
 

Niema  Movassat 
Member of the German Bundestag 

Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
I thank the Forum for the Future for their invitation to this public lecture under the title: “The just 
demands for reparations – what comes next?” 
Originally I wanted to deliver a speech this Sunday, 26 August 2012 in Okahandja on the occasion of 
the remembrance ceremonies in honour of the resistance fighters and fighters for freedom and justice 
who have been laid to rest there. I was very pleased to accept your invitation. As things have changed 
and as the Red Flag Day commemorations had been cancelled, I then decided to deliver my speech on 
this occasion to you, who have gathered here in Commando Hall in Katutura. It is a great honour for me 
to address you within my visit to your country as a Member of the German Bundestag and a 
representative of The Left Party.  
 
On 26 August 1923, eighty-nine years ago, the remains of the great Samuel Maharero were brought to 
Okahandja to be interred there on the authority of Chief Hosea Kutako. Driven into exile by the German 
occupation force in 1904, he never saw his homeland again during his lifetime. I also wish to 
commemorate all of the other resistance fighters against German and, later, South African colonialism. 
Lastly, I honour those who – even today, when independence has been achieved – continue to campaign 
for truth, justice and freedom. Their struggle is often overlooked, but it is part of the same tradition and 
is, in some respects, at least of the very same importance. Even in our days, freedom and justice 
certainly cannot be taken for granted and must be reaffirmed and secured every day. 
 
Six years ago, in 2006, another representative of my party, Hüseyin Aydin, visited Namibia and gave a 
speech at the Herero-Day in Okahandja. Shortly afterwards, the Namibian National Assembly 
unanimously adopted a courageous resolution in which the orders issued by German general Lothar von 
Trotha and the subsequent massacres and atrocities that the German Empire inflicted on your ancestors 
on an utterly unimaginable scale were officially labelled as genocide for the first time and in which 
reparations were requested. That was a hopeful new beginning, but it has regrettably been disregarded 
until today. The arrogance with which that resolution was ignored is another disgraceful chapter in the 
difficult relations between our two countries. 
 
At the same time, there is an upright Germany, which has not lost its humanity, a Germany whose 
conscience is heavily burdened by the deeds of its ancestors. That is the Germany, which fights 
vigorously to be open to the world, to be a free country that practises solidarity and rejects any form of 
racism and any notion of a master race or white supremacy. It is the Germany that extends the hand of 
solidarity – self-confident, but not arrogant; advising, but not pontificating; teaching, but also willing to 
learn. 
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As a Member of the German Bundestag and of The Left Party, I represent that part of Germany. It is the 
part, which is aware of its history and its responsibility. The part, that knows about the genocide on your 
ancestors. The part, which seeks genuine reconciliation and knows that it cannot simply be proclaimed 
by means of unilateral declarations. It is my duty, as an elected representative of these people, to make 
my voice heard. I hope that my visit and the numerous talks I am holding here make a significant 
contribution to establishing and perpetuating the dialogue that is desperately needed between the 
parliaments and peoples of our two countries.  
 
Last year I witnessed the handover of twenty plundered skulls of victims of the German genocide, the 
skulls of your ancestors. More than a hundred years ago they were taken to Germany to use them for 
racially motivated research. This was one of the  attempts to “prove” the imagined superiority of whites 
over blacks. This was an additional, incredibly disgusting crime against your ancestors. In this context I 
had the honour of sharing a platform with you for the first time at the public discussion organised by the 
German NGO alliance “No Amnesty on Genocide” and engaging in talks in the Bundestag with your 
representatives. 
 
The rest is common knowledge: The German Government showed utter disrespect: An official reception 
was denied to your delegation and minister Kazenambo Kazenambo. Minister of State at the German 
Federal Foreign Office, Cornelia Pieper, then delivered a speech at the handover. There was not a word 
of apology for the genocide, and she slipped out of the room by the back door immediately after her 
speech instead of staying to listen to the Namibian Minister. It was openly argued that your delegation 
had come to pursue a hidden agenda. That was completely unacceptable behaviour on the part of the 
German Government and must never be repeated.  
 
