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SEEING THROUGH WHITENESS

Late 1930s Settler Photography in Namibia  
under South African Rule

Lorena Rizzo

The Spectre of Fascism in the Colony

This essay chooses settler photography in Namibia in the late 1930s as a point 
of entry into exploring the problem of fascism’s visuality in the colony and 
to reassess fascism’s historical trajectories and transnational interweaving.1 
Although addressing German and Italian fascist endeavors in colonial Africa 
has occasionally served to decenter and refine historical analyses of fascist 
aesthetics, such scholarship remains caught in a Eurocentrism that treats the 
colony as a backdrop for metropolitan fantasy and projection.2 In contrast, 
I foreground the question of fascist visualities in the colony, more specifi-
cally in South West Africa. Ruled by Germany between 1884 and 1915, it later 
became a South African mandate for more than seven decades until inde-
pendence in 1990. Thinking about the history of South African segregation 
and apartheid in terms of fascism has intermittently troubled South African 
historiography and has gathered momentum more recently in transnational 
and global inquiries into historical configurations of the Far Right.3 German 
and Afrikaner sections of South African and South West African society are 
considered key vectors of fascist thought throughout the subcontinent, but 
the process has been commonly understood as a symptom of the brittleness 
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of whiteness in a settler society divided by antagonistic imperial, national, 
and ethnic affinities throughout the interwar period.4 

The spread of fascism in Namibia during the interwar period and the 
founding of a local branch of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party 
(nsdap) in 1928 have generally been attributed to sociopolitical erosion and 
ethnonational revival among German settlers in the colony.5 Key to this pro-
cess was the gradual formation of a myth of discrimination that strategically 
merged memories of internment and large- scale repatriation after the First 
World War with German- Afrikaner socioeconomic antagonism and com-
petition over land.6 A growing sense of exclusion paired with feelings of re-
sentment and cultural marginalization among those who had lost the war 
and “their” colony created fertile ground for the seeds of national socialist 
thought. While settlers of German descent had long wavered between assimi-
lating into the South African racial fabric of whiteness and retreating into a 
politics of reified ethnicity based on Deutschtum, political distress intensified 
amid growing Afrikaner nationalism. Talk of South West Africa’s inclusion 
into South Africa as a fifth province threatened to bury hopes of the colony’s 
return to the German “motherland.”7 During the 1930s, systematic nsdap 
propaganda backed by substantial material and human resources from Ger-
many enabled Nazism to permeate every aspect of German sociopolitical life 
in the colony.8 While pressure was occasionally applied to individuals and 
groups who questioned the ideological alignment with the Third Reich and 
insisted on the colony’s self- determination, the spread of a fascist mind- set 
was facilitated by its shared ground with colonialism, which long nurtured 
the ideas of a master race and blood and soil ideology.9 Although it tarried 
in responding to the fascist threat, the South African administration even-
tually banned the nsdap in Namibia in 1934, repatriated most of its leaders, 
and curtailed German immigration and political organization.10 Finally, at 
the outbreak of the Second World War, a thin parliamentary majority over-
came Afrikaner- nationalist demands for neutrality, and South Africa joined 
Britain in the war against Hitler.11 For many German and Boer settlers, who 
had traceable links to nsdap organizations, the war inaugurated yet another 
period of internment and deportation.12

Constrained by the conventions of political history and the racial and 
ethnic categories shaping the focus on inner- white conflict, Namibian his-
toriography only scratches the surface of fascism’s spread during the inter-
war period. Existing accounts assume a causal relation between German-

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758915/9781478004387-007.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 136 Lorena Rizzo

ness and national socialist sympathies, and thus they fade out deeper lines of 
class, gender, and generational division within the German settler commu-
nity.13 Some of these shortcomings come from neglect of archives that would 
yield a subtler sense of fascism’s sedimentation across the Namibian politi-
cal and social landscape. Indeed, the sources considered herein are drawn 
predominantly from national socialist propaganda or from files produced 
by the South African colonial administration in relation to legitimizing its 
colonial grip on Namibia and preventing hostile political mobilization.14 Ne-
glected most, though, is the extent of the sympathy for fascism among the 
African majority in the region. Although the literature refers to political or-
ganizations on the Left and African intellectuals in the diaspora mobilizing 
against the threat of fascism, no historical research investigates black politi-
cal, intellectual, and everyday responses to the spread of national socialism 
in Namibia.15 

Against this historical backdrop, what can photographs produced at the 
time tell us about the visuality of fascism in Namibia? With this in mind, 
how should we read the colonial photographic archive of Namibia during 
the interwar period? How do images as a historical form complicate received 
understandings of fascism here? Finally, in a context marked by the embroil-
ment of empire and nation, race and ethnicity, colonialism and fascism, how 
do we clear an analytical space in which to interrogate historical photographs 
without straightforwardly conflating ideology and the visual?

