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Abstract. Racial Capitalism — a social theory popularised by Cedric Robinson 
in his 1984 treatise, Black Marxism, but now experiencing a rhetorical 
resurgence1 — has already served as a useful frame of historical analysis, 
mostly in the United States and Great Britain. It has not been applied to 
German colonial history.2  This paper uses the theoretical framework of racial 
capitalism to clarify how the German Empire (1871-1918) integrated the 
African Schutzgebiete (protected territories or protectorates) into capitalist 
society by imposing a racial and social hierarchy. Through imperial socio-
economic engineering, native Africans became menial labourers without 
property. Furthermore, the boundaries between Weiß (white) and Schwarz 
(black) — Europäern (European) and Eingeborene (Indigene/Native) — in 
the protectorates were constantly in flux to accommodate continued labour 
needs. Racial categorisation and re-categorisation in the Kaiserreich (Empire) 
reveal that socio-economic status was fundamental to determining race, and 
demonstrates the necessity of including socio-economic status in any historical 
discussion of the race within the protectorates. The analysis offered here 
borrows from traditional historical materialism, from Robinson, and from 
contemporary critics and advocates of historical Marxism in order to broaden 
racial capitalism’s utility as a theoretical framework for socio-economic 
historical analysis of capitalist societies globally. 
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Introduction
Cedric Robinson identified himself as belonging to a long black radical 

tradition which included thinkers like W.E.B. Du Bois, C.L.R. James, Eric 
Williams, and Robinson’s mentor Oliver C. Cox. The early precepts of racial 
capitalism can be detected in Cox’s landmark work, Cast, Class, and Race: 
“Racial antagonism is part and parcel of [the] class struggle, because it developed 
within the capitalist system as one of its fundamental traits… moreover, racial 
feeling developed concomitantly with the development of our modern social 
system.”3 Joining Du Bois, Williams, and Cox, Robinson analysed race and 
class from a global perspective. His work was meant as a corrective to classical 
Marxism, which, he argued, undermined the role of racial stratification in 
capitalist accumulation.4 Many of the modern critiques of Robinson claim that 
he fundamentally misread the work of Marx, and overlooked Marx’s discussions 
of chattel-slavery in the Americas, which, Marx’s defenders argue, represents 
his engagement with racism in capital accumulation.5 But for Marx, American 
plantation owners were an exception —“anomalies within a world market based 
on free labour”6 — while, for Robinson, they were the rule. Robinson built on 
an argument first made by Cox, who wrote: “‘primitive accumulation’ [which 
includes forms of expropriated labour like slavery and serfdom] is none other 
than fundamental capitalist accumulation: and to assume that feudal society 
dissolved before capitalist society began is to over-emphasize the fragility of 
feudalism and to discount its uses to the development of capitalism.”7 “Primitive 
accumulation” was inherent to capitalism, Robinson concurred, as demonstrated 
through the global capitalist system’s reliance on coerced labour from its 
inception. More importantly for Robinson, racism was a feature of primitive 
accumulation. As proof of pre-capitalist, primitive racial categorisation being 
attached to labour, Robinson pointed to the proto-racialisation of Irish, Jewish, 
and Slavic peoples within European feudal society and the emergence of a 
discourse on “Herrenvolk” (master-race) through the 18th and 19th centuries.8

Racial Capitalism, as a term, first developed out of South Africa’s anti-
apartheid movement. Often, the term’s creation is credited to Martin Legassick 
and David Hemson in their 1976 pamphlet, “Foreign Investment and the 
Reproduction of Racial Capitalism in South Africa,” which was distributed 
in London. Legassick and Hemson rejected pro-apartheid claims that 
industrialisation and economic growth would diminish racial prejudice (a claim 
reminiscent of Marx’s view on racism) and instead insisted that Capitalism 
nourished and proliferated racism.9 Despite credit going to Legassick and 
Hemson, racial capitalism was first deployed four years earlier by Charles Nupen 
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in his opening address at the 56th National Union of South African Students 
(NUSAS) Congress: 

We must come to grips with the assertions of the African masses 
for political rights and economic prosperity and we must seriously 
investigate what changes there must be to South Africa’s particular 
brand of racial capitalism [emphasis added] in order to accommodate 
the fulfilment of these aspirations. It demands that we explode the 
myths that seek to explain past privileges in terms of a sophisticated 
civilisation. It requires that we shed the trappings of our colonial 
heritage, with its emphasis on wealth, on status and on personal 
ambition; that we commit our skills to community development in the 
broadest sense of the term.10

Robinson was most likely exposed to the concept through his active involvement 
with the anti-apartheid movement in London during the 1970s. In 1980, 
Robinson reviewed a collection on race and politics in South Africa for the 
journal, Contemporary Sociology, and used the term “apartheid capitalism,” 
highlighting his engagement with the theoretical interplay of capitalism and 
race.11 Despite this, by prefacing South African capitalism with “apartheid” 
instead of “racial,” Robinson presaged his departure from the anti-apartheid 
movement’s interpretation of the term. As demonstrated in Nupen’s initial use 
of the term above, South African anti-apartheid leftists used racial capitalism to 
describe a historically unique socio-economic system within South Africa, while 
Robinson’s work expanded the concept to accommodate the global capitalist 
system. In 1984, Robinson published his seminal work, Black Marxism, which 
continues to be one of the main points of departure for academics theorising on 
racial capitalism. Although South African scholars continue to produce work 
on the topic of racial capitalism, their conjunctional interpretation of racial 
capitalism as a unique historical process must be rejected by this paper, whose 
fundamental aim is to demonstrate the utility of racial capitalism as a global 
theoretical framework in varied historical contexts.12

The necessity of the signifier, racial, is a point of contention raised by critics 
of theoretical racial capitalism.13 This critique raises two essential questions: 1.) 
How should race and racism be understood in this context? 2.) If there is ‘racial’ 
capitalism, can’t there be other types of capitalism with other signifiers? To begin 
answering the first question, we can look to Robinson’s own understanding 
of race. As his detractors point out, Robinson himself variably framed racial 
differences in terms of language, ethnicity, and nationality.14 Instead of being 
problematic for the stability of the theory, I propose that an expansive definition 
of race (and racism) is what he intended and liberates racial capitalism from 
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only dealing with anti-black racism. Robinson addresses anti-black racism not 
because it specifically is necessary to capitalist society, but because it is one 
of the most widespread racisms which has manifested in the modern world 
with ample historical examples to draw from. To clarify racism’s breadth as a 
category, it is useful to look to Ruth Wilson Gilmore, who theorised that racism 
is “the state-sanctioned and /or extra-legal production and exploitation of 
group-differentiated vulnerabilities to premature death, in distinct yet densely 
interconnected political geographies.”15 This interpretation of racism requires no 
reference to biological or phenotypical characteristics traditionally interpreted 
as race. Not only are the ethnic and linguistic characteristics referenced by 
Robinson accommodated, but religious, cultural, sexual, and gendered divisions 
as well. There is no monolithic racism; there is a multitude of racisms, and there-
in lies the answer to the second question. Philosopher Nancy Fraser argues that 
capitalism relies on the expropriation of a dependent labourer class in order to 
accommodate the exploitation of a free-wage labourer class.16 Building from that 
argument, racial capitalism asserts that the social category of race is determinant 
of a person’s exposure to expropriation versus exploitation. The prefix, racial, is, 
therefore, both redundant as well as necessary; redundant, because capitalism 
has always been racist, but necessary to correct traditional analyses that have 
misinterpreted racism’s function in capitalist society. 

