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Germany is considered a role model for dealing with past mass atrocities. In particular, the social reappraisal of the Holocaust
is emblematic of this. However, when considering the genocide on the Herero and Nama in present-day Namibia, it is puzzling
that an official recognition was only pronounced after almost 120 years, in May 2021. For a long time, silence surrounded this
colonial cruelty in German political discourse. Although the discourse on German responsibility toward Namibia emerged
after the end of World War II, it initially appeared detached from the genocide. That silence on colonial atrocities is to be
considered a cruelty itself. Studies on silence have been expanding and becoming richer. Building on these works, the paper
sets two goals: First, it advances the theorization of silence by producing a new typology, which is then integrated into discourse-
bound identity theory. Second, it applies this theory to the analysis of the silencing and later acknowledging of the genocide
on the Herero and Nama by German political elites. To this end, Bundestag debates, official documents, and statements by
relevant political actors are analyzed in the period from 1980 to 2021. The results reveal the dynamics between hegemonic
and counter-hegemonic discursive formations, how those are shifting in a period of 40 years, and what role silence plays in it.
Beyond our emphasis on the genocide on the Herero and Nama, our findings might benefit future studies as the approach
proposed in this paper can make silence a tangible research object for global studies.

Se considera que Alemania es un modelo a seguir por lidiar con las atrocidades masivas del pasado. Un claro ejemplo de esto
es la revaluación social del Holocausto. Sin embargo, al considerar el genocidio de los herero y nama en la actual Namibia,
resulta desconcertante que se haya reconocido de manera oficial después de casi 120 años, en mayo de 2021. Durante mucho
tiempo, el discurso político alemán silenció esta crueldad colonial. Aunque el discurso sobre la responsabilidad alemana hacia
Namibia surgió tras el final de la Segunda Guerra Mundial, al principio parecía desvinculada del genocidio. Este silencio
sobre las atrocidades coloniales debe considerarse una crueldad en sí misma. Los estudios sobre el silencio se desarrollaron
y enriquecieron con el tiempo. A partir de estos trabajos, el documento establece dos objetivos: En primer lugar, avanza en
la teorización del silencio al desarrollar una nueva tipología, que se integra en la teoría de la identidad vinculada al discurso.
En segundo lugar, aplica esta teoría al análisis del silenciamiento y posterior reconocimiento del genocidio de los herero y
nama por parte de las élites políticas alemanas. A tal fin, se analizan los debates del Bundestag, los documentos oficiales y las
declaraciones de los participantes políticos pertinentes en el periodo comprendido entre 1980 y 2021. Los resultados revelan
la dinámica entre las formaciones discursivas hegemónicas y contrahegemónicas, el proceso de cambio en un período de
40 años y la función que desempeña el silencio en ellas. Más allá de nuestro énfasis en el genocidio de los herero y nama,
nuestras conclusiones pueden ser beneficiosas para futuros estudios, ya que el enfoque propuesto en este trabajo puede hacer
del silencio un objeto de investigación tangible para estudios globales.

L’Allemagne est considérée comme un modèle de rôle pour sa gestion des atrocités de masse du passé. La remise en question
sociale de l’holocauste en est en particulier emblématique. Toutefois, lorsque nous prenons en considération le génocide
des Héréros et des Namas de l’actuelle Namibie, il est surprenant de constater que sa reconnaissance officielle n’ait été
prononcée qu’après presque 120 ans, en mai 2021. Un silence a longtemps entouré cette cruauté coloniale dans le discours
politique allemand. Bien que le discours sur la responsabilité allemande à l’égard de la Namibie ait émergé après la fin de
la seconde guerre mondiale, il semblait initialement détaché du génocide. Ce silence sur les atrocités coloniales doit être
considéré comme une cruauté en soi. Les études sur le silence se sont développées et enrichies. Cet article s’appuie sur ces
travaux et définit deux objectifs : D’une part, il avance une théorisation du silence en produisant une nouvelle typologie qui
est ensuite intégrée à la théorie de l’identité associée au discours. Et d’autre part, il applique cette théorie à l’analyse du
maintien sous silence puis de la reconnaissance ultérieure par les élites politiques allemandes du génocide des Héréros et des
Yamas. Des débats du Bundestag, des documents officiels et des déclarations d’acteurs politiques concernés ont été analysés
à cette fin sur la période 1980–2021. Les résultats révèlent les dynamiques entre les formations de discours hégémoniques
et contre-hégémoniques, la manière dont elles ont évolué sur une période de 40 ans et le rôle que le silence y a joué. En
plus de mettre l’accent sur le génocide des Héréros et des Yamas, nos conclusions pourraient s’avérer bénéfiques pour de
futures études car l’approche proposée dans cet article peut faire du silence un objet de recherche tangible pour les études
internationales.

Introduction

“In light of Germany’s historical and moral responsibility,
we will ask Namibia and the descendants of the victims for
forgiveness.”

—German Foreign Office (2021)1
With these words, former German Foreign Minister

Heiko Maas officially recognized the colonial atrocities

1Direct primary quotations from German, including statements or speeches
by politicians, are translated by the authors.

against the Herero and Nama (1904–1908) in present-
day Namibia as genocide on May 28, 2021. In the almost
30 years of formal colonial rule, the German Empire fought
three colonial wars: in China, in Tanzania, and in Namibia
(Conrad 2021, 27). In the case of Namibia, the violent sup-
pression of the anti-colonial resistance2 as well as the sys-
tematic persecution, poisoning of wells, slaughter of farm

2The use of the term “insurgency” in this context is contested because, from
the colonial power perspective, it implies a legitimate political system against
which the uprising was directed (Hoffmann 2021, 78).
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2 The Myth of Responsibility

animals, forced labor, and internment in concentration
camps claimed tens of thousands of Nama and Herero
lives (Hoffmann 2021, 79). Although the German govern-
ment continues to resist legal claims (German Foreign Of-
fice 2021), the official recognition as genocide dispels the
myth of Germany’s colonial past—the glorified image as
a benign colonial power. While the myth of colonialism
started to fade over time, the German political discourse
on responsibility in relation to Namibia was consolidated.
We refer to the latter as responsibility discourse, which be-
came widely observable during Namibia’s independence as-
pirations from the 1970s onwards. Although Germany’s re-
sponsibility in relation to Namibia was strongly articulated
in discourse, silence surrounded the mass atrocities against
the Herero and Nama. It is puzzling that only recently
these mass atrocities have been discursively connected to
Germany’s historical and moral responsibility in political
discourse. Hence, the meaning of responsibility seems to
have changed over time. We understand “responsibility” as a
German identity element. Its meaning is open to contesta-
tion in discourse and therefore requires (re)articulation to
reach temporal stabilization. However, this approach pushes
the research agenda toward speech, excluding silence which
played a crucial role in Germany’s responsibility discourse
on Namibia (Zimmerer 2011, 19). This case, consequently,
serves as a baseline study analyzing the discursive dynam-
ics of silence. We argue that silence can both enable and
delay discursive change. In the empirical case, the delaying
dimension of silence seems to predominate as the genocide
on the Herero and Nama has only recently been widely artic-
ulated in German responsibility discourse. In this context, si-
lence promotes discursive disengagement and indifference
toward these colonial cruelties.

For an adequate assessment, it is crucial to briefly discuss
what is meant by cruelty. There is a variety of authors that
address “cruelty” (e.g., Rorty 1989; Chamberlain 1992; Baier
1993; Barrozo 2007). Judith Shklar’s definition of the term
serves as the underlying basis for the vast majority of those
studies. She defines “cruelty” as “the willingful inflicting of
physical pain on a weaker being in order to cause anguish
and fear” (Shklar 1984, 8) and thus as the primary evil. Con-
sequently, genocide as primary evil can clearly be described
as cruelty (Ashenden and Hess 2019, 19). Kekes (1996, 838)
further specifies that “cruelty is the disposition of a human
agent to take delight in or be indifferent to the serious and
unjustified suffering their actions cause to their victims.” Al-
though a necessary articulation of primary evils can be de-
rived from Shklar’s (1989, 157) “principle of political moral-
ity,” they are often covered by a wall of silence by and within
perpetrator states. It is this expectation that renders silence
relevant and identifies it as cruelty itself.

The link between silence and cruelty opens up a vari-
ety of possible research perspectives and cases. Germany’s
silence on the colonial atrocities against the Herero and
Nama stands out in two ways. First, the case deals with a
mass atrocity that Germany committed itself. Second, the
German culture of remembrance regarding the Holocaust
is being described as extensive and exemplary (Assmann
1999, 44–46). Against this backdrop, it is all the more rel-
evant to address the following research questions: How did
silence enable Germany’s long-term denial of its genocide
on the Herero and Nama? How was the official recognition
of those cruelties possible? To answer these research ques-
tions, the paper follows a three-step approach. First, silence
is conceptualized and integrated into discourse-bound iden-
tity theory. This serves as a starting point for the following
discourse analysis of German political discourse. The data

basis is provided by Bundestag debates, official governmen-
tal and parliamentary documents, and statements by rele-
vant political actors in a period from 1980 to 2021. Finally,
the results are discussed and the role of silence in political
discourse is elucidated. The study aims, first, to advance the
theorization of silence by providing a new typology and in-
tegrating it into discourse-bound identity theory. Second, by
focusing analytically on silence, it helps to understand the
discursive shifts among the German political elite that have
led to the official recognition of the genocide.

