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CHANGES IN GENOCIDE 

DISCOURSE
The Unfolding Politics of Recognizing Colonial 

Genocides

Sally Ghattas, Sabine Mannitz, A. Dirk Moses,  
and Núrel Bahí Reitz

Introduction: Genocide Discourse in Colonial Context1

This chapter examines the application of the genocide concept to violence perpetrated in the con-
text of colonial systems. Our focus is (a) how different actors have claimed the genocide category 
for certain manifestations of political violence in colonial contexts; (b) the debates, changes in 
politics, interpretations, and institutional practices that these claims have triggered; and (c) the 
challenges that result from employing the genocide denominator in conceptual and in practical 
political terms. The transformation processes that we deal with, then, extend beyond the field of 
Genocide Studies.

The evolution of claims about colonial violence from the mid-20th to early 21st centuries— 
particularly in Australia, Canada, and German Southwest Africa (now Namibia)—invites a 
 comparative examination of the forces, trajectories, and implications of defining (or avoiding 
defining) colonial violence as genocide (as in Australian politics, discussed by Barta 2008a; Short 
2008). This illuminates Indigenous peoples’ ongoing struggles for justice post- colonization. 
 Viewing coloniality as a post-genocidal condition with enduring effects highlights the complex-
ity of  mutually reinforcing forms of political violence, including survivor flight, diaspora emer-
gence, loss of traditional lands, livelihoods, cultural heritage, and resulting intergenerational 
trauma. A robust body of scholarship has emerged over the past 20 years on the interconnections 
between colonial systems and genocidal violence (e.g., Evans and Thorpe 2001; van Krieken 
2004; Wolfe 2006, 2016; Moses 2008, 2012; Hixson 2016; Short 2010, 2016; Cavanagh and 
Veracini 2017; Walter 2017; Grewcock 2018; Barta 2023). Several factors explain the delayed 
development of this field addressing the genocide–colonialism nexus.

How the Genocide Concept Was Narrowed

As an international law, the concept of genocide was initially formulated in response to the per-
secution of European Jewry by the German National Socialist regime. The drafting of the UN 
Genocide Convention aimed to criminalize genocide within the broader debate on prosecuting 
Germans for war crimes. Existing law, especially the Hague Conventions (1899/1907) on the 
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occupation of conquered territories, had not foreseen the Nazis’ extreme goal of destroying nations 
as part of their demographic reordering of Europe. In his 1944 book $[is 5uOe RI 2FFuSied (urRSe, 
Raphael Lemkin coined the term “genocide” to describe this radical form of occupation, which 
went beyond military conquest. Lemkin defined genocide quite generally as “the destruction of a 
nation or of an ethnic group” (Lemkin 1944, 79; see also Williams and Wegener in this volume). 
His notions of “destruction” and “nation” reflected the perspectives of “small” nations under occu-
pation, where collective life encompassed both political and cultural dimensions. He thus linked 
“national  pattern” and colonization directly: “Genocide has two phases: one, destruction of the 
national pattern of the oppressed group; the other, the imposition of the national pattern of the 
oppressor. 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 by the 
oppressor’s own nationals” (Lemkin 1944, 79). In this way, Lemkin argued that such practices were 
integral to colonization (see McDonnell and Moses 2005). His concept of “destruction” was broad. 
He proposed a typology of eight distinct “techniques,” each targeting different aspects of national 
life: political, social, cultural, economic, biological, physical, religious, and moral. He noted that 
“genocide” doesn’t necessarily mean the immediate destruction of a nation, except when achieved 
through mass killings. Instead, it refers to a coordinated plan of actions aimed at destroying the 
essential foundations of national groups, with the goal of annihilating them  (Lemkin 1944, 79).

After “genocide” was not included in the Nuremberg Trials, Lemkin and the UN General 
Assembly worked to criminalize the destruction of human groups through the Convention on 
the Prevention and Punishment of Genocide. However, Lemkin’s broad definition threatened the 
domestic imperatives of many states. It was also inconceivable for states that they could be guilty 
of genocide; that was what the Nazis were guilty of, who represented “barbarism,” while the Allies 
represented “civilization” (Moses 2021a). Canada, the US, France, and many Latin American 
countries opposed the notion of cultural genocide, stating that it risked infringing on national sov-
ereignty by criminalizing their own assimilation policies (United Nations Economic and Social 
Council (ECOSOC) 1946–1948, 527) that were seen as justified civilizing missions.2 While other 
countries, like Pakistan, supported the concept to protect the rights of co-nationals in neighboring 
countries (Novic 2016, 25), the majority of UN delegations agreed to seriously restrict the scope of 
the convention (ECOSOC 1948b, 842; Novic 2016, 26). The final version did not contain the term 
“cultural genocide,” referring solely to physical and biological methods of genocide. Accordingly, 
to fall under the UN Convention, a genocide must (a) have been committed or attempted with the 
intent to destroy a group protected by the convention, and (b) the genocidal acts must employ bio-
logical or physical methods.3 Thus, of the eight techniques listed in Lemkin’s original concept, five 
were excluded, with the effect that many typical forms of frontier violence and forced assimilation 
(Moses 2004) stayed under the radar of the genocide convention.