Visual Layering 

Let us move to the Namibian photographs of Ilse Steinhoff and Anneliese 
Scherz, professional photographers who operated within colonial and met-
ropolitan visual economies where women of European descent were success-
fully claiming a share.16 While Steinhoff’s photographic journeys through the 
former German colonies of South West and East Africa have been taken as 
an example of Third Reich colonial revisionist propaganda,17 Scherz’s oeuvre, 
in contrast, has received much less attention, being associated with amateur 
research in the context of interwar German cultural production.18 The pho-
tography of these two women seems to suggest antagonistic ideological and 
aesthetic positions. Yet it seems worth exploring whether and how their work, 
once placed alongside each other, spoke to cultural imaginaries in the colony 
itself, thereby complicating metropolitan articulations of fascist visuality.
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Ilse Steinhoff: Into and Out of Propaganda

Ilse Steinhoff traveled as a photojournalist through South West and East Af-
rica in late 1937 and early 1938. The source of the commission for her travels 
to the continent remains unclear,19 but the trajectories of her photographs 
across various publications and archives, in both Germany and southern Af-
rica, suggest a dynamic of image production, circulation, and consumption 
that lies partly beyond the axis of the German metropole and its former colo-
nies. Steinhoff’s photographs were published in Illustrierter Beobachter, the 
official nsdap magazine, in 1937 and 1938; they were included in reportages 
in Berliner Illustrierte Zeitung and the more liberal travel magazine Atlantis; 
and they eventually were reused in Deutsche Heimat in Afrika.20 These pub-
lications helped situate her images in the photojournalism that had flour-
ished during the Weimar Republic and continued into the period of the Third 
Reich.21 Steinhoff belongs conclusively among a number of women profes-
sional photographers whose work transcended the framework of temperate 
colonial desire and moved, after 1933, into the strident ideological framework 
of colonial revisionism.22 Yet, unbeknownst to previous commentators, parts 
of Steinhoff’s published and unpublished photographic works are preserved 
today in at least two archival institutions in Germany and South Africa.23 By 
linking the photographic holdings of these archives to Steinhoff’s published 
images, we can unearth some less conspicuous facets of metropolitan and 
colonial image use and circulation, while tracking the images’ opportunistic 
movement into and out of fascist propaganda.24

Deutsche Heimat in Afrika and Fascist Aesthetics  
in South West Africa

Deutsche Heimat in Afrika: Ein Bildbuch aus unseren Kolonien was first pub-
lished in 1939 and again in 1941. It took the reader on a visual journey to Afri-
can colonies that were boldly declared to belong to Germany and hence part 
of an extended German homeland. Divided into two sections, the book cov-
ered what Steinhoff called “German South West” and “German East” Africa, 
what were at the time the two mandated territories of South West Africa un-
der South African colonial rule, and Tanganyika under British colonial rule. 
Both parts of the book were narrated as the photographic diary of a traveler, 
but their positioning within the ideological frameworks of national socialism 
and colonial revisionism told surprisingly different stories. 
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Steinhoff’s Namibian photographs are at the center of Willeke Sandler’s 
reading of Deutsche Heimat in Afrika.25 Keeping in mind the possibility of 
censorship the German Colonial League imposed on images and writings, 
Sandler notes the centrality of the text- image relationship in the book, along 
with how Steinhoff deliberately guides her readers’ perceptions of the photo-
graphs.26 The captions indeed impose themselves on the photographs, as if 
concerned with narrowing their semantic instability,27 and it was the particu-
lar configuration of captioned images with the book’s focus on key elements 
of national socialist colonial imaginaries that blended into the revisionist 
project of Third Reich propaganda with such ease. The South West African 
colony was presented as a place where fellow Germans secured industrious-
ness and cultural self- consciousness, the actuality of Deutschtum, and the 
values of communal and family life and maintained racial purity while con-
currently fostering peaceful relations with a sympathetic colonized popula-
tion.28 Sandler continues to argue that it was German colonial women in par-
ticular who were given a crucial role in conveying the colony‘s pervasiveness 
in mid- twentieth- century German fascist ideology.29