Conceptualizing Silence

In political science, after Brummett’s (1980) study on si-
lence, a renewed engagement with the topic only began in
the 2000s (e.g., Hansen 2000; Ferguson 2003; Bhambra and
Shilliam 2009; Jungkunz 2012; Freeden 2015). Yet, Dingli’s
(2015) wake-up call “We need to talk about silence” can be
seen as a tipping point. Since then, advancement in con-
ceptualization and theorization of silence has set in (e.g.,
Schweiger 2015; Guillaume 2018; Brito Vieira 2019; Dingli
and Cooke 2019; Gray 2019; Jung 2019; Rollo 2019). Thus,
the focus on silence opens up a relatively new field of re-
search in political science.

Hence, political scholars often employ a cross-disciplinary
perspective to grasp silence ontologically and epistemolog-
ically, including for instance communication studies (e.g.,
Tannen and Saville-Troike 1985; Jaworski 1993; Bilmes
1994, 1997; Kurzon 1998; Thiesmeyer 2003; Ephratt 2008;
Schröter 2013; Schröter and Taylor 2018), memory studies
(e.g., Ben-Ze’ev, Winter, and Ginio 2010; Assmann and Ass-
mann 2013; Choi 2014; Dessingué and Winter 2016; Fowler
2018; Russell 2018), philosophy (e.g., Wittgenstein 1969;
Heidegger 1972; Nietzsche 1999; Picard 2009; Kierkegaard
2013), and sociology (e.g., Dauenhauer 1980; Luhmann and
Fuchs 1989; Bellebaum 1992; Zerubavel 2006; Hahn 2014).
Still, conceptual and theoretical differences remain.

In silence studies, there is disagreement on three main is-
sues: nature, emergence, and effects. The nature of silence
is presented in the research literature as either absence or
action. The understanding of silence as absence places the
interpretation and attribution of meaning at the center of
analysis (Schröter 2013, 19 f.). The perspective of silence as
action, on the other hand, refers to the substance of the ac-
tion itself. Scholars following this perspective focus on the
temporal or spatial dimension of its occurrence and empha-
size its perlocutionary effect (Jaworski 1993, 79–80). Regard-
ing the direction from which silence emerges, the question
of whether silence is imposed, e.g., as a consequence of vi-
olence or an institutionalized regime of silence, or whether
silence is purposive remains controversial among scholars
(Cooke and Dingli 2019, 4–7). This distinction also affects
the assessment of agency (Dingli and Khalfey 2019, 62) and
intentionality (Kurzon 1998, 33–37). The effects of silence,
instead, raise the question of normativity. Does silence per
se have negative connotations such as repression, exclusion,
secrecy, and concealment, or can positive effects also arise,
since silence as a yielding opens up new windows of oppor-
tunity and carries seeds of change (Cooke and Dingli 2019,
3)? Thus, the general conceptualization of silence requires
both a differentiation that allows for a distinction between
the different perspectives and a certain permeability that in-
cludes their “fuzzy ends” (Verschueren 1985, 97).

We provide a typology (figure 1), which draws on the
findings of previous silence studies, summarizes them, and
can therefore define the multitude of silence (sub)types.
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AUGSTEN PAULINE ET AL. 3

Own illustration

Figure 1. Concept.
Note: Own illustration.
It distinguishes between types internal and external to the
communication process (Saville-Troike 1985, 4). Communi-
cation is seen here as conversational interaction, which re-
lies on the participation of at least two subjects (Sifianou
1997, 63–64). Further differentiation is made between “ar-
ticulated” and “non-articulated,” where articulation is un-
derstood in both the vocal and verbal sense. This gives rise
to the following four types: sound, stillness, speech, and si-
lence. Stillness is absolute and exists without any point of ref-
erence (Le Breton 1997, 25–26). Silence, on the other hand,
is communicative non-articulation, and consequently, refers
to other subjects and/or objects (Bilmes 1994, 73). The con-
necting subcategories of muteness and silencing illustrate
the permeable boundary of the “articulation” category. They
correspond to the possibility of articulated silence.

Muteness, on the one hand, describes the inability to utter
(non-articulated) or to utter a specific issue (articulated).
Silencing, on the other hand, means the (un)conscious re-
fraining from uttering (non-articulated) or from uttering a
specific issue (articulated). While silencing might occur in
a non-articulated form, “[s]ometimes many words are re-
quired to keep a secret” (Bellebaum 1992, 88). This artic-
ulated silencing involves modes to avoid or evade a certain
issue (Schröter 2013, 18), for instance, framing, counter-
weighting, subordination, trivialization, normalization, or
discursive displacement. Framing here refers to the estab-
lishment of an interpretative frame to the exclusion of al-
ternative meanings (Hansen 2006, 33). Counterweighting
describes the focusing on alternative issues with the aim of
dropping others (Clair 1998, 80). Subordination means the
relegation of an issue under a superordinate theme. Edkins
(2000, xvii) chooses as an example the subordination of
“hunger” under the umbrella issue of “military conflict.”
This suggests that overcoming a specific hunger crisis can
only be mastered by resolving the military conflict. Thus,
the issue of “hunger” can be silenced. Trivialization denies
the existence or validity of an issue, whereas normalization
points to its lack of alternative (Clair 1998, 81–82). Finally,
discursive displacement is understood as the attempt to shift
an issue and its treatment into other discursive spaces, e.g.,
from the state level to the European Union (EU) level (Clair
1998, 83–84).

By applying this typology to discourse-bound identity
theory, the focus lays on silencing, both non-articulated
and articulated. Many scholars rightfully criticize the one-
dimensional view of silence as oppression, exclusion, and vi-
olence and strive to broaden the horizon of analysis for the
phenomenon, e.g., democratic silence (Brito Vieira 2019;
Rollo 2019). However, they also emphasize the relevance of
context and expectation for the study of silence (Jung 2019,
428). Consequently, silence does not have an “ultimate pol-

itics” (Cooke and Dingli 2019, 9) but is ambiguous. Regard-
ing our study, a brief contextual clarification of the case is
needed. The Federal Republic of Germany is considered
a role model for dealing with past mass atrocities. In par-
ticular, the social reappraisal of the Holocaust is emblem-
atic of this. German Erinnerungspolitik (politics of memory)
includes extensive political debates, commemorations, ed-
ucational measures, and a large number of memorial sites,
which illustrates the willingness to come to terms with the
past (Neiman 2019, 9). This German context now renders
the silence about colonial mass atrocities meaningful. At this
point, the uniqueness of the Holocaust is by no means to
be questioned, rather the expectation about Germany’s han-
dling of other committed mass atrocities is to be revealed.

Silence in Discourse-Bound Identity Theory

In this chapter, the subtypes of non-articulated and artic-
ulated silencing are now introduced into discourse-bound
identity theory. Discourse-bound identity theory can be
used to examine the effect of historical collective self-
understandings on foreign policy behavior (Stahl and Har-
nisch 2009, 34). National identity forms a discursively
mediated framework within which state action is accepted as
appropriate by all members of society (Stahl 2012, 578). The
domestic debate on how to deal with Germany’s colonial
past includes both remembrance and foreign policy aspects.
Discourse-bound identity theory is applied in order to link
those dimensions and understands the emergence of iden-
tity as the result of social interaction (Boekle and Nadoll
2003, 159). The identification of individuals with larger so-
cial groups leads to the formation of collective identities
(Boekle, Nadoll, and Stahl 2000, 13), whereby both the fo-
cus on commonalities of the collective (in-group) and the
demarcations from other social groups (out-group) play an
essential role (Stets and Burke 2000, 225–26). According to
Boekle and Nadoll (2003, 160), national identity is a spe-
cific form of collective identity. It (re)constructs a shared
understanding of national history, conveys national belong-
ing, shapes state institutions, which in turn (re)produce
national identity, and emphasizes the singularity of a na-
tion (Stahl 2006, 49–50). National identity comprises sev-
eral active and inactive elements (Nadoll 2003, 168), which
predefine a framework of possibility within which state ac-
tion is accepted as appropriate by all members of a demo-
cratic society (Stahl and Harnisch 2009, 42). Identity con-
sequently frames a state’s action and, conversely, the latter
(re)produces national identity (Nadoll 2003, 170). This in-
teraction takes place indirectly through discourse.

The concept of discourse in this theoretical approach
is based on a poststructuralist ontology and conceives
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4 The Myth of Responsibility

of discourse as a system of meaning in which ideas
about social reality are constructed (Larsen 2014, 369–70).
In discourse, national identity elements are (re)produced,
interpreted, and argumentatively linked with recommen-
dations for action (Stahl and Harnisch 2009, 42). Thus,
they build the ultimate foundation of argumentation chains
(Nadoll 2003, 177). The German identity elements3 were
uncovered by historical discourse analyses in previous stud-
ies (Katsiouli and Nadoll 2003; Nadoll 2003; Swoboda 2009;
Stahl 2012, 2017). In our paper, we concentrate on the iden-
tity element “responsibility” (Nadoll 2003, 350), which al-
lows for a focus on speech and silence surrounding the Ger-
man responsibility discourse.