The Symbolic Violence of Colonial Systems

Colonial thinking and power systems persisted in the postwar system of states and their conceit 
about embodying “civilization.” Edward Said, in his seminal work 2rientaOism (1978), exam-
ined how colonial stereotypes informed Western thinking that legitimized European concepts of 
superiority. In the same vein, Pierre Bourdieu developed the argument that colonial impact on 
cultures went much deeper into thinking and imagery. He stressed that structural patterns of vio-
lence would often be internalized and thereby become invisible in social life, since actors had 
learnt to accept the underlying hierarchies subconsciously (1977a, 1977b). Symbolic violence, in 
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this understanding, plays a vital role in the silent reproduction of inequalities, and, in particular, 
it paralyzes those who lack the cultural capital that, within an existing system of domination, is 
valued higher than other forms that entail privileged access to a society’s key resources.

Following this line of thought, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) described the internalized 
imperial-colonial order as a cultural practice problem. Post- and decolonial studies have ever since 
highlighted these normalized patterns of violence, sparking debates on representation, political 
recognition, and knowledge structures in global politics and national societies. However, it took 
decades for activism on Indigenous rights and recognition of genocidal colonial violence to gain 
traction—often in only a few cases. The delayed visibility of survivors of the Ovaherero and Nama 
colonial genocide illustrates the amnesia of colonial systems, even after formal state decoloniza-
tion. As Robins and Spiegel (2023) summarize, “[w]hile the historical record provides evidence 
of many other massacres, some of them genocides, those committed by European colonialism in 
particular have been only minimally memorialized” (57).

Translocal Leverage Effects

An important factor in bringing genocides in colonial contexts to the forefront is the late- 
20th‑ century impact of the net efforts by Indigenous activists, lawyers, and scholars to share their his-
tories of violent colonization alongside globalization. Transnational forms of political  communication 
made genocidal violence in its broad scope more visible. This includes the impactful aspects of wider 
access to travel, information, and media, as well as the ability to reach audiences beyond their own 
communities and access to transnational resources and “mediascapes” (Appadurai 1996; Castells 
1997). Survivors and diaspora activists, who had long worked to make their peoples’ stories heard, 
built networks to demand justice and rights since the 1970s or earlier. However, it took decades for 
them to push the issue onto national political agendas and gain international attention (see Alfred 
and Corntassel 2004; Niezen 2003, 2005; Barker et al. 2017). In these developments, the UN Con-
vention’s definitions became a topic of debate once again, but the focus shifted toward ontological 
violence in the shape of the cultural destruction of human communities and thus to the presence of 
this mechanism (Greenland and Göçek 2020, 2; Short 2020, 29).

In sum, the past few decades witnessed pivotal moments of transformation in the  interpretation—
or, phrased more bluntly, social construction—of genocidal violence, marked by the emergence of 
new actors, debates, and conflict lines within activism “from below” vis‑à‑vis state authorities and 
the established narrative of the Holocaust as the paradigmatic genocide. The transformative effects 
of Indigenous activism are reflected in how governments respond to historical responsibilities for 
colonial crimes. In some cases, instruments like Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (e.g., in 
Canada and Nordic countries) were created to address the damages, and politics of redress and 
remorse have gained traction. However, as Melissa Nobles (2008) notes, political apologies still 
face diverging expectations, interests, and varying effects in legal, political, economic, and emo-
tional terms. Other scholars highlight ambivalent implications: Tom Bentley (2016) argues that 
political apologies often recycle colonial narratives (172), while Damian Short (2008) suggests 
Australia’s “reconciliation” is just another phase of the colonial project. Even if this is true, it does 
not undermine the achievement for survivors, who succeeded in pushing for these reinterpretations 
of history, now formally acknowledged. This development is highlighted in the following: we (re)
trace transformations in discourse stimulated by memory activism in colonial systems, the con-
ceptual and validity contestations over the comparability of the Holocaust, and how national and 
international politics address the relation between colonization and genocidal violence.
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Forces of Transformation: Global Connections and Transnational  
Agency in Agenda Setting

The most obvious contemporary trend in scholarly but also political discourse surrounding the 
genocide concept and colonialism is the tension between the narrow legal definition and Lemkin’s 
broad colonial one. The empirical observation that the genocide concept has become employed 
for more situations of political violence than the state-directed intentional killing of groups can 
be attributed to several factors. A key element in the changes in interpretation is the act of identi-
fication across essentialist group boundaries. Michael Rothberg (2009) highlighted this when he 
presented the “multidirectional memory” phenomenon, materializing when the memory of the 
Holocaust constitutes a transnational public that pays attention to other histories of destroyed 
humanity. Rothberg (2019) sharpened his argument in 7he ,mSOiFated 6uEMeFt by drawing  attention 
to competition versus solidarity as two modes of affective comparison that resonate with history 
and often operate through “the victim/perpetrator imaginary” (7).