Farm life featured prominently in Steinhoff’s narrative, and most of the 
chosen images showed female farmers at work, attending to children and 
livestock, carrying out domestic activities or overseeing cattle and sheep (fig-
ure 6.1). Aestheticizing female domesticity, these images conveyed an affec-
tive quality to corporal work, representing it as an expression of the trans-
formative value of colonial women’s life.30 At the same time, an ambiguity 
in the representation of women’s roles in the colony often served as testing 
ground for female identities.31 Steinhoff’s own African adventure was but one 
indication of how female subjectivities changed in Germany during the pe-
riod after World War I. Her aesthetics became more sophisticated in the fu-
turistic framing of colonial women encountered at the forefront of physical 
performance -cum -technological innovation.32 Still, celebration of women’s 
modernity and expanded spheres of action remained tentative, and the rep-
resentational idealization of German settler women seemed to rely less on 
equality with German men than on its visual and discursive juxtaposition to 
African women and men.33 Throughout the book, Steinhoff’s language, her 
insidious captioning, repeatedly debased local women and men to objects 
of cultural curiosity and racial prejudice, thereby cementing the reality of 
racial difference and the need for civilizing guidance under colonial rule —  
desirably kept in firm German hands.

Sandler’s reading of Deutsche Heimat in Afrika concludes with a reference 
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to those photographs, in which Steinhoff made explicit claim to contempo-
rary German presence and the settler community’s ideological alignment 
with national socialism.34 With one exception, Steinhoff’s images showing 
explicit Nazi posture and insignia all concern youth, depicting boy and girl 
scouts, schoolchildren, and a school gathering. Although images of youth 
resonated strongly with key means of Third Reich social mobilization and 
ideological coordination,35 the photographs’ embeddedness in a series that 
covered diverse educational institutions in the colony, including mission and 
vocational schools, seems counterintuitive to mitigating a more straightfor-
ward visual narration. The general sparsity of crude fascist visualization in 
the book seems especially noteworthy: only a few photographs document 
explicit national socialist iconographies such as the swastika or the Nazi flag. 
Indeed, Sandler fails to explain why most of Steinhoff’s photographs did not 
sit comfortably with an unambiguous fascist visuality. Still more, what was 
fascist about those few images that did?

Once we move away from implicit charges of fascist aesthetics — that is, 

6.1 Farm Nakusib, Hartmann family, Steinhoff, 1939. 
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Steinhoff’s undoubted national socialist orientation36 — and cease reading the 
photographs as signature images for fascism’s racial and gender regimes,37 a 
different interpretative path can open up that departs from Steinhoff’s own 
narrative and disturbs the photographer’s homogenizing gaze. The diversity 
of image subjects and genres featured in Deutsche Heimat in Afrika, then, 
points to the visual complexity of Steinhoff’s photographic engagement with 
the South West African environment. Indeed, almost half of the book’s Na-
mibian photographs are portraits of groups and individuals, and their aes-
thetic variety eludes any simple blending into ideologically circumscribed 
categories of race, class, or gender.38 How, in fact, do we account for the por-
traits of African women in beautiful attire or African children reading and 
writing? How can we explain photographs of Africans promenading in the 
streets of Windhoek, sometimes alongside “whites”? And would these photo-
graphs have inevitably incited the fascist vision of an “inferior race” rightfully 
placed under colonial rule? 

Steinhoff Photographs in the Image Collection  
of the German Colonial Society

Steinhoff was quite ingenuous in making her readers believe in the unmedi-
ated and sensual character of her photographic work.39 She claimed that her 
camera merely documented what she saw during her journey through South 
West Africa, as though her photographs simply recorded what appeared in 
front of her eyes. Evoking the medium’s realism undoubtedly substantiated 
the gravitas of German presence in the former colony, and her strategic com-
ments on the risks of camera work lent authenticity to her visual narrative. It 
was indeed photography’s propensity to merge the realistic and the sensual 
that made the medium so appealing to propaganda, as it enabled audiences to 
translate the act of seeing into one of tangible experience and cognition — of 
a colonial landscape that remained, in reality, remote.40 Yet, as much as the 
programmatic visual account of Deutsche Heimat in Afrika was geared to-
ward conflating metropole and colony, and Germany’s past and future as a 
colonial power, it was precisely through the photographs that the colony’s 
presence persisted and formed cracks in the visual architecture of national 
socialist propaganda. To locate these fissures in Steinhoff’s images, we need 
to consider the archival extensions of her photography.

The photographic collection of the German Colonial Society is suggestive 
of the process of image selection, exclusion, and inclusion that preceded the 
publication of Deutsche Heimat in Afrika, and of the ways in which the book 
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eclipsed the intricate seriality of photographic production by rendering single 
photographs as emblematic.41 The archive likewise provides a subtler sense of 
Steinhoff’s photographic practice on the ground and the transitory character 
of her sojourn and travels. The photographer’s South West African journey 
takes us along a distinctive selection of sites that delineated the space and 
time of the colony in very particular ways. 

