Africans and Asians in European Wars

Workshop held at the Centre for Modern Oriental Studies (ZMO)
on 11th-12th June 1999


Summary:

On 11th and 12th June, a workshop on "Africans and Asians in European Wars" was convened by Gerhard Höpp and Brigitte Reinwald at the Centre. The aim was to gather colleagues of different disciplines in order to take stock of a subject which in spite of its historical importance is not yet given appropriate scientific consideration beyond commonly discussed issues of military and political history. Emphasis was given first and foremost to the individual and collective experiences of those men from Africa and Asia who fought on European battlefields in the first half of the 20th century. The issues raised by the participants focussed on the status and situation of African and Asian soldiers - colonial subjects, conscripts and volunteers – in the European armies, their experiences of the First and Second World Wars as combattants, POW’s, deserters or defectors, as well as on their position as demobilised and veterans. Evidence from a wide geographical and geo-political range of cases was presented, using published as well as unpublished sources, including written and oral self-testimonies. They helped to explore the men’s coping with war and post-war experiences and the social, political and mental consequences of their temporary migration for their communities and societies at home. The general discussion raised common points of departure for further comparative research in this field, such as the significance of the categorisation and inventarisation of the "Other" as sustaining the functioning of the Asian and African war contingents; the potential for rewriting war history on the basis of (self)-testimonies by those "foreign" combatants; and the concept of the "camp" as a common marker of their experiences. The publication of the workshop’s proceedings is forthcoming.