In this section, we highlight the key role of international norms, transnational discourse, and 
networks for political mobilization and their eventual success in placing colonial genocides on 
political agendas, eventually leading to politics of redress. Many Indigenous peoples have used 
“genocide” to describe their experiences of settler colonialism (Behrendt et al. 2019). We draw 
on our own research (a) on the debate surrounding the applicability of the genocide concept to 
Aboriginal Australia; (b) on Indigenous activism in Canada, which led to the Truth and Reconcili-
ation Commission of Canada; and (c) on the role of Ovaherero and Nama voices in Namibia and 
several diasporas to push Germany to recognize as genocide what was previously euphemistically 
called a “brutal quashing of rebellion.” Rather than assessing the legality of the genocide claim, 
our discussion explores how the concept was appropriated in these three settings and what effects 
it produced in terms of political responses.4

The Debate on the Applicability of “Genocide” to Aboriginal Australia

The term “genocide” and its applicability to Australia have been the source of bitter contestation in 
scholarship and public discourse there for decades (e.g., Barta 2008b; Moses 2000; Lawson 2014; 
Dwyer and Ryan 2016). First emerging in Australian historiography to describe frontier violence, 
“genocide” has witnessed its own discursive transformation, now most commonly associated with the 
Stolen Generations. It was Patrick Wolfe’s (1999) proposition of the settler colonial logic “of elimina-
tion” that emphasized the genocidal moment within the settler colonialism structure itself (167).

The notion of an Aboriginal genocide seems to have emerged in 1959 with Stanley Davey’s cri-
tique of assimilation, described as an attempt to commit genocide through cultural death (McGregor 
2012, 290; 2015, 17). However, the first established utterance of the term by  Aboriginal activ-
ists emerged in 1970, when five activists petitioned the UN to recognize Aboriginal “genocide.” 
Drawing on emerging identity politics, they mobilized internationally to describe the effacement 
of Aboriginal peoples through the language of genocide. This conceptualization framed geno-
cide not only as cultural death but also as a multidimensional process of dispossession, murder, 
 degradation, and systemic disadvantage with the intent to physically and psychologically destroy 
the Aboriginal community (OAA 1970b, 72).

Transnational Networks

By the 1970s, Indigenous activism in Australia had shifted from inclusionist goals toward an 
internationally aligned, identity-based politics of self-determination. Aboriginal activism had 
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contributed to the success of a referendum (1967), which amended the constitution to allow the 
Commonwealth Government to make laws affecting Aboriginal peoples, but it produced  little 
 material change. Amidst this disillusionment, Indigenous activists began to embrace a self- 
conscious Aboriginal identity (McGregor 2009, 347). By 1968, “Aboriginality” and “Black 
Power” had entered the mainstream lexicon, reflecting the movement’s transnational ideologi-
cal connections. The emphasis on a pan-Aboriginal identity coincided with the invigoration of 
 identity politics (Alcoff and Mohanty 2006, 2).

In this climate, five representatives of the Aborigines Advancement League (AAL) attended 
the 1970 Congress of African Peoples in Atlanta, Georgia. There, a host suggested that the AAL 
petition the UN (Broome 2015, 147). Two petitions were proposed: the first argued that the  British 
Crown had taken Aboriginal land without treaty or compensation, demanding reserve lands, 
unused crown land, and six billion dollars (OAA 1970a, 70). The second addressed what the AAL 
described as “genocide,” the “systematic obliteration of our people” (1970b, 72). AAL representa-
tive, activist, and poet Jack Davis (1970) noted that the Aboriginal movement could model the 
African American movement’s ideological unity but noted his desire “to visit an Indian Reserva-
tion” (33), as their “struggle” was “very similar” to the Aboriginal situation (Davis 1970, 35).

7he $$L¶s &Oaim RI *enRFide tR the 8N

Wearing red headbands to symbolize the bloodshed of Aboriginal peoples (ACT 1970), the AAL 
activists approached the UN’s deputy Director of Human Rights in October 1970, accusing the 
Australian Government of “genocide,” the “literal, physical annihilation of our people” (Web 
1970). In this conception, Aboriginal peoples were unified by a racial consciousness forged from 
shared experience, reflecting Black Power’s intellectual influences, notably Frantz Fanon (1967), 
who framed race as constitutive of embodied, social, and psychological existence (Alcoff 2006, 
183). These overlapping intellectual currents gave Lemkin’s concept of ethnic and cultural identity 
currency in Aboriginal discourse. As self-proclaimed “representatives for Australian Aborigines,” 
the delegates redefined “Aborigine.” Dismissing the government’s census estimate of 140,000 as 
“wishful thinking,” they argued the true figure—including Torres Strait and South Sea Islanders—
could be 500,000. Rejecting the government’s definition as a method of Indigenous erasure, this 
redefinition meant survival and self‑definition.

The AAL continued by framing contemporary health, housing, and mortality crises as exten-
sions of dispossession and frontier massacres, viewing genocide as an ongoing process (Wolfe 
2006). This understanding of temporality aligns with later analyses, notably Patrick Wolfe’s 
characterization of settler colonialism as “a structure” and Pauline Wakeham’s concept of  settler 
colonialism’s “slow violence” (2021). For the AAL, genocide “started when the Europeans first 
invaded,” “poisoned us,” and “methodically and brutally massacred us.” Although the “tech-
niques” became more “subtle,” “we are still experiencing the same genocide because the effect of 
what they do, and of what they fail to do, is still to exterminate us” (OAA 1970a, 72). Genocidal 
logic and behavior were thus presented as fundamental to the colonial structure.

