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INTRODUCTION 

 

Nazi rule in eastern Europe was more than a wartime occupation administration. 

German leaders and regional administrators who arrived there saw themselves,  in the 

words of one commissioner in Ukraine named Wilhelm Dietz, as ñeastern pioneersò  

laying the foundation of a Thousand Year Reich. Like their forefathers in German 

Southwest Africa, the Nazi commissioners in Ukraine ruled with the whip, conspicuously 

placing it on their desks during their office hours. In 1944, reflecting on his time in 

Zhytomyr Ukraine, Commissioner Dietz wrote: 

The East is a proving ground for pioneers in every respect. The space and never 

ending vastness were allowed to play their magical powers and secretly exact its 

toll from those who were not securely rooted in German thought and its national 

                                                 
1
 This lecture was first delivered at the Institute for Social Research , 29 March 2007, Hamburg Germany 

and then discussed in a modified form at  Dr. Edouard Houssonôs seminar ñThe Imperial Setting of the 

Holocaust in eastern Europe,ò University of  Paris, Sorbonne, November 15, 2007.  Sections have appeared 

in Wendy Lower, Nazi Empire Building and the Holocaust in Ukraine (2005) and The Shoah in Ukraine 

eds. Ray Brandon and Wendy Lower (Bloomington, 2008). Thanks to Dr. Housson for inviting me to his 

seminar, and to Dirk Moses, David Furber, Pascal Grosse, Birthe Kundrus and members of the workshop 

on Nazi colonialism and the Holocaust in Hamburg  for their feedback on this presentation. 
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socialistic duty. The task in the east, in particular as district commissar, allows a 

free expression of all oneôs facilities and characteristics. Some developed here 

talents and capabilities that they could have not developed in the Reich itself. But 

here were missing the borders that are established in a grown societal order as in 

the Reich. Only the clean and healthy instinct of the eastern pioneer serves as a 

pathfinder in the Slavic spaceé 
i
 

This passage is so rich with colonialist stereotypes and tropes: the gaze on the east as a 

tabula rasa ripe for development, the space as a test of German strength, and feminized 

as a mysterious sorcerer who can only be outwitted, outdone by steadfast German loyalty 

to Nazism; the colonizer with his ñcivilizedò soap, clean, healthy able to navigate the 

Slavic wilderness.
ii
 Friedrich Ratzel, the geographer who coined the term Lebensraum 

and touted the importance of ñspecies migrationò wrote that in order to remain healthy, 

ñspecies must continually expand the amount of space they occupyò through colonization 

and cultivation of the land. How can one read Dietzôs praise of the Nazi pioneer and not 

think of the similar discourse, metaphors and prejudices that dominate European 

imperialist, Orientalist literature. Surely they informed his perceptions of Ukraine and the 

very words chosen to promote Nazi colonialism there. Perhaps Dietz picked up the 

rhetoric in books that his boss, Alfred Rosenberg, Minister of the Reich Occupied Eastern 

Territories recommended, texts such as With My Backpack to India, In the African 

Jungle, or For the Fatherland and Colony. Perhaps Dietz read one of the periodôs best 

sellers Volk Ohne Raum, saw the 1941 feature film on Carl Peters, or as a child enjoyed 

Karl Mayôs western adventures, and adventure books such as this one:  
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 ñWild Land and German Handò Typical 

colonial literature of the turn of the century.  

  

Few would dispute that the Nazi regime was imperialistic, and that Heinrich Himmlerôs 

program to ñGermanizeò eastern Europe, known as the General Plan East was an 

essentially colonialist, genocidal endeavor, with catastrophic consequences. But in order 

to fully grasp the regimeôs imperial aims, policies and ultimate defeat we must place the 

episode in a broader historical context. Those who witnessed Hitlerôs bellicose foreign 

policy in the 1930s and early 1940s, and the generations of scholars who have since 

studied it, agree that the most powerful elite of the Reich initiated and pursued a war to 

expand Germanyôs borders, and that their intentions were imperialistic and extended 
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beyond Europe. Yet despite the policies and ruling structure in the Nazi Lebensraum as 

well as the rich discursive evidence such as Dietzôs essay, scholars have been reluctant to 

use the term ñcolonialò to characterize the Nazi occupation of the eastern territories. . 

Why is this so?  