When we pay careful attention to the precise locations depicted in the im-
ages, we move into the domain of settler topography, the material deposits 
of white land appropriation, and its photographic consolidation through the 
medium of landscape.42 This topographical mapping drew on a double tem-
porality: it used photography to highlight the here and now of white claims 
to land so that the photographic signification of colonial history natural-
ized these claims within the framework of settler historiography that had 
been on the upswing since the 1920s.43 If anchoring settler subjectivity in the 
political imaginary of landownership strongly resonated with broader visual 
configurations of whiteness in southern Africa of the time, then Steinhoff’s 
photographs were decisively engendered by local concerns as well, among 
them German farmers’ assertions of land ownership in relation to settlers of 
Boer and British South African descent.44 These become legible in the stra-
tegic assortment of the particular farms Steinhoff visited during her journey, 
a selection almost certainly authored by local travel companions.45 Figure 
6.2 captures the breathtaking vista from the main house on farm Okoson-
gomingo toward the Waterberg massif, an iconic site in the history of the 
South West African war of 1904 – 7.46 In the late 1930s, Okosongomingo and 
all other farms Steinhoff photographed were among the high- ranking, sub-
stantial, and highly capitalized estates owned by some of the most prominent 
and long- established farmer families of German descent, and Steinhoff’s ex-
tended archive perpetuated their claim to economic hegemony.47 But some-
thing else percolated through Steinhoff’s farm images, particularly once she 
moved northward to a frontier zone that shadowed out the texture of a con-
solidating economic and racial order in the colony. The farms Onguma and 
Nakusib, for example, were situated in close proximity to both the Etosha 
game reserve and the northern “native reserve” of Ovamboland. The farm 
owners, the Hartmann and Böhme families, had used the favorable location 
astutely, building up lucrative transport, trade, and game hunting businesses 
both under the guise of official authorization and in the more adventurous 
format of smuggling.48 Numerous farm photographs taken by Steinhoff in-
scribed the racialized nature of colonial labor relations and enshrined Af-
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rican presence on “white”- owned farms as the result of settler benevolence. 
On the northern frontier and on Nakusib in particular, though, the visual 
resonances had a further purview into the system of migrant labor that had 
parasitically spread into Owambo. This system bound men from the north-
ern reserve to year- long contract work on farms and mines across the Namib-
ian colony and beyond.49

Migrant labor served as the photographic thread into and across a series of 
images taken by Steinhoff in and around the Tsumeb copper mine, which re-
turned into the hands of private German financiers in 1936.50 Here again, her 
visual language shifted and reenacted more ambitious motifs. Adopting an 
increasingly modernist tone, her photographs aestheticized German indus-
trial infrastructure by, for example, placing the monumentality and power 
of Tsumeb’s lead furnaces in dramatic opposition to the minuteness and fra-
gility of the miners’ bodies. On the other hand, it was on the mines that her 
camera most clearly faced away from the programmatic and scanned the 
extractive mining economy on the northern Namibian frontier. The photo-

6.2 Farm 
Okosongomingo. 
German Colonial Society 
Image Collection, 
University Library 
Frankfurt.
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graphs taken in the workers’ compound in Tsumeb, for example, might ap-
pear as the mere result of the intrusion by a “white” woman into a secluded 
space for “black” men, but these images also referenced a longer history of 
control and isolation of contract workers who had been placed under the re-
gime of migrant labor and its biopolitical rationale.51

The described conditions of Africans present on farms and in mines point-
edly double back on the larger body of photographs included in Deutsche Hei-
mat in Afrika. Steinhoff’s narrative used images of the local population as 
evidence for indigenous approval of contemporary economic and future po-
litical submission to German colonial rule. The carefully staged photographs 
of Herero material culture and ritual performance seem to be a case in point. 
But these images of women in Victorian dress and men in German military 
uniform also bore the imprint of a subaltern temporality, one that invoked 
the colonial war and its massive repercussions across African society, while 
retaining the potential disclosure of forms of embodied memory, collective 
commemoration, and enactments of historical consciousness, even if the im-
ages were eclipsed by the intrusiveness of texts and captions.52 Against all 
odds, one is tempted to say that the photographs remained ambiguous and 
hesitant in the book, but more distinctively in their archival dissemination, 
where they enabled multiple temporalities to fold into each other and insert 
the Namibian landscape as a visually constitutive presence. It was the space 
and time of the colony (not the metropole) that served as the template for the 
visual positioning of the African subject, thereby disturbing the teleology of 
Steinhoff’s colonial retrieval tuned toward the national socialist imaginary. 