Discourse is contingent; therefore, the fixation of mean-
ing is only temporary (Nonhoff and Stengel 2014, 50). This
contingency already implies discursive differences, which in
Foucault’s understanding are expressed in discursive forma-
tions:

“[I]n the case in which one could define a regularity
(an order, correlation, positions and sequences, trans-
formations) in the objects, the types of utterance, the
concepts, the thematic decisions, one will agree that
one is dealing with a discursive formation” (Foucault
1981, 58; translated by the authors).

Discursive formations are part of a struggle for inter-
pretive power in discourse by offering different identity
grounding with regard to their argumentation chains and
recommendations for action. The goal is to establish a
common sense that is supported by large parts of the pop-
ulation (Stahl 2012, 578f.). Restrictions in this context are
the respective formation rules. They determine necessary
discursive exclusions of specific terms or topics that are in-
compatible with a formation (Foucault 1981, 58). Discursive
formations are represented by “privileged storyteller[s]”
(Milliken 1999, 236) who act as relevant articulators in
public and political discourse due to a particular discursive
structure. This structure (constitutionality, institutions,
political culture) determines access to political discourse
(Krüger and Stahl 2016, 4).

In Germany, discourses on foreign and remembrance pol-
icy are predominantly carried by the political ruling elite.
While the chancellor and foreign minister stand out as rele-
vant discourse carriers in foreign policy, in terms of remem-
brance policy, a delegation of tasks to the president can be
observed (Swoboda 2009, 139f.). The Bundestag, in partic-
ular the plenary debates, must be considered as a central
discussion forum in German (foreign) political discourse.
The general public and the media can also participate in
the political debate. In this study, however, we will focus on
the elite discourse.

External factors such as reality shocks can have a catalytic
effect if they are included in the discourse. Inherent in the
theoretical approach is a non-essentialist ontology, which,
however, does not entirely reject the existence of a material
reality (Herschinger and Renner 2014, 14–15). Rather, fol-
lowing the Essex School, it assumes that material reality ex-
ists but is only givenmeaning through discourse (Laclau and
Mouffe 1991, 158). Consequently, it is only through their en-
try into the discourse that external factors become discursive
factors and can exert their influence (Nadoll 2003, 179).

Discourse-bound identity theory has so far fixated on
speech, neglecting the role of silence. The integration of
(non-)articulated silencing, allows for a more holistic anal-
ysis of the struggle for discourse hegemony. We argue that

3Other identity elements include: “Germany as part of the West,” “the German
question,” “never alone,” “Germany as part of Europe” (Nadoll 2003, 350).

silencing is a result of identitary selection (see figure 2) that
prevents or impedes the inclusion of external factors by dis-
cursive formations. While silencing thus is purposive, the
question of intentionality does not arise in this theoretical
framework, since privileged storytellers are not to be un-
derstood as freely acting participants in discourse. Rather,
they are subjects who are themselves produced by discourse
and therefore only capable of strategic discursive actions
(including silencing) within the limits of their belonging to
a discursive formation (Nonhoff and Stengel 2014, 53).

In the following, we particularly look at the dynamics
of silencing regarding the inclusion of external factors
(e.g., reality shocks) in the discourse by different discur-
sive formations. National identity, as part of the formation
rules, frames their interpretative processing. The silencing
of these realities becomes a by-product of identitary selec-
tion (Achino-Loeb 2006a, 3). According to Achino-Loeb
(2006b, 35), identity corresponds to a “suppression of ex-
perience that does not confirm with such selection.” While
Achino-Loeb (2006b, 38) places individuals at the center of
her analysis, discourse-bound identity theory is guided by
the Foucauldian assumption of selection through discourse
itself. Formation rules (discursive relations and practices)
decide on the inclusion of certain realities (Foucault 1981,
58–70).

It is therefore necessary to establish a connection between
external factors and the discursive relations and practices
prevailing within a discursive formation (Laclau 2014, 20).
Applied to discourse-bound identity theory, this means that
the inclusion of external factors depends on their compati-
bility with the identity grounded chains of argumentation of
discursive formations. External factors are given meaning by
the formations in such a way that they can be integrated into
the logical equivalence of the argumentation. Yet, it must be
considered that strong connections between the respective
arguments and the context of meaning already prevail in
the established chains of argumentation, which is why the
connectivity of external factors is limited (Laclau 2014, 35).
Thus, silencing can be operationalized as a product of iden-
titary selection in order to comply with formation rules. Dis-
cursive formations that are not able to integrate external fac-
tors into their argumentation keep silent about them in an
articulated or non-articulated way.

Non-articulated silencing encompasses the disregard of
certain realities on the part of a discursive formation due to
an identity-anchored selection and indicates a high degree
of non-connectivity (Hansen 2006, 33). Non-articulated si-
lencing creates an empty space in discourse, which can
be filled and therefore function as catalysts for discur-
sive change (Foucault 1985, 27). This activating effect
is to be expected especially when hegemonic formations
are silent but challenging discursive formations can eas-
ily integrate the external factor into their own chains
of argumentation, strengthen them, and gain interpretive
power. In contrast, articulated silencing comprises differ-
ent discursive modes of a discursive formation in order to
invalidate external factors that are already included in the
discourse by competing formations but do not find a con-
nection to the chains of argumentation, or only to a limited
extent. Nonhoff (2007, 177f.) calls this articulated antago-
nism “contrarity.”

Through an analysis of German political discourse on the
colonial atrocities committed against the Herero and Nama,
non-articulated silencing can be revealed, articulated silenc-
ing modes identified, and silencing dynamics understood.
We argue that the hegemonic interpretation of the iden-
tity element “responsibility” and the argumentation chains
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AUGSTEN PAULINE ET AL. 5

Figure 2. Discourse-bound identity theory.
Note: Own illustration, based on Nadoll 2003: 181.

based on it could not discursively include the genocide for a
long time. Only its contestation and reinterpretation made
this possible. Hence, our approach not only integrates si-
lence into discourse-bound identity theory and contributes
to explaining how and why silencing occurred and changed
over time, but also adds to Achino-Loeb’s work on how si-
lence and collective identities are mutually interconnected.

Analysis of German Responsibility Discourse
(1980–2021)

With regard to the analysis, three central questions need to
be clarified: What is the data basis? What is the methodolog-
ical approach? What are the objectives?

Following the outline of the relevant privileged sto-
rytellers in German foreign policy and remembrance
discourse, we included debates, parliamentary questions
and written answers, government communications, and
speeches by the German President, Chancellor, and Foreign
Minister in the discourse analysis. In an online search in-
cluding the keywords “Herero and Nama” and “Namibia,” a
total of 3 speeches, 14 press conferences, 24 parliamentary
questions, 10 motions, 21 debates, and 6 reports were found,
covering a period of time from 1979 to May 2021.

The discourse analysis itself was pursued in MAXQDA
and—to increase reliability and quality of the results—
conducted, compared, and adjusted by three researchers.
In a first review of the material, the identity element “re-
sponsibility” proved to be particularly relevant. Accordingly,
this identity element and the argumentation chains and dis-
cursive formations derived from it formed the framework
for the following discourse analysis. In a first step, special
attention was paid to reality shocks, i.e., external factors
that are “brought up in the discourse but do[es] not fit
into the dominant interpretation of ‘reality’ in the society”

(Krüger and Stahl 2016, 6). In our case, four reality shocks,
namely Namibia’s independence in 1990, the 100th anniver-
sary of the genocide against the Herero and Nama in 2004,
the recognition of the genocide against the Armenians in
2016, and the Black Lives Matter movement in 2020, were
included by the discursive formations and interpreted in
accordance with their chains of argumentation. In this re-
spect, the analysis is divided into three phases, each of them
delimited by a reality shock. In a second step, the focus
lay on silencing—both non-articulated and articulated. We
grasped non-articulated silencing (discursive blanks) by tri-
angulating data. The articulated silencing modes were de-
rived from the literature (see chapter 2) and expanded
through our discourse analysis.

The overall objective of the study is to reveal the discur-
sive shifts among the German political elite that have led to
the official recognition of the genocide. Furthermore, the
underlying objective is to identify non-articulated and artic-
ulated silences in the German responsibility discourse, to ex-
pose its emergence as a result of identitary selection, and to
understand its dynamics in the struggle for discourse hege-
mony.

Briefly Present, Soon Absent (1980–2003)

After the 1971 International Court of Justice (ICJ) rul-
ing had declared South African foreign rule on Namibia
since 1920 illegal, independence movements [e.g., South
West Africa People’s Organization (SWAPO)] were strength-
ened. Germany co-founded the Namibia Initiative in 1977
together with its allies the United States, Canada, United
Kingdom, and France. Its goal was to support the implemen-
tation of the UN Security Council resolution 435 including
free elections in Namibia (UNSC 1978). Within the con-
text of Namibia’s independence—reached in 1990—several
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6 The Myth of Responsibility

plenary debates took place in the German Bundestag, in
which German responsibility for Namibia was discussed.
Hence, Namibia’s aspirations for independence had a
catalyzing effect on the West-German responsibility dis-
course. Until 1983, a consensus between the govern-
ing parties—the Social-Democrats (SPD) and the Lib-
erals (FDP)—and the opposition (Christian-Democrats,
CDU/CSU) dominated. German responsibility was justified
by all parties either in a realist or cultural manner.