 

Is it because of ambiguous terminology?  Edward Said defines imperialism as the 

practice, theory and the attitudes of a dominating metropolitan centre ruling a distant 

territory. Imperialism is the hegemonic assertion of power that takes on various forms 

including economic exploitation (forced labor, extraction of natural resources) and 

segregationist often racially defined hierarchies.
iii

 Whereas colonialism is almost always 

a consequence of imperialism, and is distinguished by settlers or colonizers. As of the late 

19
th
 century, perhaps earlier, the language of imperialism changed. The term colony was 

often replaced with references to overseas territories labeled ñprotectoratesò ñtrust 

territoriesò ñcondominiums,ò ñpossessionsò and ñspheres of influence.ò Though in fact 

European forms of colonialism varied almost all shared a common history of indigenous 

resistance often leading to warfare, and rapacious economic policies of ñdevelopment.ò    

 

Nazi officials introduced their own revolutionary approach to colonization replete with a 

lexicon of euphemisms. The Nazi language of territorial expansion offered a hybrid of 

old and new concepts of empire; they spoke of settlements, settlement pearls, 

reservations, preserves, hothouses of German blood and soil, fortresses, human barriers, 

peopleôs  communities, ethnic German clusters . They compared themselves to North 

American pioneers, obscuring their contiguous, continental expansion as distinctly 
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different from overseas imperial conquest. Nazi popularizers of the Lebensraum concept 

spoke of Germanyôs Schicksalsraum, like Americaôs Manifest Destiny and Monroe 

Doctrine all rolled into one. 
iv
As the Wehrmacht advanced eastward, Nazi administrative 

officials remapped eastern Europe into protectorates, commissariats, occupied eastern 

territories, a General Government, an Ostland, and patchwork of SS-police police 

districts and precincts. Rarely did German leaders or administrators use the term 

ñcolonial.ò And when they did, the term meant different things to different people. In the 

Berlin centered debate over Ostpolitik, some chose the word colonial to highlight the 

Naziôs inefficient, corrupt, and brutal practices. Whereas a local agricultural leader in 

Ukraine regretted that Nazi occupation polices were not colonial enough since the 

Germans were unable to totally exploit Ukraineôs resources and labor supply (though 1.5 

million were deported as Ostarbeiter).
v
 Others used the term colonial as a historical 

justification for Nazi territorial expansion eastward.  Professor Dr. Heinrich Hunke, 

economics advisor for the Nazi Party in Berlin and President of the Berlin Union of 

Businessmen and Industrialists published a book on Germanyôs Lebensraum in 1940. In 

making his case for reviving the Hanseatic model, he described this medieval German 

approach as a civilized, peaceful and productive version of ñOstkolonisation.ò He 

contrasted this with the Downing Street approach [i.e. the British empire] with its ñstark 

naked imperialism, outright plundering, and essentially brutal dominance.ò He 

exclaimed, ñFor centuries and today we battle over these two approaches!ò
vi
 

  

Like Hunke, Hitler also distinguished two imperial forms of rule, with the British Empire 

serving as the paradigmatic model of comparison. Hitler seemed to favor a mixture of the 
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British and German approaches, at least his own twisted versions of them. In describing 

Nazi occupied Ukraine as Germanyôs India, he recommended that the Germans follow 

the British administrative model by using a thin layer of officials to control millions of 

ñnatives.ò He urged every German going abroad, especially every member of the Foreign 

Office to read Ludwig Alsdorfôs Indien. Alsdorfôs study of British imperialism defined 

these 2 types of colonialism-- a positive or benevolent form versus an exploitive one. The 

benevolent one included settlement and a development mission a la Kipling whereas the 

exploitive one was purely economic. British rule in India was derided as the exploitive 

version.  Hitler appreciated Alsdorfôs explanation for the violence begot by imperial, 

colonial rule.  The brutality stemmed from the native, Alsdorf argued. It was not Cortez 

who brought cruelty to the Mexicans [the Mexicans] indulged in extensive human 

sacrificeétwenty thousand éat a timeé[Hitler asserted]  Cortez was a moderate man.ò 

This logic applied in the Nazi Lebensraum where Jews, Ukrainians, Poles and other non-

German natives were branded barbarians, and the history of Bolshevik atrocities served 

as a frightening display of the uncivilized ñnative.ò 

 

More than simply mimicking or exploiting the terminology and practices of European 

colonial history and the American frontier, Nazi officials inhabited a world of 

imperialism within which they defined themselves, their own expansionist aims, 

administrative structure, as well as their non-German subjects. As a self proclaimed 

revolution however the Nazi movement sought to bring European history into a new 

direction, into an era of Aryan hegemony (free from the alleged racial-political influence 

of the Jews). Above all the Nazis saw their new, modern crusade as the liberation of 
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Europe from Judeo-Bolshevism. And it was Germanyôs own history that provided Nazi 

leaders with a sense of imperial legitimacy and destiny as well as a treasure trove of 

Germanic, Teutonic symbols and imagery. 