Steinhoff Photographs in the Image Collection  
of the Transnet Heritage Library

The pervasiveness of a colonial representational order, and the movement of 
Steinhoff’s photography into and out of propaganda, gathers further strength 
through some of her images in an album kept in the archives of the Transnet 
Heritage Library in Johannesburg.53 The album extends the scale and scope 
of Steinhoff’s visual topography mapped in Deutsche Heimat in Afrika and 
blends her photographs into a visual survey conducted under the aegis of 
South African Railways and Harbours (sar&h). sar&h was at the time the 
key commissioner and publisher of photographic images that helped config-
ure the imaginary of an inclusive whiteness grounded in a distinctive notion 
of landscape to the benefit of an emerging, modern South African nation 
after Union in 1910.54 Compared with Deutsche Heimat in Afrika, the rail-
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way album includes many more portraits of Steinhoff herself, thereby point-
ing to the centrality of mobility within the imaginary advanced by sar&h. 
By evoking the visuality of “trekking” or being “auf Pad,” her photographs 
forged links with historically embedded repertoires of travel that lent local 
flavor to sar&h’s growing orientation toward international audiences. Ac-
cordingly, her depictions of “natives” as ethnographic curiosity kept their 
currency once they moved from Deutsche Heimat in Afrika into the railway 
archives and acquired meaning as part of a larger conception of constricted 
African presence on the land.

The numerous images of the built environment rendered a smooth tran-
sition from the transitory image world of trekking into visual solidity. Many 
of these were not used in Steinhoff’s book, as they were no help in visualizing 
the German cultural imprint on South West Africa’s urban landscape.55 Of-
ten focused on railway stations, the street  views matched sar&h’s key preoc-
cupation with producing a consolidated nation- space marked by the homo-
geneity of railway infrastructure and a modern regime of rationalized time.56 
But more importantly, these images disclose rare hints at “white” mobility’s 

6.3 Street in Windhoek, Ilse Steinhoff, from Album 25, Transnet Heritage Library. 
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“other.” Steinhoff had a good eye for the subtleties of being in a racially frag-
mented space. Her backlit male African silhouette in figure 6.3, for example, 
appears to be lost, misplaced in an urban milieu not his own, his luggage si-
lently marking an unpredictable, disorganized temporality: one that would 
likely make the man wait for hours, watching cars drive past him, eventually 
to be removed from the site of futile waiting and the sight of “white” urban 
residents. These streetscapes assured audiences that by the 1930s even the re-
motest towns in the Namibian colony had become proper white towns and 
thus desirable travel destinations and residential locations. Once they entered 
the archives of sar&h, Steinhoff’s images hence became part of an aesthetic 
exploration that clearly outgrew the narrow confines of national socialist de-
sire and propaganda. Here, her photographs worked toward a copious visual 
economy that served the constitution of an inclusive white identity grounded 
in a specific construction of the physical and social environment.57 Photogra-
phy along the railway patched the fissures of inner- white division — between 
settlers of English, Boer, and German descent. It articulated what it meant, 
for all of them, to be white in a future held by South African national and 
imperial reconstruction. 

Anneliese Scherz and the Visuality of Retreat

The problem of photography, sight, and whiteness brings us to the photo-
graphic work of Anneliese Scherz, a German who emigrated to Namibia in  
the late 1930s.58 The following inquiry proposes a reading of some of the Scherz 
photographs alongside those of Steinhoff in order to determine whether 
these photographs reveal a different kind of aesthetic negotiation. Using 
Scherz’s photographs to think about the problem of fascism’s visuality in the 
colony might enable insights that trim back the notion of an image world — 
 the domain of German photographic production in Namibia of the time —  
unambiguously aligned with a particular ideological formation and histori-
cal teleology.59

Anneliese Scherz moved to South West Africa in 1938, but unlike Ilse 
Steinhoff, she remained there for almost forty years. Her photographic oeu-
vre is part of a personal archive containing photographs, correspondence, 
and manuscripts by herself and her husband, Ernst Rudolf.60 Attributing 
single photographs to one individual is often difficult in this archive.61 The 
couple’s Namibian careers differed to some extent, and Anneliese’s training 
and practice as a professional photographer was ultimately more consistent, a 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/books/chapter-pdf/758915/9781478004387-007.pdf by guest on 23 M

ay 2023



 146 Lorena Rizzo

circumstance potentially privileging her authorship.62 As already mentioned, 
Scherz’s photographs belong to the domain of German cultural work in inter-
war Namibia, more specifically, the field of semiprofessional visual produc-
tion and writing. Sections of the wider settler- community — individuals of 
diverse ethnic descent, social standing, and political couleur — were increas-
ingly concerned to establish niches of knowledge production that appealed to 
South African and metropolitan culture.63 In a broader context of 1930s set-
tler photography, Scherz’s photographs are quite consistent with the broader 
image economy in terms of both genres and subjects chosen for photographic 
documentation.64 Far less obvious is the remarkable visual consonance be-
tween Scherz’s early South West African images and Steinhoff’s travel pho-
tography, a convergence partly explicable by the German sociocultural mi-
lieu framing both women’s entrance into the photographic practice of the 
time. Still, the shared grounds need further explanation, and although par-
ticular photographic subjects surface in both oeuvres, Scherz’s photographs 
clearly adopted a different, less programmatic tone in the visual scanning of 
the physical and sociopolitical spaces they traversed.

