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Raphael Lemkin’s view of European
colonial rule in Africa: between
condemnation and admiration

DOMINIK J. SCHALLER'

The Polish-Jewish specialist in international law Raphael Lemkin (1900-1959)
was not “only” an influential jurist but also a historian, a fact that has been
ignored by most genocide researchers up to now. Due to financial problems, dete-
riorating health, and lack of interest by publishers, Lemkin did not manage to com-
plete and bring out his broad study on genocides from antiquity to the twentieth
century which he had been working on for many years. A look at his unpublished
manuscripts reveals that Lemkin’s historical scholarship was not only dedicated to
well-known cases such as the fate of European Jewry or the persecution and
murder of the Anatolian Armenians. Many of his unpublished works deal with
atrocities committed by European colonialists and settlers in the various “New
Worlds.” How has Lemkin’s intensive preoccupation with colonialism to be
adequately understood?

When Raphael Lemkin defined his neologism “genocide” for the first time, he
emphasized that this term does not exclusively describe the immediate destruction
of an ethnic or a religious group.? Rather, he understood genocides as processes
and distinguished between two phases, “one destruction of the national pattern
of the oppressed group; the other, imposition of the national pattern of the oppres-
sor.” And Lemkin specified that this imposition “may be made upon the
oppressed population which is allowed to remain, or upon the territory alone,
after removal of the population and the colonization of the area by the oppressor’s
own nationals.”* Colonialism, thus, plays a central role in Lemkin’s concept of
genocide.” And it was the study of colonial mass murders that provided him
with a conceptual framework for analysing the German policy of occupation
and extermination in Eastern Europe during World War IL.°

The question whether the term “genocide” can be applied to cases of extremely
bloody suppression of indigenous resistance or even to the colonial situation in
general is discussed controversially in the historiography of colonialism. The
political and legal explosiveness of this issue becomes apparent if one recalls
the increasing number of claims for restitution by the descendants of victims
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from European colonialism or the trans-Atlantic slave trade.” Much attention has
recently been paid to the claims of the Herero in Namibia.® With the exception of a
few stubborn revisionists, most historians finally describe the murder and the
enslavement of the Herero by German colonialists 1904—1908 as genocide.” Poli-
ticians, however, avoid the use of the term “genocide” to classify the events of
1904 in then “German Southwest Africa” if at all possible. Such a confession,
they fear, would result in a surge of similar lawsuits against former colonial
powers. Philip Musolino, one of the lawyers of the Herero, supports this view:
“I don’t think there’s any doubt, to be candid about it, that, if this case [of the
Herero] succeeds, other lawyers and other ethnic groups are going to look at the
overall colonial era in Africa. I suspect that events in the Congo would be of inter-
est to historians and as a result to lawyers with respect to similar claims.”"°

Indeed, historians have turned their attention to Belgian colonial rule in the
so-called “Congo Free State.” But they have a lot of difficulty in classifying the
atrocities committed by the Belgians. Although Adam Hochschild, whose publi-
cation King Leopold’s Ghost has heavily influenced the public discussion,
admits that the “killing in the Congo was of genocidal proportion,” he does not
consider it to be a “real” genocide since King Leopold’s aim was not the extermi-
nation of all the Congolese or of any particular tribes in the Congo.'' Regardless,
some historians speak in a rather undifferentiated way of “the Congo holocaust.”'?

That the UN Convention on the Prevention and Punishment on Genocide does
not necessarily require that there be an attempt to exterminate a targeted group
physically or in whole is often ignored in these discussions."® Similarly ignored
have been Lemkin’s concept of genocide and his unpublished works on colonial
genocides. It is the aim of this article to remedy this neglect by examining how
Raphael Lemkin understood the murder of the Herero and Belgian colonial rule
in the Congo. Furthermore, Lemkin’s attitude towards European colonialism in
general and his perception of Africans will be in the centre of interest.

Lemkin on the murder of the Herero

Two typewritten manuscripts on German colonialism and the war of extermination
against the Herero 1904—1908 are to be found in Lemkin’s unpublished works.'*
Both are undated, but must have been written in the early 1950s.

Lemkin was not well informed about the cultural, socio-economic, and political
conditions that determined the life of the Herero in Namibia. For example, the
widespread stereotyped idea of the Herero as the outstanding cattle-breeder
turns up in Lemkin’s manuscripts: “The Hereros’ almost exclusive diet of milk
and meat made them vitally dependent on their large herds of cattle, for which
they had a worshipful devotion. The cattle were believed to belong to the
Hereros’ ancestors, and as such, were considered sacred, for the Hereros were
ancestor worshipers.”'> With regard to his analysis of the colonial war between
the Herero and the German Schutztruppe (colonial troops), Lemkin’s sources
are even more questionable: he relied almost completely on British reports and
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sources whose aim was to discredit Germany as a responsible and competent
colonizer.

