

“blueprinted” by the western five (United States, United Kingdom, France, Canada and West 

Germany) on how the Constitution must look like with the manual “Principles 82”.  

It is good for the Germans, their private property is ensured in the provisions of the Constitution, it is 

good for the Ovambos, because now they are benefiting because they were never dispossessed of 

anything. They became the neo-colonialists working hand-in-hand with the Germans, because Germans 

say they are not going to relent or sell their land to the Hereros, they rather do it with the Ovambos. What 

does that tell you? (Clemens)  

Clemens also told me about a conspiracy between SWAPO and the Germans whereas they 

both opted for, that either a Herero or Nama should never rise to power, because they have the 

legitimate and righteous demands to re-obtain what they have lost through colonialism and 

genocide. By ignoring the genocide legacy and glorifying state-liberation, they use their 

historical claims to create and lead Namibia. As I have mentioned, such historical material 

includes Casinga and Omugulugwombashe. Nonetheless, it also adds to the emplotment and 

narrative imperative to lead Namibia as well. 

The Herero chief, genocide survivor and founder of SWANU, Hosea Kutako (1870-1970) 

was a pioneer of Namibian nationalism, nonetheless the conceptual state of Namibia. He 

protested and refused Namibia to become a part of South Africa, when the Ovambo’s did not. 

His political agenda of nationalism was incorporated by SWAPO and redressed to suit their 

needs. Kutako did not want to engage in a war to liberate Namibia, but rather through 

diplomacy at the U.N. 

So why did they need to go to war, for what? The country was not stolen by the apartheid regime. It was 

given legally by the League of Nations. So, you go to the League of Nations just like our paramount chief 

Hosea Kutako late; wanted to do it. They were sending people to the United Nations to speak to the 

United Nations for the withdrawal of the mandate, given to South Africa to the national apartheid regime. 

(Kenneth) 

Genocide memories becomes, in this sense, a dangerous memory as it questions SWAPO’s 

legitimacy and power. In order not to ruin the façade, the government transforms events from 

their liberation war to symbolize Namibia and to create legitimate claims to rule over the 

country. This also, in high regard, affects land claims made by the genocide descendants who 

themselves like to see the proportion of land of which was forcefully taken, back in the hands 

of the Herero and Nama people, which leads me to my next sub-chapter. 
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4.3 Ancestral land 

One of the fundamental cores of genocide legacy is the issue of ancestral land. It is a fact that 

cannot be ignored because the land issue is what makes the effects of genocide contemporary 

and perpetual, thus a trigger for memory. This issue would always emerge when I talked to 

my interlocutors about the genocide. Ancestral land entails the land, which was considered 

“owned” by the Herero or Nama people, and utilized for grazing cattle. It is the land where 

the ancestors lived for hundreds of years before the Germans came. Cattle in the Herero 

culture is extremely important, which is both a symbol and source for wealth. In order for a 

herd to thrive, land is thereby of essence. Due to colonialism and genocide, both the Herero 

and Nama have lost ownership to their land, and since then, they have never regained control. 

In the precolonial times, land was never understood as a commodity, whereas no system of 

property rights was established, as like in the modern state; consequently, now resulting in an 

ambiguity concerning land claims.109  

As I have mentioned earlier, the Namibian Constitution was outlined by the “big five”, who 

sought to protect and legitimise white landowners claims. This was done by the Property Act, 

which protects the people who already owned land when Namibia became independent. In the 

perspective of the dispossessed communities, this meant that their ancestral land was to 

continue to be in the hands of the white settlers.110 Instead of transforming racialised colonial 

socioeconomic inequalities, the government took over where the apartheid regime left off.111 

The genocide legacy evoked the notion of a people that have been dispossessed, but also, who 

has the legitimate, and official, claim to demand land. Memories and history-keeping is very 

crucial within the Herero culture, wherein they exactly know which land or farm were used by 

their ancestors. Many farms and lands still have the original names which are in Otjiherero. I 

asked my interlocutor Elsa to further explain to me about ancestral land: 

Ancestral land is the land that the Germans took from the Ovaherero people during the genocide. The 

Ovaherero people were actually forcefully dispossessed. Now we know that land, we know where it is. 