 

 

While Himmler trained his elite at Wewelsburg, 

Rosenberg and Ley groomed future imperial governors at the Order Castles, such as this 

one Vogelsang. Thanks to F.A. Heinen for sharing these photographs of Vogelsang. 

 

The growth of the Mitteleuropa idea, the global consciousness of ordinary Germans, and 

spread of academic work in support of German expansion to the East (e.g. publications of 

the Society for the Promotion of Internal Colonization led by Max Sering) was 
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invigorated by the unfilled dreams, expectations, and possibilities revealed by the First 

World War.  The globalization and easternization of German national identity reached a 

highpoint in the Nazi Weltanschauung. For Hitlerôs generation the protean nature of 

imperialism was clear, the realization that empires do not necessarily rise and fall but 

went through various stages of rule, had spongy borders and shifting centres.
vii

 Like the 

biological, social Darwinistic depiction of the state, the empire evolved. And like the 

state and warfare, the assumption was that empires were a necessary way of ordering the 

world and the advance of humankind. But the colonial associations and Weltpolitik of the 

Kaiserreichôs era fell out of step with the march of geopolitics of the 1920s and 1930s, 

and the Nazi revolution epitomized by Hitlerôs statement: ñWe national socialists 

consciously draw a line beneath the foreign policy of our pre-War period. We take up 

where we broke off six hundred years ago. We stop the endless German movement to the 

South and West, and turn our gaze to the east. At last we break off the colonial and 

commercial policy of the pre-War period and shift to the soil policy of the future.ò 
viii

  

 

Proponents of Ratzelôs Lebensraum, Naumannôs Mitteleuropa, and Hentschelôs Aryan, 

rural utopias were the ideological vanguard that shaped the colonialist policies of Nazi 

rule in the east.
ix
  Hitler and his cohorts came of age when Europeans claimed to control 

80% of the worldôs surface; imperialism was denounced by their arch enemies, the 

Marxist-Leninists, not by the German nationalists who made post war demands for a 

restoration of empire, the rescuing of German minorities abroad a well as expanded social 

and economic opportunities. The perception was that all of this could be achieved by 

colonizing eastern Europe. An important dynamic, dialectical force that Nazi leaders 
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injected into this was the idea that the Jew was Germanyôs global rival, and primary 

obstacle in securing this future.  

 

II. Germanization as Colonization: Nazi Population and Economic Policies in Poland, the 

Baltics and Ukraine 

 

The specificity of the Nazi ñgrasp for Lebensraumò can be best understood ñin the fieldô 

where theories were put into practice. Here the various forms of Nazi colonization are 

evident, as is the genocidal core of the endeavor. There existed important differences in 

how the Germans approached, appropriated, exploited, and transformed eastern Europe. 

To the north the coveted space held a rich history of the Hanse trading ports, medieval 

towns, Baltic Barons and the Teutonic knights. Ukraine offered hearty stock of German 

pioneers and peasants in Volhynia and around the Volga River and Black Sea. As for 

Poland, the Nazis rescued their racial brethren ñvictimsò of the Versailles Treaty in 

Silesia, Pomerania, and the Warthegau, and sought to construct a racial barrier along the 

revised German-Polish border.  

  

Shortly after the German defeat of Poland in autumn 1939, the newly appointed Reich 

Commissar for the Strengthening of Germandom, Heinrich Himmler was instructed ñto 

give shape to the new German areas of colonization,ò by ñeliminating harmful, alien 

elements from the German Volk and its Lebensraum,ò and ñto carry out the settlement of 

the Volksdeutsche on the designated lands.ò If there was a colonial office in the Reich, 

historian Isabel Heinemann argues, then RuSHA was it, coordinating all work on German 
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settlement, starting with the assignment of oneôs racial classification according to the 

German Peopleôs List. The concept and process of Germanization as Himmler described 

it was ñnot in the old sense of bringing the German languages and laws to the people 

dwelling in that area, but to ensure that in the East only people of genuinely Germanic, 

Teutonic blood shall live.ò
x
  Himmler embarked on his commission with a plan to resettle 

Baltic Germans from Estonia and Latvia to the newly annexed territories of Poland, first 

to the Warthegau. Jews and Poles in these designated areas were pushed out, dumped in 

the General Government. A special reservation for the Jews was set up between the Bug 

and Vistula Rivers. As chaotic, criminal and ill-conceived as these actions were, they 

were not the ad hoc policies of an occupation administration, but a colonizing power.  