&uOturaO *enRFide and PsyFhRORgiFaO 'estruFtiRn

Given that violence against the collective could manifest in psychological harm (Cooper and 
Brubaker 2005, 75), the AAL identified the “most insidious” genocidal weapon as internalized 
“worthlessness” and loss of “pride.” While their note that “the schools we attend offer no Black 
studies programs” perplexed the Office of Aboriginal Affairs—“it is not clear what the petitioners 
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mean by ‘Black Studies Programs’” (OAA 1970b, 54)—the AAL saw the educational void as part 
of their erasure. Government neglect of Aboriginal well‑being, they argued, reinforced percep-
tions of inferiority, which were adopted by Aboriginal people. This internalized inferiority—a 
textbook example of Bourdieu’s symbolic violence—became central to American and Aboriginal 
Black Power: Black Power fostered national Aboriginal consciousness, promising to decolonize 
the “individual and collective mind” (Mar 2019, 215). Pan‑Aboriginalism thus radicalized and 
internationalized Aboriginal activism, reflected in the lexicon used to describe their condition.

7he ���� $SRORgy in $ustraOia

In response to activism and discourse around Indigenous rights, the Australian Labor  government 
began an official “reconciliation” process in 1991 through treaty negotiations on self‑ determination 
and sovereignty. The genocide question was only taken up later: in 1997, a report described the 
forced removal of Indigenous children from their families as genocide, recommending reparations 
and an official apology (HREOC 1997; Barta 2008a, 208). This call was answered by Prime Min-
ister Kevin Rudd in a highly publicized apology in February 2008, which influenced the Canadian 
government’s apology to their First Nations people later that year (Moses 2011, 146). Rudd’s 
(2008) apology was crafted to promote reconciliation but avoided acknowledging a systemic 
issue in Australia’s colonization. Instead, his apology sought to “[right] the wrongs of the past” 
and “[move] forward.” While Rudd’s apology remains a powerful recognition and atonement for 
 injustice against many Indigenous Australians—hailed for easing trauma and promoting commu-
nity healing (see Calma 2008)—Indigenous leaders continue to call for further recognition and 
compensation. One such example is the First Peoples’ Assembly of Victoria’s truth‑telling process, 
initiated in June 2020, which led to the establishment of the Yoorrook Justice Commission—
Australia’s first truth‑telling body—which, in 2025, found that British colonization in Victoria 
amounted to genocide against Indigenous peoples, describing it as a coordinated plan consistent 
with Lemkin’s definition of genocide.

Canada: Found Guilty of Cultural Genocide

Parallel to what happened in Australia, the 1970s were important for mobilization among  Indigenous 
people in Canada. This was not only due to spillover effects from the Black Power and Civil Rights 
movements in the neighboring United States and global decolonization, but also to amendments to 
the so‑called “Indian Act,” with effects from the 1950s on. In what later became Canada, treaties 
were often used “to sustain Indigenous dispossession and marginalization”  (Starblanket 2019,  3). 
The Canadian Confederation, founded in 1867, saw Indigenous populations as a problem to be 
dealt with. The Canadian Constitution Act placed “Indians and lands reserved for the Indians” 
under federal government. This meant “on the one hand it was responsible for ‘Indians and the 
lands reserved for Indians,’ while on the other hand, it was the responsible party for negotiating 
treaties and purchasing their land for the Crown” (Joseph 2018, 7). A paternalistic policy devel-
oped, keeping Indigenous people in state tutelage to “prepare him [i.e., ‘the Red man’—sic] for a 
higher civilization” (Canadian Dept. of Interior 1876). This policy was implemented through the 
Indian Act legislation and, most prominently, the Indian Residential School (IRS) system.

The 1876 Indian Act determined who was considered an “Indian,”5 where they were allowed 
to settle, and other deep intrusions into their way of life.6 Cultural assimilation into settler 
society—a declared political goal—was primarily pursued through the IRS system of boarding 
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schools run by Christian churches. Starting in 1876, the state forcibly removed about 150,000 
children from their families and placed them in these institutions, often far from home. The 
aim was to  Christianize them, erase their cultural traditions and languages, and raise them 
according to values deemed superior by colonialists. In many of these “schools,” abuse and 
neglect were widespread, resulting in disproportionately high illness and mortality rates. Many 
children never returned home (see Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada (TRCC) 
2012). Restrictions were also imposed on adults to block the transmission of cultural knowl-
edge and political resistance: speaking native languages with children was forbidden, mobility 
was restricted, ceremonies were banned, ceremonial items were confiscated, traditional regalia 
were prohibited, and voting rights were granted only upon surrendering treaty rights and Indian 
status. Restrictions worsened with the 1927 Indian Act amendment: “Indians” were prohibited 
from forming political organizations or soliciting funds for legal counsel; they were banned 
from pool rooms to prevent mingling with “non-Indians.” Indigenous rights activism in Canada 
had to go underground, resurfacing only when Indian Act amendments in the 1950s lifted some 
prohibitive regulations.

$FtiYist LegaO 0REiOi]atiRn

The 1951 Indian Act changes facilitated the Red Power movement of the 1960s, and Indigenous 
resurgence “started to happen even more in the 70s, when the idea of decolonization gained ground 
and court successes were achieved on the issue of collective rights” (Alfred 2024, 3). This grow-
ing activism did not coincidentally parallel what was described for Australia: the post-WWII rise 
of international human rights exposed the hypocrisy of states that promoted liberal ideals abroad 
while oppressing Indigenous peoples at home. The dynamic interaction between the codification 
of universal human rights and the articulation of collective rights of Indigenous peoples, nation-
ally and internationally, is examined, e.g., by Niezen 2003; Lightfoot 2008, 2015; Lighfoot and 
MacDonald 2017; or particularly for Canada, by Battell Lowman and Barker 2015 and Barker 
et al. 2017. Rajagopal (2008) describes the idea of human rights in international law as marking 
“its entry into new modernity” (276), leaving behind complicity with colonialism.