Visuality of Retreat 

Much like Steinhoff’s archive, the Scherz collection circles around the space 
and subject matter of farm life. That Anneliese Scherz was in the process 
of relocating from Germany to South West Africa, joining her husband for 
their honeymoon during 1938, allows us to read these photographs for their 
personal and familial meanings that are intrinsically bound to a politics of 
sentiment.65 Indeed, most of the early images were never published, nor were 
they ever intended for public viewing.

Figure 6.4 is drawn from a series of portraits, photographs of farm inte-
riors and everyday objects taken during the 1938 honeymoon. Many of these 
speak for an aesthetic sensibility toward family as an emotional space en-
shrined in transgenerational solidarity, personal affection, and intimate so-
ciality. The moment captured is one of ease and serenity: a man in work wear, 
interrupting his farming duties to retreat to the cooling shade of the porch, 
smoking his pipe, gently holding the child in his lap, visibly feeling comfort-
able. The soft lighting enhances the beauty of the scene — of a father lovingly 
attending to his child — while concurrently evoking generic sentimental reg-
isters associated with the photographic trope of parental love.66 Although 
the man, and many of the photographic subjects in this series, remains un-
identified, Scherz’s photographs introduce us to individuals, particular men 
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and women, who inhabit the privacy and intimacy of their family and farm 
worlds, who appear relaxed, smiling, enjoying the rare moments of rest, the 
pleasure of a shared meal, and the poetics of photographic contemplation. 
Keeping in mind that the Scherzes had recently arrived in Namibia and An-
neliese had before moved among cosmopolitan photographers and artists in 
a Europe about to descend disastrously into war and fascist terror, the 1938 
farm portraits and scenes make photographic homage to the pastoral, to the 
simplicity and beauty of the rural, a visual valorization of a primordial spati-
ality and temporality embedded in farm work and domestic life that required 
the camera to approach its subjects with appreciation and respect. The famil-
ial and transgenerational cohabitation may also have been a romantic antici-
pation of the newlyweds’ future. But even along these lines, the photographs 
taken during their honeymoon evoked longer trajectories of aestheticized 
farm life and its sentimentally charged imaginary.67 The intimate privacy in 
the framings of farm and family life, the beauty of the portraits that individ-
ualized their subjects, and the archival seclusion of these particular images 
in the Scherz collection aesthetically elude any overt absorption into the po-
litical hegemony of late 1930s propaganda, whether in colonial revisionist or 
national socialist guise. It was indeed the moment rather than the momentous 
that asserted itself in the portraits. In this aesthetic language the German- 

6.4 Uncaptioned image. 
S004_107, bab Scherz 
Collection from Album 
Hochzeitsreise 1938. 
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speaking farmers in the community were neither an abstract category com-
prising individual types nor an essentialized register for the articulation of 
political — that is, fascist — subjectivity, but rather a visually receding social 
milieu where the intimacy and privacy of individual positionality could be 
quietly fathomed. Read alongside, yet in contrast to, Ilse Steinhoff’s contem-
porary work, Scherz’s photographs accordingly point toward a rather differ-
ent sensitivity or state of mind: one that presumably faced the spectre of fas-
cism yet chose to express itself in what might be called a visuality of retreat.

Hierarchies of Visual Philanthropy

The notion of a visuality of retreat reads the interiority and subjectivity in the 
Scherz portraits as a counternarrative to the exteriority and objectification of 
German colonial and national socialist visuality. Yet, although this holds true 
for parts of the archive, other images reveal the collection’s more venturous 
openings toward the public, the political, and the ideological.68