According to Fraser, “Marxism is enjoying a revival.”17 Capitalism has 
become fair game for academic critique, especially in the face of rising right-
wing, ethno-nationalist, White Supremacy.  Increased visibility of anti-racist 
social-justice movements like Black Lives Matter in the United States have 
coincided with racial capitalism’s return to the social-science lexicon less 
than a decade ago. At this stage, however, historians’ engagement with racial 
capitalism has been relatively limited, even if recent trends demonstrate that 
to be changing. At universities around the world, history departments are 
now offering courses on racial capitalism, calls for papers and conferences are 
being organised around the topic, collections of essays are being published, and 
articles on racial capitalism appear in the pages of various academic journals.18 
It seems racial capitalism has ripened as an analytical tool, but why apply it to 
the German colonial case? 

First, the relatively short duration (1884-1918) of Germany’s colonial empire 
proves that racial designations are necessary to capitalist divisions of labour 
and class and were not something that evolved out of long-term interaction 
between Americans/Europeans and colonised native peoples. Next, the German 
colonial case exemplifies why racial capitalism is a necessary intervention into 
historical materialism.19 Whereas Marx and Engels suggested that racism — 
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and, therefore, expropriation — would resolve itself within capitalism as social 
relations rationalised, the German colonial case demonstrates the inverse. 
Finally, Germany participated in shaping the global economic order of the 
late imperial world. Because of its scope in comparison to the size or duration 
of other European colonial empires — the British or French as examples — 
historians have downplayed the impact of German imperialism, but, among 
European countries, Germany had the third largest overseas empire at the turn 
of the twentieth century, and actively participated in inter-imperial exchanges 
that led to the racist subjugation and exploitation/expropriation of native 
populations the world over.20 Moreover, the socio-economic structures created 
in the German Schutzgebiete (protectorates) did not dissipate when Germany 
was forced to cede control of its overseas territories to the victors of World War 
I and German colonialist elites continued to participate in an “international”, 
“white civilizational mission.”21 Without properly depicting Germany’s colonial 
period, the full picture of European imperialism, global capitalist expansion, 
and their wide-reaching effects are obscured.

The main primary sources referenced to make this argument are the 
transcripts recorded from the three Kolonialkongresse (Colonial Congresses) 
that took place during the Kaiserreich (Empire) -- in 1902, 1905, and 1910 
-- and the weekly editions of the Deutsche Kolonialzeitung (DKZ; German 
Colonial-Newspaper) produced between 1899-1912. These publications are 
demonstrative of the changing colonialist perceptions and policies on race 
and labour.22 Die Arbeiterfrage in den Kolonien (the worker-question in the 
colonies) was paramount to Germany’s colonial project and is one of the 
main themes explored in these documents. These sources offer insights into 
colonialists’ economic goals in Africa and the strategies employed to achieve 
them. Moreover, they demonstrate how colonialists continuously deployed 
racial difference to satisfy labour demand and how racial categorisation shifted 
to accommodate new strategies of labour recruitment.  In the dozen years 
examined, the “Creation of the Negro” as a social category can be tracked.23 
The Kolonialkongresse and the DKZ both operated under the umbrella of the 
Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft (DKGS; German Colonial Society), the largest 
colonial political organisation in Germany, so it is taken for granted that the 
opinions there-in are representative of contemporary colonialists’ perspectives 
on labour and race. The information garnered from these two sources is 
bolstered by a handful of contemporary studies including dissertations on the 
colonial economy and labour in the colonies, as well as a volume of Beirträge 
zur Kolonialpolitik und Kolonialwirtschaft (Contributions on Colonial Politics 
and Economy) sponsored by the DKGS. 
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This paper is divided into two parts. The first part explores the idea of Kultur 
(culture) and the German civilising mission. When Germany first claimed 
territories in Africa, racial differences were understood as the expression 
of different levels of cultural development. Because of this, it was argued by 
contemporary social scientists that Africans could be ‘raised up’ through 
education, labour, and exposure to European culture and morals. Expropriation 
of native labour — under the guise of Erziehung zur Arbeit (education for work) 
— was foundational to the German civilising mission and the colonial socio-
economic structure. As the German colonial period progressed, explanations of 
racial difference shifted from a focus on cultural to biological traits. These shifts 
accommodated changing labour needs. Since German colonial policy failed to 
meet labour demand through wage-labour, racial categories were generated and 
increasingly relied on to create an expropriated class of landless labourers. In the 
second part of the paper, German efforts at settling only the ‘right whites’ in the 
colonies and the fluidity of such racial categorisation are explored. The socio-
economic structure of imperial control in Africa was — from the perspective 
of colonial bureaucrats — precariously balanced. According to colonialists at 
the time, allowing poor whites to live within the Schutzgebiete threatened the 
social order by presenting blacks with whites from the underclass and thereby 
suggesting that class was not inherently linked to phenotypic traits. These 
mittellose Weiße (whites without means) were regarded as racially inferior to 
other whites, their poverty having degraded their racial status.

 Poor whites’ supposed racial degradation left them subject to the same 
types of exploitation and expropriation as black Africans. Together, these two 
parts demonstrate how racial categorisations within the Kaiserreich’s African 
Schutzgebiete  were artificially created and maintained in service of a stratified 
socio-economic order, which was fundamental to the territories’ integration into 
capitalist society. Robinson’s theoretical framework is evinced in the historical 
case of imperial Germany’s African territories, thus demonstrating the global 
and comprehensive nature of racial capitalism, as well as the utility of the theory 
in application across geographic and temporal locations. 

Part I: Culture, Racism, and “Education for Work”
Following philosopher Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel — who juxtaposed Europe’s 

level of high development with Africa, describing the continent as “a part of 
the world without history” with “no recognisable movement and development 
there-in, and that which has occurred in its North belongs to the Asian or 
European world”24 — German social scientists in the nineteenth century took 
the “absolute inferiority of the blacks” as a given.25 This socio-cultural racism 



Graves	 Racial Capitalism and Imperial Germany’s African Territories

13

was reaffirmed by the novel scientific field of ethnology. Ethnologists developed 
a narrative of difference between developed and undeveloped — civilised and 
wild — through examinations of Kultur.26 These divisions relegated native 
populations to peoples ohne Kultur (without culture) because they lacked 
certain traits that Europeans deemed necessary for Kultur’s development — a 
written historical record, for instance.27 Kultur manifested racial divisions, 
but different races were identified by cultural practices instead of biological 
traits.28 Cultural differences were used to justify imperialism by insisting that 
the white European race was active and made to rule, while Africa’s indigenous 
populations were passive and to be ruled over.29 Colonial policies of exploitation 
and expropriation were therefore considered natural, the logical progression of 
Europeans’ cultural — and, therefore, racial — superiority. 