Although the European powers had agreed before World War I that their colo-
nial possessions should remain unaffected in case of war, the victorious Allies
decided to seize German overseas territories all the same. This procedure was jus-
tified with the argument that the Germans were, unlike the British and French, not
able to advance the peoples with whom they were entrusted.'® In the British “Blue
Book” of 1919, German rule in Namibia was excoriated:

As a colonist, the German in South-West Africa, speaking generally, has been a failure.
... When he arrived here he found the natives both rich and comparatively numerous. His
sole object seemed, as soon as he felt strong enough, to take the fullest advantage possible
of the simplicity of these people and despoil them utterly. When the process did not, by
means of the system of trading that sprang up, which in itself was often but a thinly disguised
form of chicanery and knavery, go quickly enough, rapine, murder, and lust were given full
play with the disastrous results of which we see evidences every day around us."”

For British observers and commentators one reason for this “failure of German
colonialism” was the inadequate training of German officials who were said to be
completely out of their depth in the colonies.'® Lemkin shared this assumption,
and stated that “the German administration was generally carried out by poorly
qualified officials.”'® For Lemkin, the cruelty and excesses of violence by
German officials and soldiers in the colonies were the consequence of a wrong
system of rule:

In the German colonies no attempt was made to respect native tribal customs or to invest the
chiefs with their former dignity and authority. The chiefs were deprived of their privileges
and the only authority permitted them was that delegated to them by the German officials,
such authority being solely used for the purpose of recruiting forced labour. If the chiefs
failed to cooperate in everything demanded of them, they were systematically ill-treated,
flogged and imprisoned, even for the most trivial offenses.?

The system of “indirect rule” as practised by the British colonial administrations
would have been much more humane and could have prevented from outrages,
Lemkin believed.”' But he turned a blind eye to the political realities in German
Southwest Africa: up to 1904, the German governor in Namibia depended
heavily on cooperation with indigenous chiefs like Samuel Maharero and Hendrik
Witbooi.?> When Lemkin noted that “the Germans introduced the Prussian military
system into their rule of the African colonies, a system of cruelty and oppression,”
he obviously overestimated the power of the German colonial administration in
Namibia.>® In fact, until 1904—1905, the colonial infrastructure in Southwest
Africa was rather poor due to the unwillingness of the German chancellors
to invest huge sums in their overseas territories.”* Whether the ruthless treatment
of the “rebellious” Herero in the colonial war of 1904—1908 can be traced back
to a specific form of German military culture (“Prussian militarism” in Lemkin’s
words) is livelily discussed in historiography.*” But it was rather the helplessness of
German officials and the insufficiently equipped Schutztruppe as well as the fear
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of loosing the control in the colony completely that contrlbuted to a “cumulative
radicalization” and led to the genocidal war against the Herero.?® Lemkin’s stereo-
typed image of the Germans as cold-blooded and ruthless militarists (“Prussian
militarism was founded on the pr1n01ples of terror and power*’) was certainly
influenced by his own traumatic experiences with Nazi Germany during World
War II and by contemporary discourses on the nature of German militarism.®

Although Lemkin has never used the term “genocide” in his papers to describe
the murder of the Herero, there can be no doubts that he regarded his concept of
genocide perfectly applicable to the events of 1904—1908. His assessment of the
German colonial war in Namibia (“After the rebellion and von Trotha’s proclama-
tion, the decimation of the Hereros by gunfire, hanging, starvation, forced labour
and flogging was augmented by prostitution and the separation of families, with a
consequent lowering of the birthrate”?”) features the crucial criterions of his defi-
nition of genocide:

Genocide does not necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a nation, except when
accomplished by mass killings of all members of a nation. It is intended rather to signify
a coordinated plan of different actions aiming at the destruction of essential foundations
of the life of national groups, with the aim of annihilating the groups themselves. The objec-
tives of such a plan would be disintegration of the political and social institutions, of culture,
language, national feelings, religion, and the economic existence of national groups, and the
destruction of the personal security, liberty, health, dignity, and even the lives of the indivi-
duals belonging to such groups.30

Until recently, the Herero’s coping with the far-reaching consequences of the
genocide has not been dealt with adequately. The expression “silence of the grave-
yard” has usually been used to describe the 50010 economic and cultural situation
of the Herero in post-genocide Namibia.>' That the Herero had undergone a
remarkable process of social and national restructuring was unknown to
Raphael Lemkin.*® He just saw the Herero as helpless victims whose fate was
sealed for all time. Moreover, he believed the Herero were committing “race
suicide.” This theory was very popular at the time of Lemkin and had been
promoted by Willem Petrus Steenkamp:

There exists in South-West Africa a widespread belief that the declining birthrate amongst
the Herero is due to a nation-wide determination for committing national or race suicide.
This resolution was soon taken after the German conquest, because as a race they could
not reconcile themselves to the idea of subjection to Germany and thus loss of independence.