But now, when it comes to restitution, the government is kind of reluctant and does not want to give the 

land back. But also, they claim that how far back in time will they go if restitution is to take place? But 

then we say fine... maybe restitution might not work, but restoration will work. So, when you find the 

lands, you will expropriate the land with compensation from the white and the German farmers. We know 

 
109 Kaapama P. The ancestral land debate prior to and during Namibia’s Second National Land Conference: the 

redistribution-recognition dilemma in Anthropology Southern Africa. 2019;(3):232 p. 241 
110 Ibid., p. 235 
111 Ibid., p. 237 
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where our farms are, and up today, those farms have Otjiherero names. Why would a white man leave an 

Otjiherero name to the farm? You know, so we know where those lands are. (Elsa) 

At the land conference in 1991, the government presented their view on the ancestral land 

claims, made by the dispossessed communities. But because the boundaries were not clearly 

marked between different communities and of population movements, the dispossessed 

communities claim to land seemed unfeasible.112 After the Germans surrendered Namibia to 

South Africa, they continued the process of providing ancestral lands to white settlers. 

Although the South African general Botha, had promised the dispossessed communities their 

land and livestock back, the promise was never kept. Hereroland is not only a huge area but it 

is also the most lucrative land for cattle grazing in the whole of Namibia, which made the land 

so lucrative for the colonisers.  

Ancestral land serves both a symbolic and religious purpose, as well as economical. The 

ancestors have a key role in the Herero religion and tradition, as mediator to God. Ancestors 

provide blessings, guidance and protection. To call upon the ancestral spirit, one could go to 

the holy fire or to the graves in order to do so. Many ancestral graves are inaccessible today 

because they are on private property such as farms or game reserves. Ancestors who were 

murdered in genocidal warfare and genocide are randomly scattered around the country which 

makes it difficult to know exactly where they were buried. According to Victor, the genocide 

has disturbed the ancestral bond: 

The genocide has really affected the link between the living and the dead. Because normally, when you 

are talking to your ancestors, you must call all the grandfathers name until the last one, the last one must 

talk to god, for blessings. So now some of us, we have forgotten maybe two generations. So now there is 

no link to communicate for that. (Victor)  

Ancestral land is also about economy and being self-sustainable. It is an essential need to 

acquire a livelihood and to raise cattle.  

You know what land is? When we are talking about ancestral land; we are talking about ancestral wealth. 

Because land is wealth. Now, if you strip me of land, you are stripping me of ancestral wealth. So, it is a 

combination of all these elements. Land for us is our existence. Until our land is restituted, until that 

wealth come back to us, the struggle continues. (Clemens)  

 
112 Ibid., p. 236 
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The act of dispossessing land from the Herero and Nama people did not stop after German 

colonialism ended in 1915. It has been sustained by both the apartheid regime and SWAPO. 

Herero and Nama land has been commodified and sold to others rather than who rightfully 

have claims for the land. SWAPO was never interested in restoration of land, as the 

Constitution protects those who already owns it.  

The question is: how did one acquire that private property? For example, the land that is a thorn in the 

flesh of the Herero and the Nama because they lost it during the genocide? So, we need to go back to 

address these issues as individual nations before we attempt to become one nation. So, that the right of 

return is guaranteed constitutionally by the people who lost land. So, I could not subscribe to the 

Constitution that tells me that a right to private property is guaranteed, but it does not guarantee me the 

return of the private property. I cannot subscribe to that. (Kenneth)  

One of the outcomes from the land conference in 1991, was that redistribution of commercial 

farmlands firstly was to be offered to the government for resettlement purposes. Some kind of 

hope arose from the dispossessed communities, implicating that it was not completely 

impossible for them to re-obtain their ancestral land. But what instead culminated from this 

outcome was, elite land grabbing. The land which the government bought was then prioritized 

to the political and bureaucratic elite.113 Land had suddenly transformed to a luxury item 

owned by those who already had economic capital; so “he owns a farm because he is rich”.114 

What could have been empowering for the dispossessed communities, is now accumulating 

and transforming the elite as hobby farmers. According to Elsa, they could also decide to rent 

out the land to the locals who are in need for grazing land, but for high prices, and that is how 

the hobby farmers also could benefit economically. 