Central Europeans in the nineteenth century had almost no true exposure 
to colonised populations; instead, cultural artefacts and photographs portraying 
natives as “exotic but inferior” shaped their perspectives.30 Most Germans could 
have only ever seen an African person in the flesh by visiting Völkerschauen 
(people shows), popular carnival-like attractions which began appearing in 
mostly metropolitan areas from the mid-1870s and purported to present an 
authentic depiction of native life in Africa.31  Exhibitions of Negerdörfen (Negro 
villages) — complete with indigenous peoples plucked from Africa — and 
other Völkerschauen became some of the most popular public attractions in the 
country.32 Although the DKGS expressly prohibited the transport of natives out 
of the colonies for the purposes of exhibition in 1901, Völkerschauen and the 
like had already entrenched natives’ inferiority into German social perceptions, 
having provided a steady flow of materials to a curious public and ethnologists 
alike.33 The creation of the Negro started in Germany before the colonies were 
even chartered. In European society across the continent, popular opinion 
incorporated a hierarchy of being — bolstered by ‘scientific’ research — which 
situated Europeans at the top and African populations at the bottom.34

As Germany took control of the Schutzgebiete, the greatest value of the 
claimed territory by the Kaiserreich lay in the labour power of the Eingeborene and 
their ability to extract raw materials and to harvest cash crops.35 Die Arbeiterfrage 
in den Kolonien — how to create a workforce out of male Eingeborene — was a 
matter hotly debated for the duration of the colonial period. To harness the 
labour power of the native population, certain tribal norms, primarily polygamy, 
had to be dismantled. According to Mission Inspector, Alexander Merensky, 
polygamy was “the main reason for (the African male) being left behind; since it 
grants him labour which is at his disposal through his own idleness.”36 Speaking 
at the 1902 Kolonialkongress, Mission Inspector, Oehlers, echoed Merenksy and 
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reiterated native perspectives: “Labour is the stuff of women and slaves and 
therefore not the stuff of a free man… Women and daughters are not only sold 
but also rented out for years.”37

The secret to exploiting native male labour, according to many colonialists, 
lay in consumer culture.38 Early colonialists, amongst them industrialists and 
capitalist entrepreneurs, called for establishing a market for European goods in 
the Schutzgebiete in order to create a cyclical machine of labour exploitation and 
profit: desire would be created in native populations for manufactured goods 
that required wages to purchase: African males would engage in wage-labour to 
purchase manufactured goods from Europeans; Europeans would profit from 
the sale of manufactured goods to African wage-labourers; those profits could 
then pay Africans in exploitive positions as cheap labourers to produce more 
raw materials; raw materials derived from indigenous labour would expand 
European manufacturing capabilities; the manufactured goods would be sold to 
labourers; and labourers would need to return to work extracting raw materials 
to fund their next purchase. 

Despite great efforts at embedding Africans in a cycle of consumption and 
exploitation — even German Christian missionaries actively instilled a culture 
of consumerism to compel labour — many of the indigenous peoples who had 
come under German colonial rule independently satisfied their needs.39 Even 
if the Eingeborene were inclined to take up labour under German supervision, 
they preferred payment in natural goods like fruits, dried-fish, salted meats, 
and, especially, tobacco, meaning natives lacked capital to recycle back into 
the economy through buying European manufactured goods.40 Young male 
labourers expanded their interests and desires and even engaged with the 
market, but labour was in such great demand that sustained employment was 
unnecessary. African labourers took up work to satisfy immediate desires as 
they arose, meaning they oscillated between idleness and employment based on 
their wants and needs.41

If the married native has somewhat higher expectations of life, if he 
wants to buy particularly desirable things, he is sometimes prepared 
to take on work. With the relatively high wage rates, however, a few 
months a year are enough to satisfy his needs. If he then receives his 
payment and has covered his needs for salt, tobacco, brass plates, 
clothing and the like and still has money left over, he often does not 
know what to do with it.42

Increased consumption of “brandy and similar harmful things” demonstrated 
that increased market demand might even be deleterious to the Erziehung zur 
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Arbeit.43 At the turn of the twentieth century, the ability of the market to raise up 
native populations to the level of wage-labourers was in serious doubt.44

Still, at that time, the belief that uncivilised populations possessed the 
ability to achieve a higher cultural level — thus transcending racial differences 
— was common amongst colonialists. At the Deutscher Kolonialkongress of 
1902, Missions Inspector, Merensky, gave voice to the dynamic nature of racial 
difference: “On this question: What are the natives in our colonies? I give the 
answer: they are human! [...] the so-called primitives are nothing other than 
less-developed members of the singular, large human family. Furthermore, 
experience attests that they are humans.”45 

Labour was increasingly presented as the instrument of Erziehung 
(education/up-bringing) that could “bridge the gap” between the “wild” and 
“cultured” peoples.46  In 1882, Pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwing had founded 
the Wilhelmsdorf workers’ colony in Prussia where people voluntarily came 
to be ‘educated for work’. Wilhelmsdorf was the central location of Erziehung 
zur Arbeit before Bodelschwingh expanded his Bethel Mission’s work to the 
African continent. The rhetorical ties between the precariat within Europe and 
black Africans suggest that the two practices were at least conceptually bound 
to one another.47 The ‘work-shy’ and vagabonds of Europe — those the Bethel 
Mission was designed to serve — were defined by the same racial-cultural 
language as black Africans and were referred to colloquially as ‘savages’.48 
Erziehung zur Arbeit was immediately co-opted in colonial political discourse 
following German acquisition of its overseas territories in 1884.49 A year later, 
the Deutsch Ostafrika Gesellschaft (German East Africa Company) in Berlin 
held a competition to best answer the question, “What is the best way to raise 
the Negro up to plantation labour?”50 The Arbeiterfrage (worker question) in 
the colonies focused solely on native populations — despite the population of 
mittellose Weiße steadily increasing throughout the colonial period — because 
the ability of Europeans to labour in the colonies was a point of scientific dispute 
well into the twentieth century.51 Within a system which assumed that whites 
could not labour, class and racial categories were synonymous: Eingeborene 
with labourer and nicht-Eingeborene (non-Native/non-Indigene) with ruler. 
Adalbart Bauer, a social scientist during the German colonial period, observed: 
“The economic enterprise occurs ‘with the heads of the white race and the 
arms of the natives.’”52 In application, according to a missionary writing in the 
DKZ, “Erziehung zur Arbeit has nothing to do with raising up to labour or to 
a higher culture, it means nothing further than the exploitation of the natives’ 
physical power in the interest of unscrupulous land developers and monopoly 
corporations.”53
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Schools, both those operated by the government and those by missionary 
organisations, were naturally the most common sites of Erziehung on the African 
continent. A paucity of teachers in government-run schools made colonial 
administrators reliant on Missionary schools to promote Erziehung zur Arbeit 
among native populations.54 The schools run by the colonial administration 
differed from missionary schools since they produced bureaucrats from subaltern 
populations — who were subordinate to colonial authorities but participated 
in the administration of the colonies despite being Eingeborene — as opposed 
to missionary schools, where the focus was mostly on rudimentary theoretical 
education combined with practical labour. Missionary organisations quickly 
took up the cause of transforming the Eingeborene into productive labourers. 
Since a preponderance of missionary schools’ financial support came from the 
government, they were compelled to act in the state’s interest.55 From the onset 
of Germany’s colonial project, missionaries emphasised labour as their ultimate 
goal, even superseding religious instruction. Count von Pfeil at the Kongress 
für überseeische Interessen (Congress for Overseas Interests) in 1886, for example, 
called on the missionaries to redirect their efforts towards Arbeit (labour):