One of these openings comes through a series labeled “Boers on the move” 
in which the photographic camera left the farmhouse and its immediate sur-
roundings for the open veld.69 The labels for these photographs were quite 
suggestive in situating their subjects and scenes within a particular socio-
cultural and pertinently political frame — that of Afrikaner nationalism. As 
seen in figure 6.5, the photographs of Afrikaans- speaking farmers brought 
into focus the subjects and objects of a nomadic lifestyle shadowed out by 
household effects unhandily placed in the open, and usually embodied by 
women performing domestic work under arduous environmental conditions. 
Selected material markers of the trek, among them ox wagons, horses, and 
female garb, further specified the vernacular iconography of Afrikaner his-
torical mythology and folklore.70 Whether the Scherzes were familiar with 
the trope of “poor white- ism,” which the photographic discourse of poverty 
and vulnerability among white settlers and farming communities had pro-
duced in southern Africa and elsewhere, remains unclear. But the “Boers on 
the move” series undoubtedly shared representational and aesthetic char-
acteristics with photographs commissioned by the South African Carnegie 
Commission of 1932 or by the U.S. Farm Security Administration in the 1930s 
and 1940s.71 If poor white- ism had become a key theme in the political fabri-
cation of a consolidated white identity in South Africa, then in the Namibian 
colony it crumbled more along the fault lines of a frail white solidarity point-
edly marked by rivalry over land between settlers of German descent and 
Afrikaner immigrants.72 Placed against the backdrop of these fraught politi-
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cal complexities, which pitted white solidarity against white sectarianism, 
Scherz’s photographs of impoverished Boer farmers lacked any self- evident 
programmatic orientation that fueled anti- Afrikaner or partisan articula-
tions of German colonial revisionism. This calls into question the seman-
tic frame imposed on the photographic by the textual — that is, by the label 
“Boers on the move” — and its privileging of an interwar politics of ethnic dif-
ference. Paying attention instead to the camera’s focus on the material — on 
the objects, fabrics, and sites of the nomadic — evokes an opening of a differ-
ent kind. In fact, the question of lifestyles and living standards, based on per-
manent settlement and meticulously defined requirements for housing, had 
become normative for a generic understanding of “being white” in Namibia 
and South Africa in the 1930s.73 It was this particular materiality of white-
ness that endowed the “Boers on the move” series with the quality of visual 
philanthropy, in that it proved sensitive to the everyday normativities of being 
“white” and thereby ingeniously eclipsed the ways in which it drew less on a 
politics of ethnic essentialism than on one of colonial racism.74

The colonial racial order does indeed resonate across the Scherz archive, 
but its sedimentation at the level of the visual and even in the single image 
remains problematic. Pointing to some of the instances in which this col-
lection sheds light on the problem of race and photography implies a de-

6.5 Image from 
“ ‘Boers on the move” 
series. S004_152, bab 
Scherz Collection, 
Hochzeitsreise 1938.
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notative rather than assertive language, as, for example, when we look at 
the configuration of a key visual figure, such as the “black farm laborer.” As 
argued before, the threat of fascism lurking on the colony’s political hori-
zon gave pause to the photographic reflection of whiteness. But what was its  
bearing — if any — on the camera’s framing of blackness?

The figure of the black laborer in this archive emerges first while the cam-
era wandered around the farm and captured unidentified, solitary women 
washing linen or fetching water and men stowing away tools and appliances.75 
The workers’ presence in the photographs is silent and unobtrusive, insert-
ing itself almost naturally into the physical environment of farm life. While 
aesthetically more sophisticated, farm labor appears in accordance with its 
configuration in Steinhoff’s photographs. But unlike the latter, the Scherz 
archive proves less consistent and gives way to a remarkable framing of Afri-
can labor, as shown in figure 6.6, where a group of women, children, and one 
man lined up in front of Scherz’s camera. This photograph has an oppressive 
quality in the way it exposes the vulnerability of the black subject’s position-
ing, and the little girl’s marvel at the scene proves to be the image’s arresting 
detail, its intriguing punctum.76 But the semantic contours of this photograph 
are outlined most clearly through its archival proximity to the “Boers on the 

6.6 “Eingeborene in 
Haribes.” S004_160, 
bab Scherz Collection, 
Hochzeitsreise 1938. 
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move” series: it ultimately denotes simply the poverty and precariousness of 
colonial servitude and raises the question of the relationship of these “other 
poor” to the visual philanthropy described above. Does the Scherz archive 
address black poverty in a way that allows for blackness as vulnerability to 
emerge as a shared status with whiteness and accordingly invite the viewer’s 
empathic response?77 While this possibility is lodged in the photograph itself, 
it fizzles out in the shallow depth of the farm as a constitutive site of a colonial 
economy, in which empathy ran against the fact that, for the black subject, 
labor was the only way out of the poverty it had produced in the first place.