Some of my informants implied that the genocide legacy is not recognized, because if one 

acknowledges it; would suggest that the affected communities did lose land thus becoming a 

dangerous memory.115 There is no mentioning of ancestral land in the Constitution. Clemens 

believed the government is advocating an anti-Herero narrative, in terms of ancestral land. 

 
113 Melber H. Colonialism, Land, Ethnicity, and Class: Namibia after the Second National Land Conference in 

Afrika spectrum. 2019;(1):73 p. 76 
114 Institute for Public Policy Research, IPPR. Sherbourne R A Rich Man’s Hobby. 

Opinion no. 11. 12 December 2003. Available at: http://ippr.org.na/wp-content/uploads/2010/06/Opinion11.pdf 

(accessed April 2020) p. 1 
115 Jeftic, Alma.  p. 117 
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Look at the Namibian Constitution and look for that provision addressing the question of ancestral land, it 

is not there. It was deliberate because the constituent assembly that wrote the Constitution, the majority of 

those people were DTA (Democratic Turnhalle Alliance) and SWAPO. (Clemens) 

The dispossession of land is a key factor in genocide legacy, and victim identity. Descendants 

are still victims of genocide, or the product of genocide in Namibia, in the matter of land and 

acknowledgment. My interlocutor James, an ancestral land activist, means that the 

descendants are still victims.  

I mean, we are not descendants of victims of genocide, we are still victims. Because our parents have 

been killed for the land. We continue to be deprived of our rights to all our land. So, do not tell me I am a 

descendant! I am not. (James) 

For James, the term descendant erases the fact that they still are affected by the genocide in 

the sense of land dispossession. At the same time, he is also active in campaigns and political 

debate on land dispossession in the whole country. James discussed with me his view on tribal 

democracy and land dispossession, suggesting that even the Ovambo people are losing their 

land, thus implying that the only beneficiaries are the SWAPO elite. The consensus is that 

Ovambo people are also suffering, just like the Herero or the Nama, because not all Ovambo 

benefit from tribal democracy as implied before. 

James organized the demonstration on the sale of Erindi, which is a huge area of Herero 

ancestral land. As I have previously stated, Herero ancestral land is still being commodified 

and controlled by others. Erindi is the biggest private owned game reserve in the country and 

had previously been owned by two South African brothers who acquired it before 

independence. Today there is a policy regarding selling farmland which enquires the buyer to 

firstly be Namibian. However, if no Namibian or the local municipality is interested or have 

the means to acquire the land, it is then offered to the state. The purpose of this is not to 

prioritise foreigners, but however there is a special waiver that allows a foreigner to buy land 

if the state is not interested or does not has the means. This is the case of Erindi. A Mexican 

billionaire recently bought the land which measure 65000 hectares to be used as a game 

reserve where tourists can experience Namibian wildlife. One reason the government allowed 

a foreigner to buy the land was because it was seen as inhabitable for human beings.116 The 

whole of Erindi is ancestral land claims and some Herero found it provoking that they had no 

 
116 Tjitemisa, Kuzeeko. Geingob explains sale of Erindi. New era live. 2019-06-19  
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control over the situation and the size of the land. James and Elsa are active in a group called 

“Stop the sale of Erindi” which advocate for restitution and restoration of ancestral land. They 

also address and protest other land sales. Elsa believes the resettlement program organized by 

the state does not benefit those with claims to land but people from the north. 