The Missions could become still a greater factor in the Erziehung der 
Neger [education for the Negro] if they could be convinced to pray 
less… Missionaries should not dedicate so and so many hours weekly 
to prayer lessons, or reading and writing lessons for their pupils, but 
rather only teach their people handicrafts which can be supplemented 
with as much religious education as is digestible for a native.56

Conflict between the colonial administration and the metropole often 
revolved around the type of education offered in schools, as for example, 
whether or not German language instruction should be offered and whether 
“the German language would also open the door to revolutionary politics.”57 
Colonial authorities in Africa had to balance the need for administrative help 
in the colonies with fears of a “farbigen Bildungsproletariat” (coloured, educated 
proletariat), so they offered “as little knowledge as possible” to African students.58 

Erziehung zur Arbeit was fundamentally a mission to introduce exploitative 
wage-labour relations into the Schutzgebiete but, by 1902, the budding market 
in the colonies could not actually produce enough capital to support the wage 
labour necessary for cultivation.59 The DKZ published an article detailing the 
crisis in 1903: “The prices of the products to be considered for plantations — 
coffee, cotton, etc. — move in a descending direction; thus the wage labour of 
the Negro will never be worth the yield to be obtained.”60  It may have been 
the case that wages for natives were high enough that very little work could 
satisfy their needs for weeks or months at a time, but the availability of paying 
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positions were lacking and Eingeborene  were thus prevented from taking up the 
positions that Erziehung zur Arbeit had been designed for.  Nevertheless, this 
did not stop colonial advocates like Walter von St. Paul Illaire from presenting 
die Arbeiterfrage as a matter of awakening “the awareness of the duty to work 
and an inner drive to find satisfaction — direct or indirect — in work itself.” 61 
Appealing to the inner character of the natives was the only possible solution 
to Erziehung because, as Illaire acknowledged, “It is not possible to raise the 
number of workers required through the increase of wages.”62 Since early 
capitalist development in the Schutzgebiete could not support Lohnarbeit (wage 
labour), a debate began on the limitations of Erziehung zur Arbeit and the value 
of using forced labour as a tool to “raise-up” the natives instead. 

Despite protestations by some missionaries — like those of Mission 
Inspector, Merensky, at the same Kolonialkongress, where he suggested that fear 
of the “Nilpferdpeitsche” (hippopotamus-whip) or the “Mausergewehr” (Mauser-
rifle) would not produce “Ordnung und Sittlichkeit” (order and morality) —  these 
had little effect on the increased usage of expropriation through forced labour 
in the Colonies.63 By the 1905 Kolonialkongress, Missions Director, C. Buchner, 
appeared to acknowledge the inevitability of the trend towards Zwangsarbeit 
(forced labour):  “Every educator knows that without force there is no education 
to be had, that any form of raising up requires coercion to an extent.”64

By the end of the German colonial period, Erziehung zur Arbeit had been 
left behind, making Zwangsarbeit the main strategy of labour in Germany’s 
African colonies.  Even when policies of Erziehung were taken up by missionary 
organisations in the years that followed, they were rebuffed by the colonial 
administration. For example, in Togo, 1909, missionaries requested more 
funding to properly educate the natives, but were rejected by Governor Count 
von Zech, who “had designated it more important that the great majority of 
coloureds in the colony be systematically educated for work, as opposed to 
spreading a general half-education.”65 Instead, investments were made for 
courses in Feldarbeit (fieldwork).66 The Kulturmission’s focus on ‘raising’ 
natives up had been subsumed by a pseudo-scientific racial narrative which 
presupposed that such an Erziehung would not even be possible for Africans. 
Take Dr. Georg Hartmann, speaking in 1912, and giving voice to the perceived 
limitations of Erziehung:

What does it mean to educate? To raise [the African male] to a moral 
level so that he, if left to himself, would act of his own accord as we would 
in this particular case. It is totally wrong to indulge in the illusion that 
an ‘education’ in this sense is possible in the native, and all experience 
speaks against it; even where it is apparently true, it can be shown 
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that its duration is not guaranteed. It is, therefore, incorrect to speak 
of ‘education’ for labour. The same native who, under the influence of 
external compulsion, temporarily proves himself industrious, orderly, 
and punctual on the plantation or in the house of the white master, 
reverts irretrievably to his original disposition when he returns to his 
native village, free of this compulsion and left to himself.67  

Part II. The Right Whites
Part I established how German colonial rule was predicated on establishing 

a class of elites that had authority over a class of expropriated native workers. 
The racial status of native Africans was regulated and reclassified by colonial 
authorities, and then certain duties and circumscribed rights became attached to 
their ‘race’. Part II will now explore the inverse case of whites, and how Weißsein 
(whiteness) was also thoroughly regulated and not immutable. Colonial rule 
was not possible without the settlement of white Europeans in Africa. While 
colonialist propaganda might have highlighted certain qualities that would-be 
settlers should have — rugged individualism, diligence, and tenacity — what 
really mattered when it came to being the right kind of white for settlement and 
rule, was property and capital.

According to Felix Ritter von Luschan, a medical doctor and anthropologist 
with specialty in craniology who invented the Von Luschan Chromatic Scale 
for skin-color classification, the colonies were tabula rasa, since “in the colonies 
there was not yet any pauperism, practically no crimes […]” and none of the 
other “social questions” that plagued the metropole at the time.68 The question 
of how to best maintain the absence of a-socials — the work-shy and vagabonds, 
who were understood to be racially inferior to middle-class, Christian Germans 
— was a near constant fixture within colonial policy discussions. From the very 
beginning of the colonial project, colonial administrators and elites worried 
that the existence of mittellose Weiße would disrupt the social hierarchy in the 
overseas territories and confuse labour relations. Mittellose Weiße would be 
in competition with natives over menial labouring positions in the colonies, 
disrupting the socio-economic hierarchy which placed Europeans at the top and 
Africans at the bottom of it.

There was never a lack of enthusiasm from Germans looking to emigrate 
to the African continent, but many of those expressing interest could not afford 
the travel from Europe, let alone the cost of establishing themselves as farmers. 
Prior to 1903, there was no organised settler policy to speak of concerning 
Deutsch Südwestafrika (DSWA; German Southwest Africa]).69 Initially, the 
Siedlungssyndikat der DKGS (Settlement Syndicate of the DKGS) was in charge 
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of settler recruitment, but their successes were minute. Between 1884 and 1900, 
although more than one million Germans had emigrated out of Europe, only 
3000 had successfully been settled in Africa.70 There were almost no government 
subsidies available to potential settlers without means for fears that they would 
“encourage highly inept colonists” that would only succeed in throwing “state 
money out the window.”71 

In 1903, Paul Rohrbach was appointed as Commissioner for Settlement 
for DSWA, and after taking a months-long tour of the territory, he submitted 
a report that steered settler policy in DSWA for the rest of Germany’s colonial 
period. Rohrbach estimated that the successful development of small-hold farms 
of around 5000 hectares (about 12,355 acres) required an initial investment of 
8,000-10,000 Mark. This estimate was revised in the years following the Herero-
Nama war, and by 1910, the official government guidance was for potential 
small-hold settlers to have 10,000-15,000 Mark start-up capital. For large-
hold farms, the required capital was closer to 25,000 Mark.72 Rohrbach argued 
that subsidized settlement of lower-class Germans “would do little to serve 
the colony and its development,” and his settlement policy favoured wealthy 
Germans capable of purchasing and managing large plots of land.73 In addition 
to capital, the ideal candidate was expected to have a healthy, white, German 
wife. ‘Geld, Geist und Gattin’ (money, spirit, and spouse) were the markers of 
“Kulturmenschen” (cultured persons) — members of the Herrenrasse (master 
race) — far from the metropole.74