  

In a related more mundane realm of everyday administration, local German officials in 

Poland immediately renamed the streets and towns each with a Hitlerplatz and 

Goeringstrasse. Like their imperial forefathers, they poured over maps, owning the space, 

drawing borders, erasing communities and in effect the indigenous peoples and their 

history.
xi
 With few exceptions,

 xii
 work in the last decade or so on the General Plan Ost 

and Race and Settlement Main has not traced this colonialist trajectory. In Poland 

specifically, the Royal Prussian Colonization Commission (1886-1918) can be compared 

with the Nazi New Order in Poland;
 xiii

 the  Prussians introduced their own 

Germanization, state building, and agrarian reform,  pitched as ñAgrarpolitik, and 

Bevoelkerungspolitikò (in Robert Koehlôs 1950s assessment) a smoke screen for dramatic 

racialist economic and social dislocation.
xiv
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According to David Furberôs recent work on the General Government, district governors 

arrived at their posts ñwith exploitation in mind, but realized that they had to build 

something.ò
xv

 Total economic extraction was not sustainable, Hans Frank reasoned. His 

counterpart in Ukraine, Erich Koch thought differently and promoted a more rapacious 

economic policy. But in both cases Nazi colonizers sought to do development work ñon 

the cheapò with limited investment. Their immediate priority was to rid their territory of 

Jews, deemed the first step or obstacle to development. Like Dietz, quoted above, district 

officials in Poland (male and female) enjoyed the freedom of the east, the sense of 

adventure. Plus they got better wages and had access to more plunder, to some, a station 

in the East was a real boondoggle. Many in Poland ñwent nativeò (a Kurtzian 

metamorphosis, as Furber described it). German administrators caroused with the locals, 

boozed, slacked on the job. In the east, Furber writes, ñthe bond of respectability no 

longer applied, and one could look back at the Reich with the sly wink that the white man 

in the Congo gave toward bourgeois morality.ò The wink was also an expression of 

another more conspiratorial fraternity that was forged in the East; the blood bond among 

SS-police Holocaust perpetrators whom Himmler addressed as ñdecentò respectable men 

in a famous speech at Posen in 1943.  

 

With the invasion of the Soviet Union, Heim ins Reich became Heim ins Ostland. 

Millions of Germans were expected to settle in the former Soviet territories and the 

Volksdeutschen who had survived Stalinôs rule were recruited to advance German 

colonization. They suddenly emerged as a new privileged elite, though many could barely 

speak German and as Nazi officials lamented, they lacked a racial consciousness.   
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Ethnic German teacher appointed mayor of Pryshyb Ukraine. The portrait of Hitler reads 

in Ukrainian, ñHitler the Liberator.ò Bundesarchiv. Thanks to Ray Brandon for this 

photograph. 

 

  The Deutsches Ausland Institute in Stuttgart sent its experts first to Poland and then to 

Ukraine to preserve ñthe national ties between the old and the new homelandé [and to 

further] scientific research on Germanism in the world.ò
xvi

  One expert was Prof Dr. 

Hermann Maurer, renown University of Berlin-based horticulturalist.  He collected 

family histories in Odessa to spread Nazi propaganda among the Volksdeutschen.  He 

returned to the Reich to excite interest in and legitimize the cause of German colonization 

in Ukraine. In his ñFarming Pioneers in the East,ò (Koelnischer Zeitung/Feb 1943) 

Maurer traced the Reichôs bloodline to the east as the migration of Swabian farmers to 

Odessa, urging his readers to look at any map of the East and ñyou will see the German 
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blood flowing everywhere calling you to wake up to Germanyôs history and destiny as a 

raceéonce one has such a racial consciousness then one realizes the vast expanse of our 

history in Europe and even beyond.ò
xvii

 The great task at hand, as enthusiasts such as 

Maurer and the rest of the Nazi leadership understood it, was the creation of a racially 

conscious generation of German colonizers who could appreciate and fulfill their 

Lebensraum mission.  

 

More than Ukraine, which Hitler remarked was home to German peasants, the Baltics 

had been home to the ñupper crust of Germandomò and these racial descendants were 

supposed to serve as the foundation for ñGerman ascendancy over all European nations.ò  
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Himmler planned on annexing the Baltics beginning with Estonia where many of the 

Germans who had been brought back to the Reich in the 1930s were scheduled to return 

as of March 1942. According to the Generalplan Ost, the border area of Latvia and 

Estonia was a priority target for Germanization, and was renamed Ingria or Ingermanland 

(a reference to the 13
th
 century Livonian Order of German Knights who formed a state 

that was home to the Hanseatic cities of Riga, Tartu and Tallin).  Sixty five thousand 

Finns were ñrepatriatedò to Finland in 1943, Estonians with Swedish ñbloodò were 

shipped to Sweden. One third of Latvian population was considered ñgermanizable.ò 

 

Wartime German film footage of Ukraine, date unknown. USHMM Film Archives, 

Original held at Bundesarchiv, Filmarchiv/Transit Film GmbH. 

 