The Silent Spectre of Fascism

What does Scherz’s photographic configuration of whiteness as a modality of 
seeing, and its dialectical counterpiece blackness, tell us about the visuality 
of fascism in the Namibian colony? In contrast to Steinhoff’s photographs, in 
which the influence of colonial revisionism and national socialism is striking, 
the Scherz archive is much harder to read. We might understand the Scher-
zes’ photographic negotiation of their transition from fascist Germany to co-
lonial Namibia simply as a matter of empire, that is, as the unilateral move-
ment of people and things. Yet, we should likewise pay attention to the ways 
in which their transition consisted in the remaking of a visual epistemology 
that was precisely dependent on and engendered by the diachronic formation 
of fascism across empire.78 Thinking about Scherz’s photographs along these 
lines has brought to light a visuality of retreat — that is, a renegotiation of 
photography, ideology, and politics — and a visual philanthropy with its par-
ticular notion of whiteness enshrined in seeing blackness. These are but the 
first components of a late 1930s settler visuality that crisscrossed conventional 
distinctions between the private and the public, the political and ideological, 
and was ultimately preoccupied with scraping out what held the promise of 
persistence. Here the concern was less to make one’s choice between the im-
perial either- or — South African incorporation versus German national so-
cialist amalgamation — but more to secure the kernel of a colonial anyway, 
or the material standards of white privilege and a racialized labor regime.

A few archival casts of fortune exist though — photographs from the Scherz 
collection that constitute less elusive evidence for how fascism haunts this ar-
chive, even if it does so from the margins. One of them depicts a cryptic as-
semblage of letters, symbols, and dates engraved on a rock formation.79 While 
the image opens up diverse speculative paths into the depth and breadth of 
love (the heart, the initials) and religion (God and Christian nationalism), our 
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object of reflection here is a swastika engraved in the rock. What caught the 
attention of Scherz’s camera needs explanation: it might have been, of course, 
mere curiosity, even a sense of inappropriateness in view of a problematic po-
litical iconography, that informed the desire to document the site. Yet, other 
reasons explain why the material visuality of this swastika must have spoken 
to the Scherzes in particular ways, as it bizarrely resonated with one of their 
key fields of interest — rock art, archaeology — and their media: sketching, 
drawing, and photography.80 But how exactly does the photograph visual-
ize fascism, and what does its particular visualization tell us about fascism’s 
presence in the Scherz archive? 

The image of an engraved swastika is emblematic because of an intricate 
ambiguity, which applies first in terms of time as both persistence and decay, 
of presence and absence, in that the photograph highlights the swastika as an 
image set in stone, a condition of petrification marking endurance and the 
fragility of power and the force of destruction.81 Here the image displaces its 
object, in essence a swastika- as- petroglyph, into an analogy with archaeol-
ogy and its idiosyncratic temporality, its work of salvage, documentation, and 
preservation, against disappearance and for the sake of survival.82 And sec-
ond, an ambiguity exists at the level of visibility once the photograph brings 
to light an object that would otherwise have remained out of sight, buried, 
withdrawn from sensual perception, but would nevertheless claim unlimited 
visibility and tangibility through its persistent materiality. It is, in short, the 
described ambiguity of the photograph in terms of presence/absence and in/
visibility that qualifies the visualization of fascism in the Scherz archive as 
a spectral one.

Epilogue: The Visuality of Fascism in the Colony

The photographs of Ilse Steinhoff and Anneliese (and Ernst Rudolf) Scherz 
carried markedly differing meanings in a late 1930s political climate marked 
by colonialism and nationalism, by ethnic sectarianism and the politics of 
whiteness, by German national socialism, and by South African imperialism. 
While Steinhoff’s photographs were part of an explicit colonial revisionist 
and fascist imaginary, the Scherzes’ images aligned themselves less obviously 
with a clear ideological program. Yet, if fascist visuality becomes harder to 
find in the former, then it seems more insidiously present in the latter. It has 
appeared in this essay not just through the lens of photography in the colony, 
but in relation to the colony’s spatiality and temporality as they permeate 
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photographic representation. The relationship between fascism and colonial-
ism is actually an “old” historical problem. Before and after World War II, 
their mutual complicity was repeatedly addressed in black political thought, 
whose exponents eventually adopted the fiercer tone appropriate for a world 
shattered by fascism.83 Whereas debate over these questions exceeds the his-
tories of photography, the Namibian case study nonetheless confronts us with 
this problem. My reading of the photographs in the Scherz collection shows 
them to be deeply embroiled in precisely the desire to establish colonialism 
as different: as an aesthetic order both distinctive to the colony and unrelated 
to fascism. What were the stakes in making such a distinction? To whom did 
the distinction between the spectre of fascism and an ongoing colonial order 
make a difference politically, ideologically, and in terms of vision? Ironically, 
Steinhoff’s Deutsche Heimat in Afrika provides a reminder of this (figure 6.7). 
The photograph itself contains an oddity — the swastika on the roof of a cool-
ing house. But far more importantly, the image invites us to ask, What did 
the two women see?

6.7 Unidentified women, n.p., Steinhoff, 1939. 
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