Indigenous resurgence in Canada, particularly since the 1970s, has inspired various forms of 
activism. One major moment was the 1990 “Oka Crisis,” when Mohawks blocked roads to pre-
vent the “development” of their burial grounds. The Canadian government sent in police and 
military forces. Average Canadians also participated in suppressing the protest (Battell Lowman 
and Barker 2015, 8–9). This event shocked the Canadian public, as “Indians” were thought to 
be disappearing. For Indigenous peoples, it signified both continued colonial oppression and a 
powerful symbol of survival. Many other, less publicized incidents followed, and increasingly, 
international law was invoked to advocate for First Nations’ rights to self‑determination, control 
over ancestral lands, and vital resources. Legal ways were also taken in addressing the IRS system. 
There had been initiatives before to uncover its violent realities and the consequences, but all went 
into the void. When the National Chief of the Assembly of First Nations, Phil Fontaine, demanded 
a public investigation in 1990 into the situation in residential schools that were still operational, 
the  Canadian government complied with this request. As a result of the investigations, the last 
boarding schools for Indigenous children were closed in the 1990s. The Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples (1991–1996) and the Alternative Dispute Resolution (2003) led to the Indian 
Residential School Settlement Agreement in 2007, which, in turn, established the Truth and Rec-
onciliation Commission of Canada (TRCC).
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In 2007, the TRCC received its mandate to document the history of the IRS system following a 
class action lawsuit. This marked the first time that systematic, nationwide attention was given to 
the violence faced by Indigenous communities and their children with the boarding schools. The 
work of the TRCC (2008–2015) focused on securing documents, interviewing survivors, docu-
menting findings, and issuing recommendations for reconciliation. The commission unequivocally 
declared that the actions against Indigenous peoples in Canada amounted to cultural genocide. 
While the IRS is not the only aspect of the colonial genocide debate in Canada (see Woolford and 
Benvenuto 2015), it has been the most successful in drawing attention. The TRCC also published 
94 calls to action, urging the government to systematically address the colonial legacy to further 
reconciliation. Institutions were created in the aftermath to support education, research, and public 
engagement. In spite of such institutionalizations and more activities that followed to facilitate 
research and healing, a fundamental ambivalence remained: cultural genocide is not criminalized 
in international law; the TRCC—lacking legal or political power—was only mandated to uncover 
the truth and develop ideas for reconciliation.

5esuOting &anadian PROitiFs

Some lines of controversy about the politics of redress are the same in Canada when compared 
to Australia, centering on the gap between political speech acts and living conditions that remain 
colonial. In the Canadian process of working through the IRS system, several apologies were 
delivered from the late 1980s on, starting with the United Church, followed by a governmental 
Statement of Reconciliation, later apologies by the prime ministers Stephen Harper (in 2008) and 
Justin Trudeau (in 2015), and finally Pope Francis (in 2022). The question regularly remained 
what they could imply in material terms. Moreover, governmental recognition of the IRS system 
as genocidal remained vague for a long time: Prime Minister Justin Trudeau applauded the TRC 
in 2015 for presenting “the truth of what happened,” but his political party described the IRS 
 systems’ “legacy of cultural genocide” (cf. MacDonald 2019, 164) without officially recognizing 
it or acknowledging the genocidal role of settler colonialism as such (MacDonald 2019, 164–5). 
It was not until 2022 that Canada’s House of Commons finally recognized the IRS system as 
genocide.

Reinterpretation of Colonial Violence in Present-Day Namibia

Although Namibia is not a settler colonial state like Australia or Canada, the fact that present‑day 
Namibia remains home to a minority of ethnic Germans, many of whose families settled during 
the colonial period (1884–1915),7 markedly impacts the country’s engagement with its colonial 
past. And yet, the reinterpretation of German colonial violence as genocide is not solely an issue 
within Namibian society nor between the German and Namibian governments. It encompasses a 
long history of transnational agency in genocide discourse.

German colonial control in “German South West Africa” (GSWA) focused on the central and 
southern regions of present‑day Namibia. Consequently, the early armed resistance was localized 
there. These resistances were met with extreme and indiscriminate violence from the German side, 
mounting in atrocities, which led to the destruction of large parts of the Ovaherero, Nama, Damara, 
and San populations and their communities (1904–1908). Many survivors were displaced, fleeing 
through the desert into Botswana and South Africa. Those captured were taken to concentration 
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camps, where they were forced to perform hard labor under harsh conditions, among other horrific 
tasks, leading to high death rates in the camps8 (See Kössler 2015). Despite explicit extermina-
tion orders against the Ovaherero (1904) and Nama (1905) populations, the German government 
did not officially recognize its predecessor’s war crimes as genocide until 2015. This followed 
decades of activist engagement but has yet to be accompanied by an official apology or reparative 
measures. The Damara and San are generally excluded from these discussions, as they were not 
named in the German extermination orders, making it hard to establish intent to destroy them. 
Based on the extermination orders and their implementation, Ovaherero activists and politicians 
led the demand for genocide recognition, apology, and reparations, not only from Germany but 
also from the Namibian state.