Rohrbach’s appointment in 1903 was part of an about-face for the German 
colonial project. Colonial authorities were concerned that the social problems of 
the metropole were spreading to the colonies. The population of prekäre Weiße 
(precarious whites) was steadily increasing as the colonies attracted mittellose 
Weiße kicked out of other colonies. Many lower-class whites — pushed from 
South Africa and Brazil — found themselves headed for German territory in 
Africa since fare was more affordable than for travel all the way to Europe.75 The 
European populations of the colonies did not reflect the ideal settlers imagined 
by Rohrbach and other colonial elites. Increasingly, whites were falling into lives 
of alcoholism, prostitution, and vagabondage. These patterns of behaviour from 
Europeans were considered dangerous as they diminished the prestige of the 
white race in the eyes of the natives, resulting in a loss of whites’ authority and 
the ability to successfully exploit native labour:

 [...] the educator himself must be a moral character; otherwise, the 
education will not succeed. Where can the morality of the Negroes 
come from if they do not see it in the educators? Where is the moral 
respect for them to come from if they are not moral? What we make of 
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the Negroes is what they are. If we make liquor drinkers out of them, 
they are liquor drinkers, and I have never heard of people becoming 
good workers by drinking liquor.76

Whites of the “under-class” were thought to have racially devolved and acted “as 
wild, uncivilised opposite of the bourgeois self.”77 Even if they were not transient-
alcoholics, whites who simply belonged to the working class were problematic 
to the social hierarchy of the colonies. Take, for example, an article from the 
Deutsche Zeitung (German Newspaper) of January 1906, which reported that 
ethnic Germans from Russia should be prevented from emigrating to Deutsch 
Ostafrika (DOA; German East Africa) because they “[...] would handle all 
of the work themselves and would not need the Negro. We would consider 
then an immediate threat to the prestige of the white race and a sin against 
the correct Native-Policy, which must be fundamentally based on educating 
the Negro to labour for the master race.”78 While Russian-Germans and other 
non-German whites — for example, the Boers of South Africa — did eventually 
settle in the Kilimandscharo-Meru Siedlungsgebiet (Kilimanjaro-Meru Settler’s 
Territory) in DOA, colonial elites called for their social segregation from 
Reichsdeutsche (imperial Germans) in order to preserve white-Germans’ 
status. Die Arbeiterfrage was considered “increasingly urgent” in areas that 
attracted white settlers, especially the lower-class white settlers.79 In places with 
a white population, natives’ labour had to be exploited in order to establish 
subordination to Europeans’ authority. The alternative then, in which whites 
would be forced into positions as menial labourers if there were not enough 
natives to satisfy labour needs in a territory, was an unacceptable undermining 
of the Herrenrasse’s (master race’s) supposed superiority.

At the turn of the century, the foreign office tasked Theodor Leutwein, 
then governor of DSWA, with drafting a report on the viability of removing 
undesirable elements — described in racially degrading terms — from Europe 
to Africa. Leutwein’s 1903 report found that such a program required significant 
funds. The report concluded that the colonial administration would be better 
served to use their funds to support “the settlement of honest people.”80 This 
report drastically accelerated the Deportationsdebatte (Deportation Debate) 
which had been a minor topic of discussion among German colonialists 
since the acquisition of territory in Africa.81 Despite Leutwein’s findings, the 
DKGS continued to consider how to remove elements of Germany’s European 
population to Africa and established a “Deportation Committee” in 1904 to 
continue research on the matter.

Ultimately, the only deportation to occur in the German colonial context 
was centrifugal, from the African Schutzgebiete. Individuals identified as 
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“troublesome […] undesirable,” or “useless” — including criminals, beggars, 
vagrants, threats to the state, and those considered dangerous to “public order, 
social harmony, or vital business interests” — were liable to be deported.82 Each 
year, officials in Berlin were made aware of the number of nicht-Eingeborene 
residing in the colonies who were unemployed or were vagabond. Destitute 
non-Germans (non-citizen, nicht-Eingeborene) were expelled with impunity, 
although the matter of expelling German citizens was less clear. Section 1 of the 
1867 Freizügigkeitsgesetz (Freedom of Movement Act) prohibited the expulsion 
by the state of a citizen from within Germany, however, the colonies were 
not included in Articles One and Two of the constitution which defined the 
territories covered by the law. In 1891, the Reichs Justizamt (Imperial Ministry 
of Justice) submitted a report to Chancellor Leo von Caprivi affirming the right 
of colonial authorities to expel German citizens from the overseas territories 
“given that the protectorates are not internal to the empire.”83 Despite having the 
legal authority of expulsion, the Kolonialamt (Colonial office) recommended 
that it only be used in drastic circumstances “against those who were either a 
real threat to public order or alternatively were clearly undermining Germany’s 
colonising efforts.”84

The Deportationsdebatte fundamentally changed after the Herero-Nama 
war. Colonial Administrators in DSWA were already fearful of the growing 
number of poor whites in the colonies and the problem only worsened as the 
political situation deteriorated. The number of mittellose Weiße grew as settled 
land was ravaged by the warring parties, leaving a greater number of European 
settlers dependent on the colonial government.85 Additionally, a great number of 
undesirable settlers — many of them from the British Cape Colony to the South 
— took advantage of the instability within DSWA and were able to penetrate the 
colony’s borders.86 Imperial Edicts had been in place since 1895 which required 
registration at the nearest Bezirkshauptmannschaft (district administrative 
authority) within two months of an individual’s arrival in DSWA, but the colonial 
administration was unable to properly vet and investigate new arrivals.  Even if 
a settler was detained by colonial authorities, escapes from captivity were not 
uncommon. In 1905, the Einwanderungsgesetz (Immigration Act) was adopted 
to create a higher barrier of entry to the territory and prevent the number of 
prekäre Weiße from swelling even further. The Einwanderungsgesetz pre-empted 
deportation by preventing undesirables from taking root in the first place. The 
new law empowered colonial administrators to refuse entry to “non-whites, 
those unable to provide information about themselves, those without enough 
capital to finance their stay and that of their family members, persons who were 
mentally ill, persons involved in prostitution, and immigrants whose presence 
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was adjudged to pose a potential threat to public safety.”87 In 1909, the law was 
expanded; a person was classified as undesirable if they lacked the ability to 
write their own name in a European language. Legally speaking, non-whites and 
impoverished whites were subject to the same regulations. 