The realist argumentation linked responsibility with West-
bindung: “Too often Africans have knocked on Western
doors in vain; they have been fobbed off with fine words
or even shown the door. I am not surprised that some
of them turned bitterly to Moscow” (Bundestag 1980
[Corterier CDU/CSU], 15699). In addition to this Cold War
argument, German responsibility was justified culturally and
exclusively in relation to the German minority in Namibia:
“The Federal government is aware of its special responsi-
bility for the Germans living in Namibia” (Bundestag 1979,
5). This interpretation of responsibility prevented the inclu-
sion of Germany’s colonial past into the discourse. Instead,
colonialism was declared a closed case: “It has certainly not
escaped your attention that in these international organi-
zations the concept of colonialism continues to be used as
if dependence on the European states had not long since
ceased in large parts of Africa” (Bundestag 1980 [Strecken
CDU/CSU], 15693). This articulated silencing mode at-
tempts to close the subject as a whole. The then Minis-
ter for Economic Cooperation Offergeld spoke of “traces
of their [European] culture” (Bundestag 1980 [Offergeld
SPD], 15727) in African states and saw colonialism as the
cause of current problems there. In this case, although his-
torical responsibility was linked to colonialism in general,
German colonial atrocities were silenced. In addition, artic-
ulated silencing modes such as trivialization (reference to
colonial cruelties as “problems”) or counterweighing (not
Germany but “European colonial powers”) led to further
avoidance of the topic (Bundestag 1980 [Offergeld SPD],
15727). We call the dominant discursive formation, which
was supported by all parties until 1983, traditional-realist.

Its hegemonic position was challenged only when the
Green Party entered the German Bundestag, and when the
SPD moved into opposition. While the new governing par-
ties CDU/CSU and FDP continued to use traditional-realist
lines of argumentation, the Green Party contested the dom-
inant formation by establishing a link between responsibility
and German colonial atrocities, using the free space in the
discourse that non-articulated silence opened: “The crimes
of the Germans in this country [Namibia] are known only
to a few today. At that time, brutal violence was used to elim-
inate any resistance to the undesirable German protective
rule. In 1904, for example, the Hereros dared a desper-
ate uprising against the overpowering colonial rulers. The
response of the German Empire is genocide” (Bundestag
1984 [Schwenninger Green Party], 3873). The incumbent
Foreign Minister Genscher (Bundestag 1984, 3876) reacted
not only by silencing the topic as a whole, but also by de-
nouncing the Green Party MP and thereby withdrawing his
credibility. However, the Green Party drew attention in the
Bundestag to the government’s reaction to Germany’s colo-
nial crimes: “They have remained silent” (Bundestag 1989a
[Eid Green Party], 9503). In addition, members of the party
challenged speakers of the traditional-realist formation by
interjections: “What about the genocide on the Herero?”
(Bundestag 1989a [Eid Green Party], 9495). While one part
of the SPD still followed the traditional-realist formation,
several MPs hesitantly began to take up the Green Party’s
line of argument by pointing out the “injustice that was

committed there in the German name” (Bundestag [Ver-
heugen SPD], 3865). In the 1989 Bundestag debate, MPs
of the SPD adopted the term genocide and linked it to
German responsibility (Bundestag 1989a [Verheugen SPD],
9508). By grounding German responsibility for Namibia ide-
alistically as a commitment to peace and also by adopting
a cultural minority argument a social-idealist formation took
shape (Bundestag 1984 [Verheugen SPD], 3865; Bundestag
1989b).

Despite this discursive contestation from the emerging
social-idealist formation, the traditional-realist formation
continued to dominate the German responsibility discourse
in the 1980s, with privileged storytellers using articulated
silencing modes to exclude the alternative responsibility
interpretation. In addition to closing the subject, trivial-
ization, counterweighting, and withdrawal of credibility,
further modes of the traditional-realist formation can be
identified such as subordination, framing, and meaning
extraction. While subordination means the hierarchization
of responsibility reasons, e.g., prioritizing Westbindung over
German minorities (Bundestag 1983, 2), framing in this
context emphasizes the positive aspects of German colonial-
ism: “As nonsensical as the unrestrained glorification of this
epoch was in the past, as undifferentiated is its unrestrained
defamation today. German farmers, craftsmen, technicians,
scholars, and missionaries accomplished impressive pio-
neering feats” (Bundestag 1989a [Klein CDU/CSU], 9495).
The most striking silencing mode is meaning extraction.
This was made possible either by a lack of explanation
(Bundestag 1984 [Stercken CDU/CSU], 3868) or by a
reference to what has already been said (Bundestag 1984
[Waldburg-Zeil CDU/CSU], 3890). Hence, responsibility
is deprived of any meaning. Regarding the social-idealist
formation, it is also noteworthy that all relevant articulators
linked Namibian independence to the end of German re-
sponsibility (Bundestag 1984 [Schwenninger Green Party],
3873; [Verheugen SPD], 3865). With this closure of the
topic, they laid the foundation for a phase of non-articulated
silence about Germany’s colonial atrocities that lasted until
the early 2000s. The avoidance of primary evils on the part
of the dominant traditional-realist discursive formation, as
well as a failure to reappraise them after Namibia’s indepen-
dence on the part of all discursive formations, perpetuate
colonial cruelty, with silence taking a prominent role.

Discursive Ruptures and Silence Breakers4 (2003–2015)

The second phase started with the reality shock of the 100th
commemoration for the genocide on Herero and Nama
in 2004. With that event, the topic reappeared in the Bun-
destag debates. Of particular relevance was a speech by the
then minister for development and economic cooperation,
Wieczorek-Zeul, in August 2004 at the commemorative
ceremony in Namibia. For the first time, a representative
of the German federal government officially apologized for
the atrocities and asked for forgiveness. She was also the
first government official to use the term “genocide” in this
context (Wieczorek-Zeul 2004). Although her speech has
later been framed as “private opinion” (Bundestag 2015a, 5)
and has been left out of the official German position, it sub-
sequently triggered debates and motions in the parliament.
In particular, members of the traditional-realist discursive

4Referring to Zerubavel (2006, 61–62), we found that the more silencing oc-
curs, the more increase the chances of the silencing being broken. For us, silence
breakers are thus privileged storytellers who explicitly articulate an issue (break
the silence) that has not been articulated before or was subject to silencing modes
in their respective discourse formation.
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AUGSTEN PAULINE ET AL. 7

formation had difficulties integrating a “compensation-
relevant” (Spiegel 2004) apology into their argumentation
chain and therefore hardly referred to the speech of
Wieczorek-Zeul (non-articulated silence). However, the
established discursive silence was to face even greater
challenges after 2006. This can be explained by two rea-
sons: First, in October 2006, the Namibian parliament
recognized the genocide of the Herero and Nama for the
first time; second, in 2007, with the merger of the two
radical-left-wing parties (Party of Democratic Socialism
[PDS] and Labour and Social Justice Alternative [WASG])
into “The Left,” they were able to combine their articulatory
power. In the following years, The Left introduced most
parliamentary questions and motions on the genocide of
the Herero and Nama. In its argumentation chain, The Left
largely followed the argumentation of the social-idealist
formation but extended it further into a radical social-idealist
formation. Their main arguments were the demand for
dialogue with Namibia, the lack of official recognition as
genocide, and the necessary promotion of the topic in
civil society through education coupled with an extensive
culture of remembrance (Bundestag 2007 [Aydin The
Left], 10518–19, Bundestag 2012a [Kekeritz Green Party],
19993). However, differences from the now moderate social-
idealistic formation can also be discerned. For example, the
silence of the German government was criticized openly:
“Today it is a matter of breaking the official silence. Until
today, no federal government has acknowledged the exis-
tence of this genocide. I call that a disgrace.” (Bundestag
2007 [Aydin The Left], 10580). Furthermore, The Left
repeatedly raised the issue of reparations in the political
discourse. By advocating reparations and detaching them
from current development aid, it opposed all other forma-
tions and took a marginal position in political discourse.
Although making use of similar chains of argumentation,
The Left developed its own discursive formation, the radical
social-idealist one, as it differed in its recommendation for
action (reparation payments necessary) from parts of the
SPD and the Green Party (no reparation payments neces-
sary) and took a more active role in breaking the silence.
This disagreement prevented the creation of a discursive
alliance between the moderate and the radical social-
idealist formation and hindered it from achieving discursive
hegemony.

The traditional-realist discursive formation remained
largely in place until 2015 and retained discourse hegemony
through the divided social-idealist discursive formation and
the following silencing modes. One of the formation’s dom-
inant chain of argumentation was that responsibility is met
by extensive development aid for Namibia. This closure of
the topic went hand in hand with subordination. Here, Ger-
many’s historical responsibility was linked to current prob-
lems in Namibia (land reform, AIDS, education, and infras-
tructure), pointing to future German–Namibian relations,
detached from the context of genocide, and thus detached
from German responsibility: “Today we reaffirm this special
responsibility for history, but also the special responsibility
for the present and the future development of Namibia. In-
deed, there are many problems Namibia has to cope with.
But to see the cause for this solely in the colonial past would
certainly be too short-sighted.” (Bundestag 2008 [Schuster
FDP], 5570). As in the first phase, reference was made to
earlier debates, depriving the concept of responsibility of
its meaning (meaning extraction). Moreover, the tendency
to a closure of the topic was particularly dominant: “The
problem [concerning reparations] was settled in a digni-
fied manner at that time [with Wieczorek-Zeul’s speech]”

(Bundestag 2011a [Hoyer FDP], 17264). This was comple-
mented by further silencing strategies, such as relativizing
genocide and not recognizing it by invoking pretextual le-
galistic arguments: “The Convention of 9 December 1948
on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Geno-
cide entered into force on 12 January 1951–for the Federal
Republic of Germany on 22 February 1955. It does not ap-
ply retroactively” (Bundestag 2011b, 5). This legal argument
was repeatedly harshly criticized by the social-idealist for-
mation: “Genocide is, after all, not a legal problem in the
first place. It is a human problem, an ethical and a moral
problem” (Bundestag 2012a [Kekeritz Green Party], 1382).
However, at this stage, it did not lead to an official recogni-
tion of the genocide by the federal government. The Left
as the main silence breaker was delegitimized, in particu-
lar, by pointing out that they were not yet represented in
the Bundestag during earlier resolutions (Bundestag 2007
[Eymer CDU], 10580). Accordingly, a certain muteness can
be identified among The Left, as they are deprived of their
capabilities to speak, which results in a restraint to speak for
the issue.