7ransnatiRnaO $FtiYism thrRugh 'iasSRra NetZRrks

The first legal campaign for apology and compensation from Germany began with court cases 
filed by the Chief Hosea Kutako Foundation in the United States in 2001. This endeavor was sup-
ported by Ovaherero groups in Namibia, as well as in the diasporas in South Africa, Botswana, 
and the United States (see Sarkin and Fowler 2008). Although the cases were dismissed in 2003,9 
they had a far‑reaching impact, as became clear at the centennial commemoration of the Battle of 
 Waterberg/Ohamakari in Okakarara in 2004.

Planned alongside the legal proceedings, the centennial commemorations marked the first 
major shift in international engagement with the German colonial atrocities in Namibia. This 
shift occurred when Germany’s Federal Minister for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
 Heidemarie Wieczorek‑Zeul, delivered an apology on behalf of the German people for crimes that 
would today be considered genocide.10 Her apology was heard by thousands of Ovaherero from 
Namibia, Botswana, and South Africa, who traveled to Okakarara for the event (Zuern 2012, 502; 
Kössler 2012, 297). That this apology took place directly following the lawsuits suggests that, 
while the cases may not have been successful, they did raise awareness and thereby contributed to 
the first public recognition of the genocide by a high‑ranking German politician, notwithstanding 
that it was a personal initiative rather than one spoken on behalf of the German government.

The networks of cooperation on the issue did not remain limited to Ovaherero leadership. 
Scholars noted elements of competitive victimhood that marked the early 2000s Ovaherero com-
munities’ engagement with the genocide (Melber 2005a, 2005b), but soon collaboration devel-
oped between affected groups, widening possibilities for collective action. By the 2010s, various 
Ovaherero and Nama organizations were working together to realize their goals of apology and 
reparations, most visibly the Ovaherero/Ovambanderu Traditional Authority (OTA) and the 
Nama Traditional Leaders Authority (NTLA) in relation to the German‑Namibian negotiations 
2015–2021. Namibian artists and activists of diverse backgrounds have also greatly contributed 
to awareness raising internationally and within Namibia (see de Wolff 2021). However, there cur-
rently does not appear to be a strong tie between these activists and those connected to Nama or 
Ovaherero traditional leadership.

+RORFaust &RmSarisRn as a 'isFursiYe 6trategy

Continuities between the 1904 and 1908 Namibian genocides and the Holocaust are regularly 
drawn, or comparisons between Germany’s memory politics in the two cases are made, in both 
political and academic discussions. These comparisons may be restricted to a single comment, or 
they are the primary focus of the work (e.g., Olusoga and Erichsen 2010; Zimmerer 2024a [2011]). 
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The entanglement of these histories in public and political discourse could also be observed dur-
ing  the South African Apartheid regime (Gewald 2003; Krautwald 2022). In other words, the 
position that the Holocaust and the genocide against the Ovaherero and Nama are fundamentally 
the same type of crime and should be dealt with in similar ways is not a fringe position among 
Namibian activists who are frustrated with how the German and Namibian governments are deal-
ing with the issue (see Rautenstrauch‑Joest‑Museum (RJM) 2021, 21, 33).

By drawing a line from the 1904 to 1908 genocide to the Holocaust and comparing the 
 Namibian‑German negotiations to those with the Jewish Claims Conference, activists tap into 
transnational memory narratives, evoking strong emotions and reaching wider audiences. That 
Germany committed another genocide only a few decades before the Holocaust—that the colonial 
genocide may even be seen as a precursor in some regards—and that it has not been officially 
apologized for calls German memory culture into question. Thereby, the allegation of linearity is 
a powerful instrument to call the German government to action and has contributed to the reinter-
pretation of the German colonial atrocities as constituting genocide.

NegRtiating *enRFide ,mSOiFatiRns

Between 2015 and 2021, the Namibian and German governments held negotiations on the geno-
cide issue, with representatives from various Nama and Ovaherero communities and organizations 
in a consultative capacity. Germany accepted its moral and political—but explicitly not legal—
responsibility and engaged in negotiations, with the aim of beginning a process of reconciliation. 
As the fatal events preceded the UN codification, the German side was confident that the Namibian 
side would not have a legal case against them and used this to curb the demands. Moreover, instead 
of reparations, an increase in development aid is foreseen (see below).

Further solidifying the imbalance, the Joint Declaration presented by the two governments 
preemptively accepts the outstanding German apology (Joint Declaration 2021, III–VI). This was 
contested by critics, who point out that part of asking for forgiveness is not knowing whether your 
apology will be accepted, reversing the established power relations (see Böcker 2024, 47). The 
inclusion of the apology in the Joint Declaration is particularly contentious, given ongoing dis-
putes over the insufficient involvement of affected communities. This controversy has sparked not 
only public debate in Namibia but also fostered cooperation between critics in Germany, Namibia, 
and the diasporas (see NTLA et al. 2021; Mannitz 2021) that highlight the exclusion of victimized 
groups living outside Namibia whose families fled the genocide. Since the Namibian government 
cannot represent citizens of other countries, this creates a significant issue. Addressing this criti-
cism, among others, negotiations for an addendum to the Declaration were held. The details have 
not been made public, and it is unclear if and how the reconciliation process will proceed.

