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Memorial concept without colonialism:

Heavy criticism of Minister of State Weimer in the Bundestag's Culture Committee

Thomas Fues, 19 December 2025

On 17 December 2025, a public hearing on the German government's memorial concept took place 
in the Bundestag. The Committee on Culture and Media had invited seven experts and the 
responsible Minister of State, Wolfram Weimer, to attend. To the surprise and criticism of some, the 
topic of colonialism dominated the controversial two-hour session. The committee secretariat's 
report notes that the "debate about the exclusion of the topic of colonialism ... overshadowed the 
hearing". It seems reasonable to conclude that by excluding colonialism, Wolfram Weimer drew 
more attention to this area of German remembrance culture and thus achieved the opposite effect.

Although all sides emphasised the importance of coming to terms with Germany's colonial history, 
opinions differed on whether the memorial concept should be opened up to include state colonial 
crimes. While representatives of the SPD, the Greens, the Left Party and some experts argued in 
favour of this, CDU/CSU MPs and other experts, such as the Central Council of Jews, supported 
Wolfram Weimer's position of treating colonialism in a separate concept.

Background

The subject of the hearing was the update to the 2008 memorial concept adopted by the federal 
government on 12 November 2025. This, in turn, was a continuation of the original document 
"Concept for the Future Promotion of Federal Memorials" adopted by the government in 1999. At 
the beginning of 2024, Claudia Roth, Minister of State for Culture and Media in the previous 
government, had drafted a new memorial concept, which was immediately withdrawn due to 
widespread protests. The criticism focused, on the one hand, on the unsystematic extension of the 
existing policy of remembrance of Nazi terror and the SED dictatorship to include the additional 
areas of colonialism, democratic history and migration. On the other hand, there were complaints 
that the prospects for state funding had not been clarified, giving rise to fears of distribution 
struggles between old and new "pillars" of remembrance culture.

"Pacification service"

In response, Claudia Roth completed a revised version of her draft in November 2024, but it was 
not considered by the Federal Cabinet. The official reason given was that there was not enough time 
at the end of the „traffic light“ coalition government. Daniel Botmann, representative of the Central 
Council of Jews, contradicted this version at the hearing. He said that the Chancellery had 
prevented the bill from being passed due to "deep wounds and major disagreements" in the revision 
process. Wolfram Weimer made similar comments at the meeting about the situation when he took 
office in May 2025. He defended his decision to exclude colonialism as a "pacification service in a 
wounded constellation." He also criticised what he saw as the symbolic political term "third pillar of 
colonialism," as it would be perceived by persecuted groups as relativising the Shoah.

Experts against opening up the concept

Arguments for treating colonialism in a separate concept came from the Central Council of Jews. 
Daniel Botmann pointed out the differences to the Shoah, "for example, the industrial character of 
mass extermination or the existence of authentic crime scenes". At the same time, he spoke out in 
favour of coming to terms with colonial violence and a separate funding line.

Evelyn Zupke, Federal Commissioner for the Victims of the SED Dictatorship at the German 
Bundestag, also supported the "clear focus of the concept on the injustices committed by the state in 
German dictatorial history," but welcomed "the fact that the federal government has committed 
itself to comprehensively addressing the crimes of German colonial history" in a separate process.
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Jörg Ganzenmüller, Director of the Hannah Arendt Institute for Totalitarianism Research at the 
Technical University of Dresden, expressed understanding for the decision against opening the 
memorial concept because "a broad professional and societal debate on the respective place of 
National Socialism, the SED dictatorship and colonialism in German history ... as well as the 
undoubtedly existing connections between these complexes of crimes is still pending". He pointed 
out that Claudia Roth's version of the memorial concept dealt with colonialism in three sentences at 
the end, but did not introduce it as an area equivalent to National Socialism and SED injustice. The 
expert advocated state support for coming to terms with colonialism, which "may even be more 
successful with its own funding format." In this context, he pointed to the Foundation for the 
Memorial Sites of German Democracy, which is also not part of the memorial concept.

MPs against opening up

Ottilie Klein, a member of the Bundestag for the CDU/CSU, "expressly" welcomed the focus on the 
two pillars, Nazi terror and the SED dictatorship, on behalf of her parliamentary group. However, 
she believed it is right that colonialism is not omitted, but dealt with elsewhere.

Since the AfD is fundamentally opposed to a critical examination of colonialism, it can be assumed 
that the party has no problem with the thematic demarcation. Jörg Drieselmann, former director of 
the Stasi Museum in Berlin, who was invited at the suggestion of the AfD, did not attend the 
meeting and did not submit a written statement. The reasons for this were not made public.

Experts for opening up

Julana Bredtmann from the Memorial Department of the Topography of Terror Foundation 
expressed the opinion that "emerging centres of remembrance and learning on colonialism (should) 
be included in the federal government's memorial concept".

Historian Michael Wildt referred to the intertwined history of colonialism and National Socialism. 
The colonial dimension of Nazi terror is evident, for example, in the colonisation of Eastern Europe 
and in the plans developed for Africa by the NSDAP's Colonial Office. He addressed racist 
pseudoscience in medicine and anthropology, which had emerged with colonisation in Africa and 
Asia and continued under National Socialism.