Overall, the period from 2004 to 2015 was characterized
by an individual (Wieczorek-Zeul) and collective (The Left)
silence breakers. The hegemony of the traditional-realist
formation further consolidated their hegemonic interpre-
tation of responsibility, so that, the discussion of reparations
payments could be largely blocked (despite the fact that a
dialogue between Namibia and Germany has been initiated
in 2015). The maintenance of discourse hegemony was facil-
itated by the silencing modes listed above. In addition to the
silence breakers, reality shocks also contributed to the fact
that the topic repeatedly appeared in the political discourse
in this phase. Beyond Wieczorek-Zeul’s speech, the recog-
nition of the genocide in the Namibian Parliament in 2006
and the “diplomatic scandal” (Bundestag 2011c, 4) around
the repatriation of Herero and Nama bones in 2011 should
be mentioned here.

On the Way to Recognition (2015–2021)

Another reality shock, the recognition of the Armenian
genocide by the Bundestag on June 2, 2016, was forma-
tive for the responsibility discourse of the third phase
(Bundestag 2016a). Addressed in the Bundestag the pre-
vious year, the debate about this particular recognition
gave an opportunity to individual members of the Green
Party and The Left to point toward the lacking reappraisal
of the genocide committed in Namibia (Bundestag 2015b
[Özdemir Green Party], 9659; Bundestag 2015c [Liebich
The Left], 9856). In connection to the official recognition
of the Armenian genocide, the argumentative line of the
traditional-realist formation (in government) came under
pressure. For instance, the Bundestag’s head, Norbert Lam-
mert (CDU/CSU), stated in one of Germany’s major weekly
newspapers “Die ZEIT” that Germany can no longer evade
its responsibility for Namibia after the recognition of the Ar-
menian genocide (Lammert 2015). The silence was further
broken when the Bundestag officially recognized the term
“genocide” in connection to the crimes committed against
the Herero and Nama by accepting a motion introduced
by the Green Party (Bundestag 2015d). In the following,
for the first time, a government press speaker confirmed
that the colonial atrocities were indeed genocide by reading
out loud a motion introduced by the Green Party and the
SPD in 2012 (Bundestag 2012b). Yet, the government con-
tinued to exhibit various silencing modes. While repeatedly
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8 The Myth of Responsibility

Table 1. Discourse overview

Until 1983
Discursive formations Traditional-realist
Members CDU/CSU, FDP, SPD
Arguments for
responsibility

- Realist: Westbindung
- Cultural: German minorities

Recommended action - Leaving colonialism behind
Silence

√
Non-articulated silence: no reference to committed atrocities√
Articulated silence: trivialization, counterweighting, closure of the topic

1984–2004
Discursive formations Traditional-realist (heg.) Social-idealist (cont.)
Members CDU/CSU, FDP, parts of SPD Green Party, parts of SPD
Arguments for
responsibility

- Realist: Westbindung
- Cultural: German minorities
- Historical: colonial past

- Idealist: peaceful world
- Cultural: German minorities
- Historical: committed colonial atrocities

Recommended action - Differentiated view of Germany’s colonial past - Breaking the myth of German colonialism
Silence

√
Non-articulated silence: no reference to

committed atrocities√
Articulated silence: trivialization,

counterweighting, closure of the topic,
withdrawal of credibility, subordination, framing,
meaning extraction

√
Non-articulated silence: no reference to committed atrocities

after independence√
Articulated silence: closure of the topic

× Partial silence breaking: naming colonial cruelties

2004–2015
Discursive formations Traditional-realist (heg.) Moderate

social-idealist
Radical
social-idealist

Members CDU/CSU, FDP, parts of SPD Green Party, parts of SPD The Left
Arguments for
responsibility

- Realist: current problems, met by development
cooperation
- Historical: colonial past and injustice

- Idealist: moral and ethical
foundation
- Historical: committed
genocide

- Idealist: moral and ethical
foundation
- Historical: committed
genocide

Recommended action - Development aid - Reappraisal
- Official excuse

- Reparation
- Official excuse

Silence
√

Non-articulated silence: no response to
remarks by Wieczorek-Zeul√

Articulated silence: trivialization, closure of the
topic, withdrawal of credibility, subordination,
framing, meaning extraction

√
Articulated silence:

references to earlier
resolutions (sporadically)
× Partial silence breaking

× Collective silence breaking:
active promotion and
demands for recognition,
criticism of government
silence

2015–2021
Discursive formations Revisionist Traditional-realist Moderate

social-idealist
Radical
social-idealist

Arguments for
responsibility

- no responsibility
mentioned

- Realist: current
problems, met by
development
cooperation
- Historical: committed
genocide

- Idealist: moral and ethical
foundation
- Historical: committed
genocide

- Idealist: moral and ethical
foundation
- Historical: committed
genocide

Members AfD CDU/CSU, FDP, parts
of SPD

Green Party, parts of SPD The Left

Recommended action - Re-establishing the
myth of German
colonialism

- Development aid
- Educational measures
- Recognition

- Reappraisal
- Recognition

- Reappraisal
- Recognition

Cont. Discursive alliance (heg.)
Silence

√
Articulated silence:

trivialization, framing

√
Articulated silence:

excluding victims
× Partial silence breaking:
integrating external
factors, changing
recommended action

× Collective silence breaking × Collective silence breaking

Analysis of German Responsibility Discourse (1980-2021).

affirming its responsibility for Namibia, the government did
not mention it when questioned about the lawsuit brought
against the German government by a group of Herero and
Nama descendants in New York in 2017. Confronted with an
inquiry about the beginning of court proceedings, foreign
office spokesperson Schäfer responded: “At the moment—
yesterday evening was only a few hours ago—we have no
knowledge of our own as to whether it is true that there

is such a legal claim. In any case, there is nothing that
has been served on us or anything like that” (Government
2017). Silencing is further indicated by transferring respon-
sibility to the Namibian government. This for instance is
the case when asked about the inclusion of victim groups in
the often-referenced dialogue between the two governments
(Bundestag 2016b). In a press conference in 2016, Chancel-
lor Merkel evaded a question when she was asked about the
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AUGSTEN PAULINE ET AL. 9

subject (Government 2016). Here, non-articulated silence
is displayed. This, however, proves that silence can occur
if members of the discursive hegemony cannot integrate
the external event if it does not fit their line of reasoning.
Regardless of signs of the traditional-realist hegemony
coming under pressure, various argumentative lines and
silencing strategies remained in place throughout the con-
tributions of the CDU/CSU and parts of the SPD. It was
highlighted that Germany’s responsibility was already be-
ing met through development cooperation. Further, refer-
ences of former debates and motions were repeated en-
abling the extraction of meaning of the term “responsibility”
(Bundestag 2016c [Wöhrl CDU/CSU], 15910).

Using that external factor and the following silence of
the traditional-realist hegemony to their advantage, both
social-idealist formations gained momentum. Demanding
concrete steps on how the public could live up to its respon-
sibility, the moderate social-idealist formation continued
to speak about the outstanding reappraisal of the colonial
crimes. Both formations strongly criticized the special ini-
tiative launched by the German government in 2015 for the
provided funding not paying tribute to the communities
of the descendants (Bundestag 2018a [Holtz Green Party],
731; Bundestag 2018b). Equally, the inconsistent legal ar-
gument of the traditional-realist formation was highlighted.
Acting as a silence breaker, the radical social-idealist forma-
tion pointed out German inconsistency in acknowledging
its responsibility, especially in the context of the Arme-
nian genocide. It is underlined that, “[s]o far, the Federal
Government has shied away from this.” (Bundestag 2015c
[Liebich The Left], 9856). Moreover, this formation called
for attention to the different attitudes toward the issue in
both countries and emphasized that the inequality existing
in Namibian society today is rooted in colonial structures
that have not yet been overcome. They also addressed the
issue of the individual responsibility of the preparators,
which, admittedly, cannot be held accountable anymore
(Bundestag 2018c).