The main reason I came to Namibia was to listen to you. I came to develop and intensify the 
relationships that have been formed over the years with the Ovaherero and Nama representatives of the 
descendants of the victims as well as with the Namibian Government and Parliament. We must break 
down the walls of silence and discuss matters fully without any preconditions. This is the only way to 
heal open wounds and bring about reconciliation. We Germans must understand that. Over the past year, 
there has been some movement, even if still modest for now. The two sides are speaking to each other 
again, and – importantly – this dialogue extends to the painful common past that is such a burden on our 
relations.  
 
Despite the enormity of this crime, no German state and no German government has shouldered its 
responsibility to the victims of the genocide and their descendants. Everything possible has been done to 
avoid reparations. In a bid to counteract the disgraceful political standstill in Germany, The Left Party, 
on my initiative, tabled a motion in the Bundestag in March of this year. Its English title is 
Acknowledging German colonial crimes in former German South West Africa as genocide and working 
towards restorative justice.  
 
That motion was the fruit of detailed talks and informed deliberations, always driven by the desire to do 
the right thing in Germany’s best interests. The concluding debate and vote we put for 22 March 2012, 
the day after the 22nd anniversary of the founding of the independent Republic of Namibia. The motion 
was crushed by the combined votes of Germany’s governing coalition parties, the CDU/CSU and FDP, 
which did not table a countermotion. What a disgrace for a country that normally prides itself in having 
done so much to come to terms with its past! 
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Accordingly, it is only on a personal basis that I can reproduce the opening words of our motion for you 
today: 
 
“I remember the crimes perpetrated by the colonial troops of the German Empire in the former colony 
of German South West Africa, and bow down in memory of the victims of expulsions, expropriation, 
forced labour, massacres, rape, medical experiments, deportations to other German colonies, and 
inhuman confinement in concentration camps”. 
 
Let me state clearly and without any doubt: Slavery and colonialism in all their forms and 
manifestations were and remain crimes against humanity. That is the wider context from which the 
specific crime of this genocide emanated. The Declaration of the third World Conference against 
Racism, held in Durban in 2001, leaves no doubt on this score. 
 
These crimes took place on a scale, which goes beyond anything we can possibly imagine, and Germany 
was one of the major perpetrators. At the Berlin Conference in 1884 an entire continent was divided up 
– without a single person from Africa being consulted. Intact African communities were brutally 
destroyed. The African nations were deprived of their rights and humiliated for the sole purpose of 
enabling the colonial powers to exploit people and resources for their own economic gain. 
 
White was the skin colour of terror, violence and destruction. On 4 November 1904, General Lothar von 
Trotha noted, and I quote, “I know enough tribes in Africa. They all have a similar mentality, in that 
they yield only to force. It was and remains my policy to apply this force with the utmost degree of 
terrorism and even with cruelty. I shall annihilate the rebellious tribes with by shedding rivers of blood 
and money”. 
 
Africa is still struggling today to digest and overcome this legacy of colonialism. 
 
In the 19th century German colonialists in search of natural resources and what they called Lebensraum 
made incursions into Africa, including the territory of your country, modern-day Namibia. Colonial 
authorities and German settlers appropriated more and more Ovaherero and Nama lands by means of 
false and bogus “treaties” or pure and simple land grabs. In 1885, the German Colonial Company 
assumed control of the appropriated territory and enjoyed the military protection of the German Empire. 
The greatest beneficiaries of this situation were wealthy German business magnates, such as the owners 
of the Woermann Line, but also major financial institutions such as the Deutsche Bank and the Dresdner 
Bank, which all still exist today. 
 
In 1904, the Ovaherero rose up against the German occupiers. They fought for an end to racism, tyranny 
and oppression. The German Emperor’s reprisals were barbarous. He sent General von Trotha to carry 
out the systematic extermination of the Ovaherero and Nama peoples. At this stage the Damara and San 
were also victimised. Following the Battle of Waterberg, your ancestors were driven into the Omaheke 
Desert to die of thirst. Many were shot or hanged or died in concentration camps as a result of deliberate 
underfeeding or forced labour.  
 