So, if the government would just give back to us or prioritize us, the genocide victims, I think we would 

be fine with that. That would work. But they are still reluctant with the whole issue of the whole 

resettlement program. I mean, you have cases like where somebody from the north would get a 

resettlement farm in Omaheke region. And we are like: But why are you doing that? I mean, we in 

Omaheke also need the land and you are giving the land to somebody from the north, that does not have a 

single cow, chicken or anything to farm with. Those people from the north rent the land out to the people 

from Omaheke because we really need the land for grazing for our animals. And that is how they benefit 

from it, you know. (Elsa) 

Elsa is active in the political party the Landless People’s Movement (LPM) which was formed 

by Bernadus Swartbooi in 2016. Their agenda includes a radical land reform programme to 

redress the inequalities established during colonialism. If elected they would change the laws 

in order to provide land to people who are in need.117 LPM seek to intensify the debate on 

ancestral land, which the government are more reluctant to address. The main arguments 

against restoration of ancestral land, from the perspective of the state, is the unclear border 

marks and that the forced dispossession happened so long ago. Those who are accountable for 

stealing land are not alive today, and neither are the those who were directly affected by land 

dispossession, subsequently makes this issue complex. When I asked my informants whether 

the genocide will ever be a closed chapter, a majority answered me that as long they do not 

possess their ancestral land, it will never end. The claims to ancestral land transform the 

genocide to a dangerous memory118 as the loss of land for the elite could strip them from 

control and their wealth. Land is power.    

On a dusty gravel road between Okahandja and Ovitoto, what is regarded as Hereroland, I 

noticed how the fences on the both side of the road seem to continue endlessly, protecting a 

vast landscape with not a person in sight. Driving for hours, it never seemed like the fence 

would open up somewhere. Occasionally there was an entrance but after that, the fences 

continued. Hosea told me later that all land, or private property, that we saw on our way was 

 
117 IIkela, Sakeus. Namibia: ’We will change the law and take the land’. Allafrica. 2019-10-07 
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owned by just four people. The landscape we passed is situated in the heart of Hereroland and 

constitutes as ancestral land. According to my interlocutors, the genocide cannot be 

considered a closed chapter, until the repossession of ancestral land to the affected 

communities. Until then, the memories and aftermath of the Herero-Nama genocide will 

continue to be unsettled and a thorn in the flesh for the descendants. 

4.4 Conclusion 

The multidimensionality of the genocide touch upon many different elements in contemporary 

Namibia, as well as historical. One cannot view or categorize the genocide purely as ancient 

history because it is not simply just history. The genocide is intertwined in several aspects 

relating to Namibia as a state and as an identity, whereas it is being silenced to legitimize 

SWAPO’s claim to power. Communities affected by the genocide, became minorities and 

now seek for control of their past and ancestral land. The government are often keen in 

controlling the descendant’s fate in for example the skulls and ancestral land. 

The formation of a sole Namibian identity is a pragmatic idea to reconcile and add harmony 

among the different groups. However, doing so, would sacrifice other histories and memories 

not compatible with the official Namibian narrative. The immediate memory of the Namibian 

state is mainly referring to the liberation war as national history and as the only liberation war 

ever fought in Namibia. The sensitive issue of ancestral land is a conflict of interest that 

contemporises the genocide. Ancestral land is an essential component of the genocide 

narrative and as a source for motivation to maintain the legacy. The Namibian Constitution, 

blueprinted by the western five, protects and guarantees the property which someone obtained 

before independence 1990. This was a drawback for the dispossessed communities, who 

realized the chances of restorative justice concerning ancestral land would be difficult or non-

existent. However, as the state did implement a restoration policy, it did not benefit the 

communities who lost land but rather the political and bureaucratical elite. 
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5. Concluding Discussion  

Genocide memory as a multidimensional concept, permeates throughout different aspects and 

processes of daily life among descendants in Namibia. As a polyethnic state, not all histories 

and narratives reach daily exposure in contrast to SWAPO’s, who construe their narrative as 

the most preeminent and important to honour. In this thesis, I have explored the maintenance 

of a narrative, inferior to the state narrative, by deconstructing its constituent and the 

ontological meaning. Although the genocide occurred over 116 years ago, it is still a sensitive 

issue and widely discussed among the descendants. Throughout my fieldwork I have been 

interested in understanding this issue from an ontological perspective, grounded in the emic 

views of the descendants. To a large extent, genocide memory and narrative must be 

maintained in the private realm, as the public realm is heavily saturated by SWAPO’s 

narrative. One of the locations in the public realm which is a distinct indicator of genocide is 

Kramersdorf cemetery in Swakopmund, where different actors came together from the 

communities and created a memory park. Nevertheless, the neglecting condition of the 

victim’s graves, ever since the end of the genocide until today, is aching the descendants. 