In the wake of the colonial wars, administrators were less hesitant in 
exercising their authority to expel German citizens who threatened the 
colonial social order. Many of the deportation cases involved sexual violence, 
homosexual encounters, and extra-judicial violence against natives. Ultimately 
it was up to the discretion of a territory’s governor to determine what 
actions were damaging enough to the colonial project to justify expulsion.  
The right of governors to expel German citizens was challenged by Lieutenant 
Victor von Alten, who had first come to DSWA in 1896 to pacify the colonies 
as a member of the Schutztruppe (protection force), after which he settled down 
in the territory as a farmer. In 1906, after being convicted twice for homosexual 
encounters with natives — and imprisoned for two years — von Alten was 
expelled for eroding the authority of the white man and thereby threatening 
the stability of the colonial order.88 The authority of colonial governors was 
confirmed in 1909 when von Alten sued the German government, arguing that 
they had violated his right to freedom of movement under the Freizügigkeitsgesetz 
(Freedom of Movement Act), but the judgement reaffirmed the legal distinction 
between colony and Metropole and the governors’ authority.89

Among other examples of Germans deported from the colonies was August 
Wilhelm Heinrich Martin, “a totally neglected boy of 13 years, who live[d] the 
life of a native. He constantly disappear[ed] from his parent’s house for weeks 
at a time and live[d] at the native shipyard.”90 Martin’s imagined degenerative 
influence on his white classmates was enough reason to have him deported 
and sent to a reform school in Hamburg in 1910. Alcohol — whether it 
be alcoholism or the sale of alcohol to Eingeborene — was also of particular 
concern to colonial authorities and resulted in numerous recommendations for 
expulsions.91 Deportation was considered both extreme and costly, leading the 
colonial administration to devise new ways to exclude undesirable settlers from 
participating in ‘white’ colonial society. In 1909, for example, the constitution 
of the Landesrat (provincial council) in DSWA — disenfranchised Germans 
without a fixed occupation, those dependent on government subsidies, and 
persons being observed or prosecuted by colonial authorities.92

The social and moral offenses thrown out during the deportations debate 
were part of broader colonialist fears of Verkafferung — the German iteration 
of the British Imperial colloquialism “going native.” Verkafferung first appeared 
in print in the Kolonialzeitschriften (Colonial Journal) in 1904, and it remained 
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a feature of colonial discussions until the dissolution of Germany’s overseas 
empire. The supposedly natural superiority — be it cultural or biological 
— of white Europeans over the Eingeborene  was not a given, and Weiß-sein 
within the African Schutzgebiete was under constant threat. Verkafferung was 
defined in the Deutschen Koloniallexikon (German Colonial Encyclopaedia) as 
“the descent of a European to the cultural level of the natives,” or “a regrettable 
degeneration of white settlers.”93 These definitions fail to identify the root 
causes of Verkafferung, perhaps because colonialists put forth such a wide-
range of factors causing racial degradation. On one hand, Verkafferung could 
be the result of active social/sexual interaction with natives or the adoption of 
aspects of native culture, be it food or dress; on the other, it could be passive, 
a matter of white skin browning under the sun — “the symbolic mark” of “an 
apparent assimilation with the native population”94 — or a dependency on 
alcohol, neither of which required any kind of interaction with natives. The 
unifying feature of Verkafferung’s multi-faceted origins — social interaction 
with natives, sun-tanned skin, even criminality and alcoholism — is that each 
was associated by colonialist elites with the working class. In 1904, the same 
year that the term Verkafferung was first used in a German publication, the 
DKZ circulated assertions by racial theorist, Max Robert Gerstenhauer, that 
“[the Germans] still have too little awareness of their mastery, as members of 
the more noble, superior white race and do not maintain the distinct social 
separation from coloureds which is necessary to the security of the state and 
the purity of the race.”95 According to historian, Horst Gründer, “deep-seated 
psychological fears of ‘racial degeneration’” reflected elites’ anxieties over the 
potential “loss of political and economic dominance.”96 ‘Going Native’ was just 
as much a matter of ‘going broke,’ since racial degeneration was produced from 
loss of socio-economic status. 

Few threats were considered as dire to German imperial socio-economic 
order — and colonialists continued expropriation of natives — as that from 
interpersonal relationships between Eingeborene  and nicht-Eingeborene that 
resulted in children of blended heritage, classified as Mischlinge (bi-racial). 
As colonial observers noted miscegenation between Eingeborene and nicht-
Eingeborene steadily increasing in the early colonial period, it was theorised that 
white women’s scarcity led European men to engage in sexual relationships with 
native women they otherwise would avoid.97 It followed that if more suitable 
women were available, Verkafferung would decline or cease to be. Initially, 
schemes to relocate and settle women in the colonies received little support. 
An expenditure of 25,000 Mark to facilitate the emigration and settlement of 
unmarried German women was at first included in the government’s draft budget 
for the fiscal year 1899, but was ultimately removed.98 The responsibility for the 
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transport of white women to DSWA, the only colony designated specifically 
for German settlement, was, therefore, solely the domain of the DKGS. In the 
late 1890s, the imperial government appealed to Johann Albrecht — Duke 
of Mecklenburg and president of the DKGS — and his wife to subsidize the 
settlement of German women, to which they agreed. The first group of women 
arrived in DSWA in early 1898 and immediately displayed their usefulness and 
relevance because by March 20th of the same year, governor Leutwein reported 
to the DKGS that six of the girls were engaged and one was already married. A 
total of nineteen girls had their travel to the colony facilitated by the Colonial 
Society program that first year.99 

By 1901, the program was faltering, leading Governor Leutwein to plead 
with the public to demand more government funding for the DKGS program. He 
claimed that two young women without sufficient financial support had recently 
committed suicide due the poor conditions they were subjected to in DSWA.100 
It wasn’t until hostilities broke out during the colonial wars that the women’s 
settlement program was truly established. In 1905, the announcement was made 
that a colonial women’s organisation was to be established, and in 1907, under the 
guidance of the noble Adda von Liliencron, the “Deutschkolonialer Frauenbund” 
(German Colonial Women’s Association) -- in the following year it would merge 
with the DKGS to become the Frauendbund der Deutschkolonialgesellschaft 
(Women’s Association of the German Colonial Society) -- was founded with the 
stated goals “to awaken interest in the German colonies within women and […] 
to support German girls who would seek employment in the colonies through 
subsidising their travel and establishing relevant connections.”101

White women had been presented as a preventative to Verkafferung in the 
colonies before colonialists had even developed a name to the perceived threat, 
but their efficacy in defending Weiß-sein was dependent on class and status. In 
order to combat Verkafferung, it was not enough that the women selected to 
emigrate to Africa be white; they had to be members of the upper or middle-
class. After all, Verkafferung was not only a matter of sexual degradation, but an 
economic one as well. There was a preponderance of young, single, middle-class 
women in the metropole — with few marriage prospects and little opportunity 
to find suitable work — who were targeted by the Frauenbund’s emancipatory 
messaging.102 The Frauenbund emphasised that emigration would be limited to 
gebildete Frauen (educated women). To be an educated woman in Germany at 
the turn of the twentieth century almost guaranteed a candidate’s status as upper 
middle-class.103 In Witzenhausen and Bad Weilbach, Frauenkolonialschulen 
(colonial women’s schools) were established to prepare candidates for life in 
DSWA which charged 1400 Mark in tuition, a high enough barrier of entry to 
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turn away working-class applicants.104 
At the onset of the German imperial expansion, relationships between 