A decree issued by the German colonial administration in 1905 deprived the insurgent peoples of their 
last vital resources by declaring their entire land at a stroke to be state property. Almost all of their 
livestock were confiscated too.  
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The effects of this robbery of land and livestock are still reverberating today. The descendants of the 
victims of this genocide still lack the resources they need to establish the basis for their economic 
independence. To this day, no German state has ever made reparations for these crimes.  
 
The long time that has elapsed since the crimes cannot be a relevant factor. After all, before it became 
independent only 22 years ago, Namibia did not even have the possibility to claim reparations on an 
international level. Besides, there is no prescription period for genocide. Morally there is none, and in 
legal terms the situation is not as simple as it is being presented. According to our modern international 
law any genocide and crime against humanity entitles the affected communities to moral and material 
reparations by the perpetrators. Germany knows this very well out of its troublesome past. But in the 
case of the genocide of the Ovaherero, Nama, Damara und San, Germany is still refusing to shoulder 
even a fraction of its moral and historical responsibility. To do so, it would have to start by recognising 
the genocide as such and apologising for it. The aim of restitution should then be to provide 
compensation for the economic and infrastructural disadvantages experienced by the Ovaherero and 
Nama ever since the German colonial era. 
 
The aim of our motion is to put in place all the necessary conditions that form the basis of genuine 
reconciliation. One of the conditions is that Germany must stop to unilaterally define conditionalities 
and specifications leading to such unilaterally decided measures such as the Special Initiative. 
Reconciliation cannot be dictated! It can only evolve slowly.  
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
It is a great success, that for the first time all the current opposition parties in Germany adopted in 
March a clear position on the recognition of the genocide of the 
Ovaherero and Nama and on the need for an official apology. The motion, which the Social Democrats 
and Greens tabled at the last minute under expedited proceedings and under pressure, made the same 
demands as our Left Party motion but stopped short of calling for restorative justice. These 
parliamentary groups represent several million German citizens in the Bundestag. Those who continue 
to reject the decent awareness of past mistakes and those who call the desire for dialogue and 
reconciliation, that are expressed in these motions, to be the demands of a few isolated cranks should 
start to be careful that not they themselves become the subjects of mockery. 
 
The rejection of these two motions by the present governing coalition in Parliament without tabling an 
alternative proposal is not one of the Bundestag’s finest hours. This approach does not mirror the 
respect for Namibia that ought to be shown by those who claim to be cultivating a “special 
relationship”. We in The Left Party received a great deal of encouragement for our motion in both 
Namibia and Germany. We shall continue the struggle inside and outside Parliament to rally the 
necessary majorities in Germany behind the just cause of responding to the legitimate demands of the 
descendants of the victims of the Ovaherero and Nama. 
 
To this end, I have come here as a representative of the Left Party to engage with my friends here to sort 
out how possible next steps could look like. Whatever is decided, the most important thing is: We must 
not decide anything unilaterally for and about you, but any decisions have to be taken with you. 
 
So what could these next steps be? At the beginning of March, a Namibian parliamentary delegation 
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was in Berlin. Shortly afterwards, a Namibian-German parliamentary friendship group was founded in 
the Namibian National Assembly. Through this forum, a regular interparliamentary dialogue should be 
established in the first instance. Discussions with Namibian Members of Parliament are a key element of 
my visit.  
 
Even if the German Federal Government continuous to be reluctant to speak openly of genocide, our 
combined efforts and pressure has at least brought them to the point of now admitting at least that there 
were “atrocities” and “massacres”. It is high time that the governments of our two countries starts an 
open, focused and structured dialogue about the implications of this confession. This dialogue, on the 
other hand, must not be conducted without the involvement of the affected communities. They must 
have their seats at the negotiating table. It would be advisable to set up a technical steering committee 
for this purpose, comprising representatives of the two governments and representatives of the 
descendants of the Ovaherero and Nama victims. That committee would have to meet regularly, without 
prior conditions concerning the topics to be discussed, to deliberate on all issues relating to the 
advancement of the reconciliation process and to draft proposals. In this context, the question of 
restorative justice cannot be excluded in advance. 
 