Stefanie Middendorf, professor of historical dictatorship research at Humboldt University in Berlin, 
expressed fundamental criticism of Wolfram Weimer: "The separation of the thematic areas 
undertaken by the present memorial concept falls short of what has been achieved both 
scientifically and institutionally... The continued exclusion of colonialism will also tend to hinder 
the international recognition and networking of the German memorial landscape..."

Ibou Diop, team leader for the Colonialism Memorial at the Berlin City Museum Foundation, 
regretted that the concept does not commit to a memorial for colonialism. For him, one thing is 
certain: "Colonialism was not a brief episode in Germany's history. It is deeply ingrained in the 
history of the German mentality."

Some experts rejected the argument that there are no authentic memorial sites for colonialism in 
Germany. Ibou Diop pointed to the former location of the Reich Chancellery on Berlin's 
Wilhelmstraße, where the 1884/85 Africa Conference took place to divide the continent among the 
European colonial powers. Michael Wildt cited another example: the Baakenhöft quay in the port of 
Hamburg, from which German colonial soldiers were shipped out.

The reasoning behind the exclusion, namely that the relationship between the three areas of state 
injustice – colonialism, National Socialism and the SED dictatorship – had not yet been sufficiently 
researched, also met with criticism. Opening up the memorial concept would have provided an 
opportunity to promote a well-founded clarification of the similarities and differences between the 
three historical phases of state-sponsored mass crimes. This would have been analogous to what 

https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/1132258/Stellungnahme-Dr-Ibou-Diop.pdf
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happened in 2008 when the former concept was developed with regard to National Socialism and 
the SED state.

Stefanie Middendorf emphasised that German remembrance culture should not deal with the broad 
complex of European colonialism and imperialism, but rather with the specific period of Germany's 
formal colonial rule from 1884 to the end of the First World War in 1918.

MPs for opening up

During the hearing, Holger Mann, member of the SPD parliamentary group, referred to his 
statement in the Bundestag debate on the memorial concept on 3 December 2025: "As social 
democrats, we would have liked to see the courage to include further aspects of current research on 
German state crimes, such as colonialism – and also an appropriate memorial site for it."

On behalf of the Greens, MP Marlene Schönberger described the reversal of colonialism, which had 
been introduced by former Minister of State Claudia Roth as a further area of German remembrance 
culture, as a "fatal step backwards".

David Schliesing, an MP for The Left, drew attention to his party's position, which he had presented 
to Wolfram Weimer in the Bundestag debate on 3 December 2025: "Include colonialism as the third 
pillar, without making financial cuts to the others..."

Further points of criticism

In addition to criticism on the subject of colonialism, the concept was also criticised for other 
reasons. Stefanie Middendorf qualified it as a nationally narrowed assessment without any further 
development of the content of the previous document from 2008: "The changes in basic research 
since then, the Europeanisation and globalisation of the culture of remembrance that has taken place 
in the meantime ... are not reflected in a new view of German history of state violence."

Some experts expressed concern that the state funding provided for the various areas of 
remembrance work would not be sufficient to meet future challenges. Ibou Diop questioned how 
Wolfram Weimer intended to develop the announced concept on colonialism in view of the 
reduction in funding for the relevant budget item to 500,000 euros in 2026 (compared to 2 million 
in 2025).

Looking ahead

The hearing of the Culture Committee highlighted the broad interest in politics, civil society and 
academia in an in-depth examination of colonialism and its effects up to the present day. Various 
speakers pointed out that this process does not start from scratch, but can build on the work of the 
past 20 to 30 years.

The creation of a central space of learning and remembrance, the strengthening of decentralised 
remembrance work, intensified research and transnational cooperation in Europe and with the 
former colonial territories were identified as key elements of future efforts. Important factors for 
success include structured, inclusive processes with civil society participation and sufficient 
government funding.

Some experts presented concrete proposals as next steps in coming to terms with colonial history. 
Jörg Ganzenmüller spoke in favour of a Bundestag commission of inquiry. Michael Wildt suggested 
the creation of a federal foundation for addressing colonialism. He also proposed expanding the 
committee for project funding in the Ministry of State for Culture and Media to include 
representatives from initiatives engaged in colonial history. He would like to see the same for the 
new scientific commission, which is to develop recommendations for inclusion in institutional 
federal funding and could include the planned central space of learning and remembrance on 
German colonialism.

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btp/21/21046.pdf#P.5352
https://dserver.bundestag.de/btp/21/21046.pdf#P.5352
https://www.bundeshaushalt.de/
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Since Wolfram Weimer has categorically opposed opening up the memorial concept, everything 
now points to a focus on the colonialism concept he has announced. Civil society forces in 
Germany and the former colonial territories have a central role to play in its design and 
implementation. In the political arena, the Social Democratic parliamentary group in the Bundestag, 
as part of the governing majority, bears a special responsibility. In the Bundestag debate on 3 
December 2025, SPD MP Franziska Kersten said of the anticipated colonialism document: "My 
final appeal to you, Mr Weimer: I expect results on this to be delivered in early 2026."

https://dserver.bundestag.de/btp/21/21046.pdf#P.5352