Over the course of phase III, parts of the traditional-
realist formation moved closer toward the social-idealist for-
mations: Concerns about the lacking education on Ger-
man colonial atrocities were addressed (Bundestag 2020a
[Motschmann CDU/CSU], 24235) and doubts regarding
the development aid policy were raised for ignoring the re-
sponsibility for colonial injustice (Bundestag 2020a [Lechte
FDP], 24234). The Left can be witnessed to equally move
closer toward the moderate social-idealist formation. While
having demanded reparation payments in earlier debates,
The Left proposed to establish a foundation for the reap-
praisal of colonial crimes, which converged with Green Party
demands (Bundestag 2018b). First, the Black Lives Matter
movement can be seen as a catalyst for this rapprochement.
Causing societal debates about racism and colonialism, the
Black Lives Matter movement can be identified as the fi-
nal reality shock leading up to the official recognition of
the genocide by the government in May 2021. References
such as the following were incorporated in the debate: “Yes,
we are at the beginning of the reappraisal, but something
is finally happening. We know how many people are in-
volved in anti-racist work, how many people support the
Black Lives Matter movement, not only in the USA, but also
here in Germany” (Bundestag 2020a [Brugger Green Party],
24229). Showing a convergence in perspectives, most speak-
ers thanked the Green Party for introducing a motion on
the recognition of colonial injustice during the debate in
November 2020 (Bundestag 2020b). Second, this shift can
be seen as result of all factions uniting in opposition against
the radical right party AfD. Having entered the Bundestag

in 2013, the AfD represents an emerging fourth discursive
formation toward the end of phase III. The faction holds
a revisionist stance regarding the recognition of the geno-
cide against the Herero and Nama in particular and the
reappraisal of colonial atrocities more generally (Bundestag
2019). Opposing this revisionist formation and facing difficul-
ties in integrating the external factors, the traditional-realist
hegemony broke down over the course of phase III and a
discursive alliance with the social-idealist formations can be
attested. As a result, it was possible for silence breakers to
strengthen their position and gain more influence paving
the way for the official recognition of the genocide by the
German government on May 28, 2021.

Conclusion

The aim of our study was both to contribute to the the-
orization of silence and to understand Germany’s late
acknowledgment of the genocide on the Herero and Nama.
Our analysis shows that the inclusion of silence in discourse-
bound identity theory and the consequent focus on (non-)
articulated silencing increases the explanatory value of the
theory and broadens its scope. However, discourse-bound
identity theory also offers an explanation for the emergence
of silence as a result of identitary selection. Building on
this study, interesting follow-up questions can be addressed,
especially the interaction between different discourses. This
particularly includes a central point that has been side-lined
in this study: the influence of Namibian discourse and its
interaction with the discourse in Germany. Namibian voices
appear only occasionally (linked to reality shocks, e.g., inde-
pendence or memorandum) in the analysis, but henceforth
require more detailed consideration in future research.

Turning now to answering the first research question:
How did silence enable the denial of the genocide against
the Herero and Nama? To this end, it is first necessary to
distinguish between non-articulated and articulated silenc-
ing. As retrieved by the discourse analysis, different types of
silence can be identified over time. Especially at the begin-
ning of the debates in phase I, the dominant interpretation
of “responsibility” did not include colonial cruelties; hence,
non-articulated silence prevailed as a result of identitary se-
lection. Since the only discourse formation in the first part
of phase I was not contested, non-articulated silence had
a delaying effect on discursive change toward an inclusion
of colonial mass atrocities. Nevertheless, non-articulated si-
lence also opens new spaces for contesting discursive forma-
tions to introduce and promote their issues, as shown by the
Green Party in phase I. Thus, non-articulated silence is am-
biguous as it may enable and delay change at the same time.

In contrast, articulated silencing mainly delays discursive
change, as can be seen in parts of phase I (when con-
tested) or phase II and III. Here, the persistent denial of
colonial cruelties was made possible by articulated silenc-
ing modes. The hegemonic formation struggled with in-
cluding those cruelties, which already entered the discourse,
into their chains of argumentation due to identitary con-
trarity. Thus, prominent silencing modes such as framing,
subordination, counterweighting, or trivialization could be
identified. However, the study also allowed for exploring
new silencing modes: closure of the topic, withdrawal of
credibility, or meaning extraction. Taken together, they suc-
ceeded in repeatedly blocking the topic in discourse. This
long-term denial could be maintained through articulated
silencing until the pressure of reality shocks and structural
changes in the discursive constellations grew too strong.
Considering both the delaying and the enabling dimension
of silencing opens up new perspectives on the connection
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10 The Myth of Responsibility

between silence and cruelty. It can be assumed that delay-
ing silencing prevents dealing with colonial cruelties and
thus constitutes a cruelty itself, whereas the enabling func-
tion of silencing can contribute both to actively reveal the
cruelty of (delaying) silencing and to thematize colonial
cruelties.

This brings us to the second research question: How did
the official recognition of the genocide in 2021 finally be-
come possible? As already touched upon, reality shocks play
a fundamental role. They act as catalysts and/or triggers
with the possibility of breaking the hegemonic silence in
political discourse, since they come up with content-related
points of reference that have to be integrated by the es-
tablished discursive formations. If a hegemonic discursive
formation has difficulties integrating a reality shock into
its chains of argumentation, two consequences are con-
ceivable: First, the formations may use articulated silencing
modes, as it can be observed in particular in phase II of the
discourse analysis. These allow inclusion in the discourse
without having to integrate the reality shock in a meaning-
ful way and without having to deviate from the established
chains of argumentation. At the same time, reality shocks
can lead to a situation in which the hegemonic discursive
formation has to approach the contesting ones in terms of
argumentation or even build a discourse alliance, leading to
a gradual integration of the topic into the discourse. This
was more evident in the third phase when the recognition
of the Armenian genocide led to increased attention to the
genocide of the Herero and Nama and to discursive con-
cessions on the part of the hegemonic discursive formation,
which finally resulted in official recognition.

While the reality shocks are more to be found at the level
of content, there have also been structural shocks in the
discourse over time, especially through the emergence of
new discursive participants. This is the second factor that
paved the way to recognition. The entry of the Green Party
led to an articulation of the issue and to the emergence of
a contestant formation, while the accession of The Left to
the Bundestag initially hardened the boundaries between
the formations. The radical position of The Left allowed the
hegemonic traditional-realist discursive formation to clearly
distance itself from their arguments—partly through silenc-
ing modes (e.g., through withdrawal of responsibility)—
and split the social-idealist formation. The appearance of
the AfD from 2013 onward structurally had an opposite ef-
fect. In demarcation from the AfD, the hegemonic discur-
sive formation and the social-idealist formations converged.
This and further reality shocks finally enabled recognition
of the genocide against the Herero and Nama. In conclu-
sion, the official recognition of the genocide and the break-
ing of silence was possible through an interplay of real-
ity shocks, constantly reinforcing the topic on a content-
related dimension, and the emergence of new discursive
participants that disrupted the discourse on a structural
dimension.

Finally, the question remains to what extent Germany
continues to be committed to coming to terms with its colo-
nial cruelties. Will the years of silence now be followed by ar-
ticulation? Or are we facing a new phase of non-articulated
silence now that the issue has been discursively closed as
we could observe at the end of phase I? The findings from
this paper suggest the latter, although a more in-depth reap-
praisal would be desirable against the backdrop of German
historical and moral responsibility. This not only includes
the strengthening of public reappraisal and the inclusion of

Namibian voices, but also an extension of colonial remem-
brance policy to further cruelties such as the Maji-Maji “Re-
bellion” or the Boxer “Uprising” that, until today, remain
cloaked in silence.

References

ACHINO-LOEB, MARIA-LUISA. 2006a. “Silence as the Currency of Power.” In Si-
lence: The Currency of Power, edited by Maria-Luisa Achino-Loeb, 1–19.
New York: Berghahn Books.

———. 2006b. “Silence and the Imperatives of Identity.” In Silence: The Cur-
rency of Power, edited by Maria-Luisa Achino-Loeb, 35–51. New York:
Berghahn Books.

ASHENDEN, SAMANTHA, AND ANDREAS HESS, eds. 2019. Between Utopia and Realism:
The Political Thought of Judith N. Shklar. Haney Foundation Series. Philadel-
phia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.

ASSMANN, ALEIDA. 1999. “Erinnerung als Erregung. Wendepunkte der
deutschen Erinnerungsgeschichte.” Brandenburgische Akademie der Wis-
senschaften, Berichte und Abhandlungen 7, 39–58.

———. 2013. “Formen des Schweigens.” In Schweigen: Beiträge, edited by
Aleida Assmann and Jan Assmann, 51–68. Archäologie der liter-
arischen Kommunikation 11. München: Fink.

ASSMANN, ALEIDA, AND JAN ASSMANN, eds. 2013. Schweigen. München: Fink.
BAIER, ANNETTE C. 1993. “Moralism and Cruelty: Reflections on Hume and

Kant.” Ethics 103 (3): 436–57.
BARROZO, PAULO D. 2007. “Punishing Cruelly: Punishment, Cruelty, and

Mercy.” Criminal Law,” Philosophy 2 (1): 67–84.
BELLEBAUM, ALFRED. 1992. Schweigen und Verschweigen: Bedeutungen und Erschei-

nungsvielfalt einer Kommunikationsform.Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozial-
wissenschaften.

BEN-ZE’EV, EFRAT, JAY WINTER, AND RUTH GINIO, eds. 2010. Shadows of War: A
Social History of Silence in the Twentieth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

BHAMBRA, GURMINDER K., AND ROBBIE SHILLIAM, eds. 2009. Silencing Human
Rights: Critical Engagements with a Contested Project. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan.