. Having nothing left to exist for as a nation any longer, national suicide was started by
birth control of a rigorous nature and artificial abortion.”

Believing in this theory, Lemkin specified the method of the Herero to kill
themselves: “[The Herero] learned to make a very strong beer called Kari,
which means ‘the drink of death’, brewed from potatoes, peas, sugar and yeast.
This drink made the natives wild and afterwards, unconscious for hours. Kari,
drunk by the Herero women as well as the men, had a most weakening and
exhausting effect on their productive powers.”** This theory of “race suicide”
highly problematic. The historian Gesine Kriiger is absolutely right when she
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points out that this myth has to be understood as an attempt to blame the Herero
women for the fatal consequences of the genocide, namely, the lowering of their
birthrate.*

Lemkin on the Belgian Congo

In Lemkin’s eyes, the imposition of Belgian colonial rule in the Congo and the
forced labour of the indigenous population that went with it was an unambiguous
genocide. He estimated that 75% of the Congolese population was “wiped out in
the space of a few years.”*® His unpublished manuscript on the Belgian Congo is
not only interesting in this regard but also reveals Lemkin’s perception of Africans.
Although he made it very clear that he considered the colonial administration
(“from the humble employee of the rubber companies to the King of the
Belgians™’) to be guilty of the murder and the enslavement of the Congolese,
he emphasized that atrocities had usually been committed by Africans themselves
who were in the pay of the Belgians. These “native militia” were described by
Lemkin as “an unorganized and disorderly rabble of savages whose only recom-
pense was what they obtained from looting, and when they were cannibals, as
was usually the case, in eating the foes against whom they were sent.”*® The
Belgian system of exploitation only worked thanks to the readiness of some
“natives” to support the colonizers, Lemkin believed:

An ingenious system was devised by the rubber companies . .. Sentries were chosen for their
savage characters, and killed and tortured the natives according to the barbaric customs preva-
lent among primitive peoples, and also in terror of the punishment that would be inflicted on
them by the white agents should they fail to collect the required amount [of rubber].*’

Moreover, Lemkin has stated the spread of diseases and the destruction of
traditional indigenous institutions had been above all the result of the native
mercenaries’ activities:

The sentries introduced gross and wholesale immorality, broke up family life, and spread
disease throughout the land. Formerly native conditions put restrictions on the spread of
disease and localized it to small areas, but the black Congo soldiers, moving higher and
thither to districts far from their wives and homes, took the women they wanted and
ignored native institutions, rights, and customs.*?

It is acknowledged that Europeans could not have ruled their overseas terri-
tories without indigenous collaboration.*' Therefore, Lemkin is right when he
highlights the role of Congolese colonial troops during the period of Belgian
rule. But tracing the cruelties in the Congo back to the alleged inborn savagery
of the indigenous population is inappropriate and racist.

Concluding remarks

The human rights activist and “father of the genocide convention,” Raphael
Lemkin, decidedly condemned the bloody suppression of the indigenous resistance
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in Namibia by the Germans and the excessive exploitation of the Congo by
the Belgians. Nevertheless, his critique was not directed at European colonialism
in general. On the contrary, Lemkin has been an enthusiastic advocate of coloni-
alism and he considered the “civilization” of the Congo and other parts of Africa
by Europeans to be a necessary task. Quite a favourable view of King Leopold IT’s
alleged philanthropic plans to bring peace and prosperity to Central Africa has
been taken by him: “Almost all of the hundred articles drawn up at the Brussels
Conference were admirable and had they been enforced the natives of the
Congo would have benefited immeasurably.”**

The way Lemkin has perceived Africans can only be described as racist. In his
manuscripts, Africans are portrayed as either weak-willed and helpless victims
or as bloodthirsty cannibals.*> His obvious lack of ethnographic knowledge
made him misunderstand Africa as “the heart of darkness.” Besides, his attitude
that Africans themselves have to be blamed for their fate is more than problematic
and questions the value of his historical scholarship.

Do these findings diminish Lemkin’s significance and reputation? When he was
writing, racist views were common and colonial thinking was still widespread; and
since he was a child of his time it would be anachronistic to judge him too harshly.
Nevertheless, uncritical worship of Lemkin’s personality that is quite common
among many genocide researchers today is highly questionable as well.
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