Eingeborene and nicht-Eingeborene were considered beneficial. For example, 
the Rehoboth “Bastards” — a group descended from Dutch Boers and the 
Nama people who made their way in the 1860s into the territory that became 
DSWA — were thought to make “respektable Ehefrauen” (respectable wives). 
105 In 1905, governor Lindequist observed that “many young men inclined to 
enter into a conjugal relationship with natives, namely, Bastard girls, in the 
absence of white girls. They are moved by the circumstance that the Bastard 
girls quite often bring a herd of livestock, an oxen wagon, and not seldom a farm 
into the marriage.”106 In addition to land and livestock, Europeans expanded 
their trading opportunities with access to existing networks provided by their 
relationships to the Rehobothers. Rehobothers economic status took precedence 
over supposed racial status. Despite the example of the Rehobothers, the 
majority of sexual relationships between nicht-Eingeborene and Eingeborene did 
not lead to marriage. Of those that resulted in marriage, most were presided 
over by religious officials but had no formal recognition from the colonial 
administration. The term Mischehen (mixed marriages) — first used to reference 
interfaith marriages in the metropole — entered the colonial lexicon describing 
racially blended marriages.107 

As presented in Part I, at the start of German imperial control, native 
women in relationships with white men could potentially rise to the level of 
nicht-Eingeborene if they displayed behaviours and cultural practices associated 
with Weiß-sein. This fundamentally changed in the wake of the colonial wars 
in DSWA and DOA where Mischehenverbote (mixed-marriage ban) followed in 
1905 and 1906 respectively. The marriage bans were enacted by the individual 
territorial governments, but were bolstered by support from Colonial Secretary 
Bernard Dernburg, ironically himself the product of a mixed marriage.108 In 
1907, the ban in DSWA was expanded to make illegitimate any Mischehen 
conducted before 1905.109 

According to Hans Tecklenburg, the acting governor who oversaw DSWA’s 
mixed-marriage ban, the impetus for the first marriage ban was not so much 
to preserve the purity of the white race as it was to maintain class divisions.110 
As he himself well knew, the ban did nothing to prevent extra-marital sexual 
contact between nicht-Eingeborene and Eingeborene. A contemporary observer, 
Pastor Kassiepe, reported to the Missionsausschusses des Zentralkomitees der 
Katholikenversammlungen Deutschlands (Mission Committee of the Central 
Committee of the German Catholic Assemblies) that 90% of European men in 
the Schutzgebiete had participated in sexual relations with Eingeborene women.111 
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The only legislation introduced during the colonial period to regulate sexual 
contact between whites and blacks was aimed at preventing white women of the 
Unterschichten (under classes) from prostituting themselves to native men.112

What was most important to Tecklenburg was that the progeny of nicht-
Eingeborene/Eingeborene relationships — termed Mischlinge — were no longer 
identified as Reichsangehöriger (imperial citizens) and lost the privileges 
associated with it. By delegitimising any marriages between male-Germans and 
female-Eingeborene, Mischlinge no longer inherited their father’s citizenship-
status. Prior to the wars, Mischlinge had occupied a liminal space between 
Eingeborene and nicht-Eingeborene, making them perfectly suited for “such 
tasks, which were less attractive to the whites, but overwhelmed the natives, 
because they required certain vocational training and knowledge of the German 
language.”113  The “fundamental intermediary position” of the Mischlinge was 
similar to the position afforded Arabs in DOA in that their higher racial status 
— by dint of being half-white — opened up educational opportunities and the 
ability to do white-collar work. With the start of the colonial wars, suddenly, the 
liminality which benefitted Mischlinge became a liability.114

Colonialists at large took the stance expressed by Commissioner for 
Settlement, Paul Rohrbach – that Mischlinge represented a ‘highly dangerous’ 
political element in the colonies.115 A report submitted by the DKGS to the 
Reichstag (Parliament) claimed that Mischlinge “felt themselves to be the leader 
of the black race”.116 In the view of the colonial administration, Mischlinge would 
act in class solidarity with the Eingeborene against white colonial elites; therefore, 
they had to be culled from the ranks of German citizens. Otherwise, they would 
have the power to fundamentally shape not only colonial, but German society 
writ-large through their power to vote, serve in the military, or hold public office. 
Compared to the weiße (white) population in DSWA, the number of Mischlinge 
was increasing exponentially, fuelled in large part by sexual interactions between 
German soldiers sent to combat the Herero and Nama;  therefore, the political 
threat they represented was also exponentially expanding.117 The revolutionary 
and economic potential of Mischlinge was thereby circumscribed through 
diminished access to a European education; put another way, to decreased 
opportunities for Erziehung in general. For example, the Evangelische Kirche-
Gemeinde (Protestant Church Congregation) and the Windhoek Schulverein 
(School Organisation) adopted policies which excluded Mischlinge, and many 
European parents refused to allow their children to attend schools that did not 
strictly segregate white students from their “biological and cultural inferiors.”118 
In 1907, the total exclusion of Mischlinge from white society was cemented by a 
decision of the Bezirksgericht (district court) in Windhoek. Ada Maria, a Herero 
woman, had sought an annulment from her German husband only to have the 
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court rule that it could not annul a marriage that had never legally existed. In its 
ruling, the court took the further step of re-defining Eingeborene, replacing any 
cultural considerations with biology: 

Whether a person is a native or a member of the white race is a matter of 
fact, not a question to be answered at the hands of laws and regulations. 
In the opinion of the court, the law intends to understand natives as the 
blood relatives of the semi-cultural or indigenous peoples who have 
settled in the German protectorates or neighbouring areas... Natives 
are all blood members of a primitive people, including the descendants 
of native women who have received them from men of the white 
race, even if a mixture with white men has taken place over several 
generations. As long as descent from a member of a primitive people 
can be proven, the descendant is a native by blood.119

Following this decision — comparable to the ‘one-drop [of blood] rule’ 
established in the American south — any amount of native ancestry, no matter 
how far back, resulted in the legal status of Eingeborene. Combined with the 
bans that retroactively delegitimised Mischehen, formerly weiße-Europäern 
(white European) became Eingeborene through a pen stroke. At its core, their 
new racial status reflected a change in their socio-economic status within the 
colonies. From that point on, Mischlinge became objects of expropriation who 
were subject to the same pass and labour laws as other natives and were no 
longer legally allowed to own land or livestock or inherit property from their 
family.

Nancy Fraser suggests that in times of crisis, the likelihood of capitalist 
systems employing expropriation increases.120 The colonial wars led to the deaths 
of tens of thousands of natives and drastically decreased the amount of able-
bodied native male labourers in the territories. So, in addition to the political 
crisis inherent to armed rebellion, the colony’s economy exhibited the makings 
of a crisis as well. Die Arbeiterfrage — the perennial concern of colonialists — was 
being exasperated. To help address this crisis, Mischlinge expanded the reservoir 
of native labour expropriation. Furthermore, expropriation was not only limited 
to labour since the colonial administration used the new racial categorisation 
to seize properties owned by Mischlinge which could be redistributed to white 
settlers or used for public works.121

Exceptions existed to the new classifications of Mischlinge and Mischehen, 
but these exceptions almost always relied on class considerations.122 The 
Michehendebatte (mixed-marriage debate) in the Reichstag in 1912 resulted in a 
partial reversal of the 1905 and 1907 bans; long-standing relationships between 
Europeans and natives — as well as the status of their children — could be re-
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evaluated. Naturally, the factors considered to determine racial status included 
“employment, size of land holdings and education,” clearly showing socio-
economic status as the boundary of social division, not the colour line.123 