Major Debates on Genocidal Histories: Implicatedness, Continuities, 
Comparability, and Hierarchies of Genocide

The position about continuity, comparability, and even equation between the genocide in German 
Southwest Africa and the Holocaust is one example of perspectives that aim to draw attention 
to the intersecting histories of genocidal violence—and challenge the exclusivism of the legal 
concept. This has met widespread rejection in the German political class, which holds fast to 
the narrow, legal, and Holocaust‑centric definition of genocide. This clash between the activist 
claims from below and their rejection from above both dramatizes and reflects patterns of political 
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conflict within the Global North because activists operate within these states and between states of 
the Global South and the Global North.

The historiographical debates in Germany and the diplomatic stance of the German state are 
representative of the Global North position: most historians of Germany (e.g., Kundrus 2014) 
reject academic work that makes links between the colonial genocide and the Holocaust, even 
if critical scholars do not engage in simplistic causal arguments as commonly supposed (e.g., 
 Zimmerer 2024a). That does not mean the German state, leaders, and academics deny that genocide 
took place in German Southwest Africa. As explained above, in 2021, the German and Namibian 
governments issued a Joint Declaration about the colonial violence, which “from today’s perspec-
tive, would be called genocide.” However, the genocide is not included in the same frame as the 
Holocaust and its consequences: the declaration avoided admitting the illegality of the German 
conduct and thus a legal obligation to the genocide victims and their descendants. Accordingly, the 
German negotiators resisted analogies with German reparations to the Jewish Claims Conference 
and the State of Israel in the 1950s, giving the impression of first‑ and second‑class victim status. 
The declaration instead framed the relationship with the Namibian state—not with Ovaherero and 
Nama representatives—in terms of development aid. After the latter denounced the declaration, 
the German government dropped the qualification about the legality of the genocide and referred 
to an “atonement fund” (Zimmerer 2024b). Even so, the German parliament has not passed a reso-
lution condemning the genocide, as it did for the Armenian genocide in 2015.

The German‑Namibian case is indicative: like the movement to return looted art and human 
remains in European museums and archives, making amends for the Ovaherero and Nama 
 genocide is more an aspect of soft diplomacy in Africa than an elemental part of any  postcolonial 
German identity—which is non‑existent. If anything, the country’s postwar identity construc-
tion reinscribed coloniality because Nazism was interpreted as Germany’s diversion from the 
 Enlightenment and normative Western modernity. “Rejoining the West” became the answer to 
the Nazi past, meaning comity with imperial states like Great Britain, France, Belgium, Portugal, 
Spain, and the Netherlands, despite their violent resistance to decolonization from the 1940s to 
the 1970s. The modernity they represented came to be regarded by West German elites as their 
model without ambivalence about its authoritarian potential (Bauman 1989, 1991). Instead, in 
the wake of the Holocaust, a new European standard of civilization interpreted the Holocaust 
as a “rupture of (Western) civilization”—=iYiOisatiRnsEruFh (Diner 1988)—rather than as an 
expression of it.

In this line of thought, the primary crime of world history became Nazi Germany’s racially 
motivated totalitarianism that violated Judeo‑Christian civilization’s precepts of human equality. 
Nazi Germany was barbaric, so the argument went, and it was defeated by the forces of civiliza-
tion. In this way, European colonialism and its crimes, which were committed in the name of 
civilization, could be rehabilitated or at least seen as less problematic than the Holocaust. This 
cultural operation is institutionalized in the Stockholm Declaration (2000), the founding docu-
ment of the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance (IHRA). Its first article states that 
“the Holocaust (Shoah) fundamentally challenged the foundations of civilization. The unprec-
edented character of the Holocaust will always hold universal meaning” (International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance 2020). This reasoning underlies European, and especially German, loyalty 
to Israel. To protect this memory regime, critical scholars contesting such arguments by linking the 
Holocaust and colonialism are denounced for “relativizing the Holocaust” (Moses 2021b). In the 
same vein, in 2020, German politicians and journalists attacked the Cameroonian social theorist 
Achille Mbembe after he had been invited to open a cultural festival. Although his work’s focus 
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is Africa, the few critical words he wrote on Israel were seized upon by supporters of the hegem-
onic memory regime to discredit him and his hosts (Böckmann et al. 2023). Their bigger target 
was “postcolonialism”—a term that, especially in German usage, often conflates anti‑, post‑, and 
 decolonial thinking and refers to any movement from the Global South—that these critics charged 
had infected the academic and cultural sectors with “Israel-related antisemitism.” The common 
argument against “postcolonialism” as antisemitic is that it divides the world into  oppressors 
(white) and oppressed (non-white) and posits Israel as the former, i.e., an alien, White, Western 
settler colonial entity that is ethnically cleansing and discriminating against the  Indigenous Pal-
estinian population (“apartheid”; see Klein 2024). Leaving aside the fact that this is a caricature 
of an anti-colonial more than postcolonial position, which stresses hybridity rather than hardened 
identities (Bhabha 1994), this image repeats, with reversed value signs, the view that Israel repre-
sents the West in a backward Oriental region. It continues long-standing colonial tropes in the glo-
rification of settler virtues and racializes Palestinian resistance as fanatically Islamic and terrorist.