BILMES, JACK. 1994. “Constituting Silence: Life in the World of Total Mean-
ing.” Semiotica 98 (1–2): 73–88.

BOEKLE, HENNING, AND JÖRG NADOLL. 2003. “Identität Und Diskurs.” In Eu-
ropäische Außenpolitik Und Nationale Identität. Vergleichende Diskurs-Und
Verhaltensstudien Zu Dänemark, Deutsch-Land, Frankreich, Griechenland,
Italien Und Den Niederlanden, edited by Britta Joerißen, Bernhard Stahl
and Hanns W. Maull, 159–66. Münster: LIT.

BOEKLE, HENNING, JÖRG NADOLL, AND BERNHARD STAHL. 2000. “Identität,
Diskurs Und Vergleichende Analyse Europäischer Außenpoli-
tiken: PAFE-Arbeitspapier Nr. 1.” Accessed November 20, 2021.
https://www.phil.uni-passau.de/fileadmin/dokumente/fakultaeten/
phil/lehrstuehle/stahl/Theoretische_Grundlegung_und_
methodische_Vorgehensweise.pdf

BRITO VIEIRA, MONICA. 2019. “Silent Agency.” Contemporary Political Theory 18:
441–45.

BRUMMETT, BARRY. 1980. “Towards a Theory of Silence as a Political Strategy.”
Quarterly Journal of Speech 66 (3): 289–303.

BUNDESTAG. 1979. Government Response, Printed Matter 8/3463.
———. 1980. Plenary Protocol 8/197, 197th Session.
———. 1983. Government Response, Printed Matter 10/833.
———. 1984. Plenary Protocol 10/54, 54th Session.
———. 1989a. Plenary Protocol 11/129, 129th Session.
———. 1989b. Motion, Printed Matter 11/4039.
———. 2007. Plenary Protocol 16/102, 102th Session.
———. 2008. Plenary Protocol 16/172, 172th Session.
———. 2011a. Plenary Protocol 17/145, 145th Session.
———. 2011b. Government Response, Printed Matter 17/8057.
———. 2011c. Minor Inquiry, Printed Matter 17/7562.
———. 2012a. Plenary Protocol 17/168, 168th Session.
———. 2012b. Motion, Printed Matter 17/9033.
———. 2015a. Motion, Printed Matter 18/5407.
———. 2015b. Plenary Protocol 18/101, 101st Session.
———. 2015c. Plenary Protocol 18/103, 103rd Session.
———. 2015d. Motion, Printed Matter 18/5385.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/2/2/ksab040/6510208 by U

B Passau user on 11 February 2022

https://www.phil.uni-passau.de/fileadmin/dokumente/fakultaeten/phil/lehrstuehle/stahl/Theoretische_Grundlegung_und_methodische_Vorgehensweise.pdf


AUGSTEN PAULINE ET AL. 11

———. 2016a. Motion, Printed Matter 18/8613.
———. 2016b. Government Response, Printed Matter 18/9152.
———. 2016c. Plenary Protocol 18/161, 161th Session.
———. 2018a. Plenary Protocol 19/10, 10th Session.
———. 2018b. Motion, Printed Matter 19/1256.
———. 2018c. Motion, Printed Matter 19/6236.
———. 2019. Motion, Printed Matter 19/15784.
———. 2020a. Plenary Protocol 19/192, 192th Session.
———. 2020b. Motion, Printed Matter 19/24381.
CHAMBERLAIN, AVA. 1992. “The Theology of Cruelty: A New Look at the Rise

of Arminianism in Eighteenth-Century New England.” Harvard Theo-
logical Review 85 (3): 335–56.

CHOI, SUHI. 2014. Embattled Memories: Contested Meanings in Korean War Memo-
rials. Reno, NV: University of Nevada Press.

CLAIR, ROBIN PATRIC. 1998. Organizing Silence: A World of Possibilities. SUNY Se-
ries in Communication Studies. Albany, NY: State University of New York
Press.

CONRAD, SEBASTIAN. 2021. “Dialog.” Interview by Uwe Klußmann and Eva-
Maria Schnurr. Spiegel Geschiche, 2/2021, pp. 24–33.

DAUENHAUER, BERNARD P. 1980. Silence, the Phenomenon and Its Ontological Sig-
nificance: Bernard P. Dauenhauer. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press.

DESSINGUÉ, ALEXANDRE, AND JAY WINTER, eds. 2016. Beyond Memory: Silence and
the Aesthetics of Remembrance. New York: Routledge.

DINGLI, SOPHIA. 2015. “We Need to Talk About Silence: Re-Examining Silence
in International Relations Theory.” European Journal of International Re-
lations 21 (4): 721–42.

DINGLI, SOPHIA, AND THOMAS N. COOKE, eds. 2019. Political Silence: Meanings,
Functions and Ambiguity. Abingdon: Routledge.

DINGLI, SOPHIA, AND SAMEERA KHALFEY. 2019. “Silence, Exit and the Politics of
Piety: Challenging Logocentrism in Political Theory.” In Political Si-
lence: Meanings, Functions and Ambiguity, edited by Sophia Dingli and
Thomas N. Cooke, 62–77. Abingdon: Routledge.

EDKINS, JENNY. 2000. Whose Hunger? Concepts of Famine, Practices of Aid. Border-
lines v. 17. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press.

EPHRATT, MICHAL. 2008. “The Functions of Silence.” Journal of Pragmatics 40
(11): 1909–38.

FERGUSON, KENNAN. 2003. “Silence: A Politics.” Contemporary Political Theory 2
(1): 49–65.

FOUCAULT, MICHEL. 1981. Archäologie des Wissens. Suhrkamp-Taschenbuch Wis-
senschaft 356. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.

———. 1985. Sexualität Und Wahrheit. Vol. 1: Der Wille Zum Wissen. Frankfurt
am Main: Suhrkamp.

FOWLER, SIMON. 2018. “Enforced Silences.” In The Silence of the Archive, edited
by David Thomas, Simon Fowler and Valerie Johnson, 1–40. London:
Facet.

FREEDEN, MICHAEL. 2015. “Silence in Political Theory: A Conceptual Predica-
ment.” Journal of Political Ideologies 20 (1): 1–9.

GERMAN FOREIGN OFFICE. 2021. “Außenminister Maas zum Abschluss
der Verhandlungen mit Namibia.” Accessed November 20, 2021.
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/-/2463396.

GOVERNMENT. 2016. Press Conference of Chancellor Merkel and Presi-
dent of the Republic Azerbaijan Ilham Aliyev. Accessed November
20, 2021. https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/
pressekonferenzen/pressekonferenz-von-bundeskanzlerin-merkel-
und-dem-staatspraesidenten-der-republik-aserbaidschan-ilham-aliyev-
846430.

———. 2017. Government Press Conference on January 6, 2017. Ac-
cessed November 20, 2021. https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-
de/aktuelles/pressekonferenzen/regierungspressekonferenz-vom-6-
januar-2017-843494.

GRAY, SEAN. 2019. “Interpreting Silence: A Note of Caution.” Contemporary
Political Theory 18 (3): 431–36.

GUILLAUME, XAVIER. 2018. “How to Do Things with Silence: Rethinking the
Centrality of Speech to the Securitization Framework.” Security Dialogue
49 (6): 476–92.

HAHN, ALOIS. 2014. “Schweigen, Verschweigen, Wegschauen und Verhüllen.”
In Unser Alltag ist voll von Gesellschaft: Sozialwissenschaftliche Beiträge,
edited by Alfred Bellebaum and Robert Hettlage, 151–74. Wiesbaden:
VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

HANSEN, LENE. 2000. “The Little Mermaid’s Silent Security Dilemma and the
Absence of Gender in the Copenhagen School.” Journal of International
Studies 29 (2): 285–306.

———. 2006. Security as Practice: Discourse Analysis and the Bosnian War (The
New International Relations). New York: Routledge.

HEIDEGGER, MARTIN. 1972. Sein und Zeit. Tübingen: Niemeyer.
HERSCHINGER, EVA, AND JUDITH RENNER. 2014. “Einleitung: Diskursforschung

in den Internationalen Beziehungen.” In Diskursforschung in den
Internationalen Beziehungen. 1. Aufl. Innovative Forschung—Theorien,
Methoden, Konzepte 1, edited by Eva and Herschinger. 9–35. Baden-
Baden: Nomos.

HOFFMANN, RUTH. 2021. “Widerstand.” Spiegel Geschichte, 2/2021, 74–79.
JAWORSKI, ADAM. 1993. The Power of Silence: Social and Pragmatic Perspectives (Lan-

guage and Language Behaviors, vol. 1). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.
———, ed. 1997. Silence: Interdisciplinary Perspectives (Studies in Anthropological

Linguistics 10). Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.
JUNG, THEO. 2019. “Silence as a Mode of Political Communication: Negotiat-

ing Expectations.” Contemporary Political Theory 18 (3): 425–31.
JUNGKUNZ, VINCENT. 2012. “The Promise of Democratic Silences.” New Political

Science 34 (2): 127–50.
KATSIOULIS, CHRISTOS, AND JÖRG NADOLL. 2003. “Der Deutsche Diskurs Zu

Auslandseinsätzen Der Bundeswehr (1990-1994).” Joerißen, Britta/Stahl,
Bernhard (Hg.): Europäische Außenpolitik und nationale Identität. Vergle-
ichende Diskurs-und Verhaltensstudien zu Dänemark, Deutschland, Frankre-
ich, Griechenland, Italien und den Niederlanden, 353–67. Münster: LIT Ver-
lag.