By expanding the frame of reference to the imperial metropole in 
continental Europe, racial categorisation’s dependence on class is further 
clarified. Racially degraded whites in Germany’s urban areas — the same group 
whose eligibility for deportation to the colonies was debated — were subjected 
to expropriation in a fashion similar to the African Eingeborene. In accordance 
with Section 361 and Section 362 of the Reichsstrafgesetzbuch (Imperial Penal 
Code) of 1871, criminal offenders like vagabonds, beggars, prostitutes, and 
others represented as a-socials — like alcoholics and gamblers — were all liable 
to be punished in a workhouse.124 These social-crimes meted out a jail sentence 
which, in accordance with German law, could not exceed six weeks but could be 
followed by Korrektioneller Nachhaft (corrective retention) in a workhouse that 
often lasted much longer. At the Brauweiler workhouse, for example, the average 
duration of an inmate’s sentence was fourteen months.125 In addition to adults 
convicted of crimes, after 1900, many states adopted Prussian legislation which 
allowed them to detain children deemed anti-social in workhouses, as well as 
abused and neglected children.126 

In the 1880s, Arbeiterkolonien (worker’s colonies) — the first of which 
was established in Wilhelmsdorf by Pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwing, who 
coined the term ‘Erziehung zur Arbeit’ — presented a complimentary avenue 
for expropriating the labour of prekäre Weiße in Germany. Unlike workhouses, 
workers’ colonies were nominally voluntary, but in practice, many of the 
colonists were driven to the colonies due to hunger or a fear of being arrested 
for begging/vagrancy. Moreover, many of the workers’ colonies functioned as 
half-way homes of sorts for those recently released from workhouses. Workers’ 
colonies were often established in the direct vicinity of workhouses, so that 
upon release a (former) inmate could be transferred with ease and continue 
labouring in a similar fashion. Expropriated labour generated in workhouses 
and workers’ colonies mirrored colonial labour practices; in both instances, 
labourers were “leased” to private organisations in order to generate a profit. 
Originally, the justification of workhouses and workers’ colonies relied on 
perceptions of agricultural labour’s rehabilitative capacity, but by 1907, more 
than half of Prussian workhouse inmates had already completed sentences 
within a workhouse.127 With recidivism only increasing, efforts at reintroducing 
inmates to society writ-large were curtailed and the capacity of workhouses and 
workers’ colonies to exclude a-socials was increasingly emphasised. Just as in the 
colonies, as time progressed, Erziehung was subordinated to Arbeit (work). The 
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labour of the white Unterschichten (underclass) in Germany’s workers’ colonies 
and workhouses had been a means to an end but quickly became an end to itself. 

Further confusing racism’s supposed reliance on cultural or biological 
traits, is the treatment of blacks in the metropole at this time. From the start 
of Germany’s colonial project, increasing numbers of native Africans from 
the Schutzgebiete made their way to the imperial capital, Berlin, many of them 
seeking a European education.128 In the colonies, almost all sexual contact 
between Eingeborene and Europäern (a European) featured a female native 
and a white man, but in the metropole the inverse was true. Whereas sexual 
contact between white women and male Eingeborene was legally prohibited in 
Africa, in Europe there were no such deterrents towards such a relationship. The 
debate over Mischlinge and Mischehen may have raged in the colonies, but in the 
Metropole — where there certainly was a higher number total of both, although 
a lower amount when considered as a percentage of the total population — 
the discussion was essentially non-existent.129 The President of the DKGS, 
Johann Albrecht von Mecklengburg, explained the dissonance: “The Mischlinge 
that come here to Germany do not do much harm. In a healthy population a 
Mischling [bi-racial person] can be submerged and absorbed; but if he stays in 
the colonies, and if there he is seen and treated as a [German] citizen, then 
he causes much harm since he degrades the prestige of the master race.”130 In 
the colonies, Mischlinge and Mischehen threatened to upset the socio-economic 
order, but in the Metropole, a well-to-do Black man was less of a threat than a 
poor white man.

Racist ire in both the colonies and metropole was not directed by biology or 
culture, but by socio-economic class. When studying in Germany near the turn 
of the century, W.E.B. Du Bois himself happily noted he experienced very little 
anti-Black racism.131 The refraction of racial categorisation is exemplified in the 
position of Richard Din, a Kameruner (Cameroonian) living in Berlin who was 
put in charge of a saw-mill. Din’s new role was met with some resistance by the 
white-working-class Germans subordinated to him, but Din defended himself:

 It is not evident why a coloured person cannot take on the role of 
supervisor, after various members of the white race already proved to 
be useless and even dispensable. The ‘Beschwerde’führer [complainant] 
is inclined to the — definitively false — perspective, that I have come 
directly out of the thickest African jungle. But, for his comfort, I will 
share that after I graduated from a royal Prussian Gymnasium in Berlin 
I received a first-class school-leaving certificate, and I only refrained 
from further education due to special circumstances.132

Perhaps more importantly than Din’s personal defence is the fact that the 
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industrial firm employing him rejected any considerations of his ‘race’ in 
connection to his continued employment and ironically deployed the racial 
language of the colonies against the whites of the metropole: 

In conclusion I would note that it is not common in our business to 
judge people based on their outward appearance, their skin colour, 
their white-washed politeness or their culture, but rather on their 
inner-self, their character, and these are better in our coloured 
Fürstensohn [prince] than in many whites with ‘black’ hearts, evidenced 
by our dismal experience with ‘cultured’ whites, which has made me 
sometimes ponder over a poem — which is probably known to the 
herrn Einsender [sender of the complaint] from his school days — in 
which it states: ‘See, we “savages” are better people after all.’”133 

The supposedly natural divisions that composed the socio-economic hierarchy 
of the colonies were absent in the metropole, a point even the Reichsamt 
(government agency) conceded. In 1914, when a racially mixed family was 
subject to discrimination in DSWA, the colonial office suggested they relocate 
to Germany proper: outside of the colonies, they would have social equality 
unavailable to them there.134 Their race — in the classical phenotypical 
understanding of the term — did not change from one place to another, but in 
the Metropole, they no longer represented a socio-political class that threatened 
the stability of the labour regime. 

Conclusion
Cedric Robinson’s work was meant as a corrective to traditional Marxism, 

which he contended undervalued the role that expropriation played in capitalist 
society as well as the interplay between expropriation and racism. Robinson 
suggested that racial categories evolved out of early capitalist developments in 
Europe to justify the expropriation of certain populations. This was likewise 
demonstrated in the German imperial case; colonial administrators increasingly 
relied on expropriation, and racial categorisation was the tool used to demarcate 
which individuals were susceptible to expropriation. The exceptions made 
within colonial society regarding racial categorisation prove race’s reliance on 
class since socio-economic standing allowed transcendence of supposed racial 
boundaries, both up- and down-ward. While Marx and Engels had argued 
that social relations would rationalise, Robinson argued the inverse and is 
proven correct through the example of the Schutzgebiete — racial categories 
there arbitrarily shifted in order to accommodate the colonies’ labour needs. 
The irrational nature of racial categories within capitalist society, as presented 
within theoretical racial capitalism and demonstrated in Germany’s African 
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Schutzgebiete limits the utility of ‘race’ as a distinct category of historical analysis 
separated from class. 
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