The practice of treating colonial crimes against humanity differently from the Holocaust is 
not limited to Germany. The British version of the debate is the intense public discussion about 
the historical legacy of the British empire and whether it is responsible for mass atrocities in a 
manner comparable to the Nazi empire. Critical historians are not proposing such an equation, 
but the fact that they are highlighting the legacies of genocide and slavery is sufficient for con-
servative  historians, journalists, and politicians to Iear that they are (Lester 2022). The rhetorical 
device to maintain their worldview is to insist that the crime of world historical significance is 
the  Holocaust, compared to which colonial crimes pale in insignificance. Such controversies are 
underway in other European states, like the Netherlands, which is coming to terms with massacres 
committed by its troops in the attempted reconquest of Indonesia after World War II (Luttikhuis 
and Moses 2014). Taken together, these debates indicate that large parts of public opinion and the 
state are still committed to a colonial worldview that prizes their former empires as vehicles of 
human progress, regardless of their occasional violent episodes.

Conclusions: Conceptual and Practical Challenges

Ongoing debates over historical genocides in colonial contexts reveal both persistent resistances to 
labeling violence committed before the 20th century codification of international law as genocide 
and growing signs—through transnational discourse and legal cases—that some states are begin-
ning to confront past atrocities in line with Lemkin’s broader concept. Bottom‑up demands for rec-
ognition, including major lawsuits, have gained international traction, pressuring successor states 
to engage in redress politics within settler colonies and beyond. This pressure has led to apologies 
from heads of state of former colonial powers and discussions about potential compensation. In 
practical terms, redress politics, “reconciliation,” and remorse take various forms, but all involve 
an unresolved tension between the moral and legal or material consequences.

While the contested attribution of genocide has drawn significant scholarly attention, less focus 
has been given to how Indigenous peoples have used the language of genocide to express their 
historical and contemporary experiences—and, in doing so, have helped transform our under-
standing of this form of political violence. In insisting on Aboriginal survival and self‑definition, 
the AAL’s understanding of genocide posed a distinct interpretation that would later proliferate in 
the genocide scholarship of the 1980s, generated largely from scholars in Israel, the United States, 
and Canada, writing about the Holocaust and the inclusion of political groups in the definition of 
genocide (Curthoys 2008, 240–1; Moses 2004, 18–9; Fein 1993, 5). Its emergence reflects strong 
transnational alliances, as Indigenous activists used the language of international law to demand 
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justice and recognition. Whether similar political attention would have followed without invoking 
the “crime of crimes” remains uncertain. Transnational activism by affected communities has also 
played a key role in raising awareness of the 1904–1908 genocide in German Southwest Africa. 
German‑Namibian negotiations, coinciding with Germany’s recognition of the genocide, reflect a 
shift in public engagement with this history.

Recognizing colonial wars as genocide raises complex socio-political questions. As argued in 
this chapter, reframing historical mass violence in terms of genocide significantly changes how the 
events are dealt with on an international stage. While recognition of collective harm is vital, the 
long-term, multi-dimensional trauma still demands action. In Canada, the Truth and Reconcilia-
tion Commission concluded that the Indian Residential School System aimed to forcibly  assimilate 
Indigenous peoples and erase their way of life—constituting cultural genocide. The legal non- 
recognition of cultural genocide leaves redress and compensation to political will. Canada shows 
relative promise: institutions have acknowledged injustices, and some meaningful measures have 
begun (Kopp 2024). Yet political support for redress may waver with shifting majorities, apologies 
without structural change ring hollow, and colonial systems remain deeply entrenched: decoloni-
zation is about the “repatriation of Indigenous land and life; it is not a metaphor for other things” 
(Tuck and Young 2012, 1). This highlights how the narrow legal definition of genocide continues 
to disadvantage Indigenous survivors.

Notes
 1 We thank Lam‑Phuong Nguyen Pham for her helpful review of an earlier version of this chapter.
 2 For more details on the (longstanding) Canadian policy in obstructing international law from disturbing 

the colonial system in the country see, e.g., Alfred 1999; Mannitz and Drews 2022.
 3 A provision regarding the forcible transfer of children of a protected group was included after Greek 

 lobbying, arguing that this had a physical and biological effect on the group’s survival (Kourtis 2023).
 4 We can only summarize the said developments very briefly. They are discussed in more detail in Ghattas 

et al. 2024.
 5 Since “Indian” is a status category in the Canadian colonial system, we use this term which we would 

otherwise not do.
 6 See https://archive.org/details/indianact00canauoft/page/n1/mode/2up. Parts of the Indian Act are still in 

force. Joseph (2018) gives an informative overview.
 7 German rule was followed by South African rule and Apartheid, until Namibian independence in 1990.
 8 Dedering (2012) discusses continuities while shifting the focus from genocide to the history of internment 

and forced labor.
 9 Another case was filed in 2017, parallel to the bilateral negotiations, but was dismissed in 2020 (see 

Theurer 2023).
 10 This emphasis on it being genocide “from today’s perspective” has become important, especially in 

 relation to the 2021 Joint Declaration, where this phrasing is also used. It is particularly contentious and 
often criticized as relativizing the events of 1904–1908 (see for example Rautenstrauch‑Joest‑Museum 
(RJM) 2021, 27:19; 38:10; 01:32:15).
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