Germany would be honest with itself and face up to its history if it began such a dialogue with a 
recognition that these “atrocities” and “massacres” were undeniably genocide and finally offered an 
apology for it. The Left Party will keep up the pressure on them to do so. 
 
The Federal Government never becomes tired of emphasising that it is aware of its historical and moral 
responsibility by spending a particularly large per capita amount of development funding to Namibia. It 
also underlines the establishment of the Special Initiative for the affected areas, which is actually also 
nothing else than development aid, as it is channelled through the normal development-funding scheme 
from the German financial-cooperation budget. 
For The Left Party, however, it is crystal-clear, as we set out in our motion, that development 
cooperation differs fundamentally to restorative justice and is therefore no substitute for it. Restorative 
justice is not a form of aid, but a claim of an injured party arising from recognition of injustice suffered. 
 
Stakeholders at all levels must be involved in negotiations on the appropriate form and extent of 
restorative justice. We reject the unilateral establishment of a “Special Initiative” with a fixed budget of 
20 million euros – the use of which, moreover, seems to be anything but transparent. It is also 
imperative that the German and foreign organisations and companies that profited from forced labour, 
expropriations and displacements during the period of German colonial rule, or else their legal 
successors, should contribute their part in paying reparation payments. 
 
I am not unaware that because of our motion there started a great opposition among German-speaking 
Namibians. That comes as no surprise from an economic perspective, since many of them still enjoy the 
privileges accorded to their ancestors following the expropriations of Ovaherero and Nama property and 
the genocide. From a human perspective it is a disgrace. Do not get me wrong! None of those who are 
alive today are to blame for the deeds of their ancestors, nor should they be called to account for their 
ancestors’ crimes. Humility and greater understanding for the legitimate demands of the Ovaherero and 
Nama, however, are the least they can do to foster reconciliation.   
 
Let me quote a West African saying from the Ewe-Mina tribes: “Until the lion has its own storyteller, 
the hunter will always have the best part of the story”. Heidemarie Wieczorek-Zeul, who was then 
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Germany’s Minister for Economic Development and Cooperation, rightly emphasised in the moving 
speech she delivered at the Waterberg in 2004: “Without a conscious process of remembering, without 
sorrow, there can be no reconciliation – remembrance is the key to reconciliation.” Let me add: 
Liberation requires remembrance as well! 
 
Remembrance and the perspective from which it is practised are a commonly forgotten element of the 
struggle for liberation and independence. Their value is often not seen and underestimated, but they are 
of high importance! For this reason I fail to understand why many streets and towns in Germany, and 
indeed in Namibia too, still have the names of criminals.   
 
Remembrance also includes education. We in The Left Party are proposing the creation of a Namibian-
German textbook commission on schoolbooks in which historians of both countries would feed their 
respective views on our common history, on a basis of equality, into the school textbooks of our two 
countries. This is the only way in which we can create a common culture of remembrance and bring 
history home to young people. 
 
We are united by a common duty to stand up for a more just, a better world. On 29 September 2011, 
Bishop Zephania Kameeta made this statement: 
 

“Take off your sandals of indifference and denial, for you are standing on holy ground! 
 

For a better, honest, trustful and respectful relationship between Namibia and Germany, take moral and 
ethical responsibility for what happened more than 100 years ago and speak unambiguously about that. 

 
This will be liberating and healing also for the people in Germany. 

 
This will also create a very much healthier environment of mutual trust, respect and cooperation today 

and for our children tomorrow in OUR ONE WORLD.” 
 
Ladies and gentlemen, 
 
the road that lies ahead of us will remain rocky and may also be long. Yet I have hope that one day it 
will lead to success. One day, that is my justified hope, justice will finally reign; the crime committed 
against your ancestors will be recognised at last for what it was, and restorative justice will be delivered. 
For this you have our solidarity and support! 
 
Thank you. 