Those who perished from German atrocities have never received any recognition. Even 

though state liberation evoked and inspired the Herero and the Nama to fight their colonial 

ruler, SWAPO have monopolized the Namibian state liberation narrative. This take forms 

such as in education, memorials, museums and street names. Historical events such as the 

Cassinga massacre and the battle at Omugulugwombashe are heavily commemorated and 

regarded as immediate memory119, which should never be forgotten. The overexposure of 

these events are also silencers120 to the genocide legacy and a national foundation to Namibia 

as a state. According to my interlocutors, they believe that the genocide is an important 

constituent to Namibia as a state which should also be mourned and honoured in forms of 

national days, just like Cassinga and Omugulugwombashe. However, the lack of education 

and discussions on the genocide or German occupation, forces the descendants to innovate 

and create organizations such as Rirauko centre and Namibian Genocide Association. What is 

also provoking for the descendants is the well-kept German legacy which commemorates 

those who participated in genocidal warfare. One of the reasons, this might be, is because of 

the bilateral agreements and generous development aid from Germany. The government does 

not want to pressure Germany or the German narrative on genocide issues, just because they 

 
119 Werbner, Richard. p. 74 
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might jeopardize the agreement. However, when the government do dictate the terms and 

opinions on genocide issues, like for instance on the return of the skulls in 2008, the genocide 

descendants felt they had no control over the fate of their ancestors.  

By following the plot/narrative, I have also brought attention to the multidimensionality of the 

genocide narrative by presenting tribal democracy, nationhood and ancestral land, which my 

interlocutors claimed was of utter importance in ever understanding the genocidal scars. 

These pillars are entwined in each other and triggers genocide memories. They are also a 

product of the genocide and colonialism as it has affected ethnic groups differently. The 

understanding that ancestral land or the land that was dispossessed during the German reign, 

is still today not in the hands of the descendants which is a huge trigger for genocide memory. 

This is also connected to the inability of controlling their ancestors and their own fate. When 

the government try to control the fate of the victims of genocide, they get pushed back by the 

descendants. This is what the term ‘nothing about us, without us’ incorporates.  

The aim of this thesis was to explore the Herero-Nama genocide legacy and to see this 

narrative juxtaposed to the state narrative. In contemporary Namibia, historical discourses and 

nation myths encompasses and aligns with SWAPO history thus overlooking the colonial 

struggles before the 1960’s. By using the theoretical concepts such as immediate memory, 

anti-memory, dangerous memory and silencing, I look at how the genocide narrative is 

maintained. SWAPO commemorates and honours its own liberation struggle, which is also 

their narrative imperative, in hyperbolic proportion which silences the genocide. According to 

Werbner, many African states often find its political origins myth in decolonialisation. So, I 

have written about the emplotment of the SWAPO narrative, such as the Cassinga massacre 

and the battle of Omugulugwombashe, and its importance on regarding Namibia as a nation 

state.  

What I think would be of great interest, in future research, is to primarily explore genocidal 

memory of the Nama group. Many studies on the Herero-Nama genocide, just like mine, have 

primarily focused on the Herero people, with Nama as an addition. Exploring the genocide 

legacy, identity as descendants of genocide victims or the exploitation of Namaland would 

make an interesting and important study. 

During the construction of this thesis, some important victories have happened in favour of 

the descendants. The wordings on the black stone in the Kramersdorf cemetery have been 

changed to a more respectful honouring instead on implying that the victims died under 
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mysterious circumstances. In March 2020, Shark island, which used to be the location of a 

concentration camp, was declared as a national heritage site. Slowly people are starting to 

realize how the genocide legacy has been neglected. But one thing is for sure, the descendants 

will never succumb to the SWAPO narrative, and will continue to advocate genocide issues. 

The genocide will never become a closed chapter until the ancestral land is in the possession 

of the descendants.  
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