KEKES, JOHN. 1996. “Cruelty and Liberalism.” Ethics 106 (4): 834–44.
KIERKEGAARD, SØREN. 2013. Fear and Trembling and the Sickness Unto Death.

Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
KRÜGER, LAURA-THERESA, AND BERNHARD STAHL. 2018. “The French Foreign Pol-

icy U-Turn in the Arab Spring—The Case of Tunisia.” Mediterranean
Politics 23 (2): 197–222.

KURZON, DENNIS. 1998. Discourse of Silence (Pragmatics & Beyond New Series 49).
Amsterdam: J. Benjamins.

LACLAU, ERNESTO. 2014. Rhetorical Foundations of Society. London: Verso.
LACLAU, ERNESTO, AND CHANTAL MOUFFE. 1991. Hegemonie Und Radiklae

Demokratie: Zur Dekonstruktion Des Marxismus. Wien: Passagen-Verlag.
LAMMERT, NORBERT. 2015. “Deutsche Ohne Gnade.” Die Zeit, July 8,

2015. 28/2015. Accessed November 20, 2021. https://www.zeit.de/
2015/28/voelkermord-armenier-herero-nama-norbert-lammert.

LARSEN, HENRIK. 2014. Foreign Policy and Discourse Analysis. France, Britain and
Europe. London: Routledge.

LE, BRETON, David. 1997. Du Silence: Essai. Collection Traversées. Paris: Éd. Mé-
tailié.

LUHMANN, NIKLAS, AND PETER FUCHS. 1989. Reden Und Schweigen. Frankfurt am
Main: Suhrkamp.

MILLIKEN, JENNIFER. 1999. “The Study of Discourse in International Relations.”
European Journal of International Relations 5 (2): 225–54.

NADOLL, JÖRG. 2003. “Forschungsdesign—Nationale Identität und Diskur-
sanalyse.” In Europäische Außenpolitik und nationale Identität. Vergle-
ichende Diskurs- und Verhaltensstudien zu Dänemark, Deutschland, Frankre-
ich, Griechenland, Italien und den Niederlanden, edited by Britta Joerißen,
Bernhard Stahl and Hanns W. Maull, 167–188. Münster: LIT.

NEIMAN, SUSAN. 2019. Learning from the Germans: Confronting Race and the Mem-
ory of Evil. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books.

NIETZSCHE, FRIEDRICH WILHELM. 1999. Also Sprach Zarathustra. München: De
Gruyter.

NONHOFF, MARTIN. 2007. “Diskurs–radikale Demokratie–Hegemonie.” Biele-
feld: transcript 10 (9783839404942).

NONHOFF, MARTIN, AND FRANK STENGEL. 2014. “Poststrukturalistische Diskurs-
theorie und Außenpolitikanalyse. Wie lässt sich Deutschlands
wankelmütige Außenpolitik zwischen Afghanistan und Irak verste-
hen?” In Diskursforschung in den internationalen Beziehungen, edited by
Eva Herschinger, 37–74. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

PICARD, MAX. 2009. Die Welt des Schweigens. Schaffhausen: Loco.
ROLLO, TOBY. 2019. “Two Political Ontologies and Three Models of Si-

lence: Voice, Signal, and Action.” Contemporary Political Theory 18 (3):
435–41.

RORTY, RICHARD. 1989. Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity: Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

RUSSELL, AIDAN. ed. 2018. Truth, Silence and Violence in Emerging States: Histories
of the Unspoken (Routledge Studies in Human Rights Series). Milton: Rout-
ledge.

SAVILLE-TROIKE, MURIEL. 1985. “The Place of Silence in an Integrated Theory
of Communication.” In Perspectives on silence, edited by Deborah Tan-
nen and Muriel Saville-Troike, 3–18. Norwood: Ablex.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/2/2/ksab040/6510208 by U

B Passau user on 11 February 2022

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/newsroom/-/2463396
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/pressekonferenzen/pressekonferenz-von-bundeskanzlerin-merkel-und-dem-staatspraesidenten-der-republik-aserbaidschan-ilham-aliyev-846430
https://www.bundesregierung.de/breg-de/aktuelles/pressekonferenzen/regierungspressekonferenz-vom-6-januar-2017-843494
https://www.zeit.de/2015/28/voelkermord-armenier-herero-nama-norbert-lammert


12 The Myth of Responsibility

SCHRÖTER, MELANI. 2013. Silence and Concealment in Political Discourse (Dis-
course approaches to Politics, Society and Culture 48). Amsterdam:
Benjamins.

SCHRÖTER, MELANI, AND CHARLOTTE TAYLOR, eds. 2018. Exploring Silence and
Absence in Discourse: Empirical Approaches (Postdisciplinary Studies in Dis-
course). Cham: Palgrave Macmillan.

SCHWEIGER, ELISABETH. 2015. “The Risks of Remaining Silent: International
Law Formation and the EU Silence on Drone Killings.” Global Affairs 1
(3): 269–75.

SHKLAR, JUDITH N. 1984. Ordinary Vices: Cambridge, MA: Harvard University
Press.

SHKLAR, JUDITH N. 1989. “The Liberalism of Fear." In Liberalism and the Moral
Life, edited by Nancy and Rosenblum.” Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-
versity Press.

SIFIANOU, MARIA. 1997. “Silence and Politeness.” In Silence: Interdisciplinary
Perspectives (Studies in Anthropological Linguistics 10), edited by Adam Ja-
worski, 63–84. Berlin: De Gruyter.

SPIEGEL. 2004. “Das Röcheln Der Sterbenden Verhallte in Der Er-
habenen Stille.” Accessed August 13, 2004. Accessed November 20,
2021. https://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/deutschlands-erster-
voelkermord-das-roecheln-der-sterbenden-verhallte-in-der-erhabenen-
stille-a-313043.html.

STAHL, BERNHARD. 2006. Frankreichs Identität Und Außenpolitische Krisen: Ver-
halten Und Diskurse Im Kosovo-Krieg Und Er Uruguay-Runde Des GATT.
Baden-Baden: Nomos.

STAHL, BERNHARD. 2012. “Taumeln Im Mehr Der Möglichkeiten: Die
Deutsche Außenpolitik Und Libyen.” Z Außen Sicherheitspolit 5 (4): 575–
603.

STAHL, BERNHARD. 2017. “Verantwortung—welche Verantwortung? Der
deutsche Verantwortungsdiskurs und die Waffenlieferungen an die
Peschmerga.” Z Politikwiss 27 (4): 437–71.

STAHL, BERNHARD, AND SEBASTIAN HARNISCH, eds. 2009. Vergleichende Außenpoli-
tikforschung und nationale Identitäten: Die Europäische Union im Kosovo-
Konflikt 1996-2008. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

STETS, JAN E., AND PETER J. BURKE. 2000. “Identity Theory and Social Identity
Theory.” Social Psychology Quarterly 63 (3): 224–37.

SWOBODA, VEIT. 2009. “Deutschland: Die Neudeutung der Vergangenheit.” In
Vergleichende Außenpolitikforschung und nationale Identitäten: Die Europäis-
che Union im Kosovo-Konflikt 1996-2008, edited by Bernhard Stahl and
Sebastian Harnisch, 137–66. Baden-Baden: Nomos.

TANNEN, DEBORAH, AND MURIEL SAVILLE-TROIKE, eds. 1985. Perspectives on Silence.
Norwood: Ablex.

THIESMEYER, LYNN JANET, ed. 2003. Discourse and Silencing: Representation and the
Language of Displacement. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: J. Benjamins.

THOMAS, DAVID, SIMON FOWLER, AND VALERIE JOHNSON, eds. 2018. The Silence of
the Archive. London: Facet.

UNSC, UNITED NATIONS SECURITY COUNCIL. 1978. Security Council Resolu-
tion 435 of 29 September 1978. https://peacemaker.un.org/sites/
peacemaker.un.org/files/NM_780929_SCR435%281978%29.pdf

VERSCHUEREN, JEF. 1985. What People Say They Do with Words. Norwood, NJ:
Ablex.

WIECZOREK-ZEUL, HEIDEMARIE. 2004. “Speech by Federal Minister for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Development Development, Heidemarie
Wieczorek-Zeul at the Commemoration on the 100th Anniversary
of the Herero Uprisings: Gedenken an Die Gräueltaten 1904.”
Accessed November 20, 2021. http://www.ag-friedensforschung.de/
regionen/Namibia/100-jahre.html.

WITTGENSTEIN, LUDWIG. 1969. Schriften 1. Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp.
ZERUBAVEL, EVIATAR. 2006. The Elephant in the Room: Silence and Denial in Every-

day Life. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
ZIMMERER, JÜRGEN. 2011. Von Windhuk nach Auschwitz? Beiträge zum Verhältnis

von Kolonialismus und Holocaust. Münster: LIT.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/isagsq/article/2/2/ksab040/6510208 by U

B Passau user on 11 February 2022

https://www.spiegel.de/politik/ausland/deutschlands-erster-voelkermord-das-roecheln-der-sterbenden-verhallte-in-der-erhabenen-stille-a-313043.html
http://www.ag-friedensforschung.de/regionen/Namibia/100-jahre.html

