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Abstract 

 André Brink’s The Other Side of Silence is a powerful historical novel that revisits German 

colonial rule in South West Africa, present-day Namibia, through the experience of Hanna X, a 

marginalized German woman transported to the colony in the early twentieth century. Originally 

published in 2002, the novel connects European imperial expansion with gender oppression, 

racial violence, forced displacement, sexual exploitation, and the suppression of individual 

identity. Although the text does not focus on chattel slavery in the conventional sense, it repeatedly 

presents forms of colonial and gendered exploitation that resemble conditions of enslavement: 

women are transported as instruments of settler reproduction, African populations are subjected 

to racial domination, and vulnerable bodies are treated as possessions of imperial authority. 

Hanna’s mutilation, loss of speech, confinement at Frauenstein, and eventual rebellion become 

symbolic of the mechanisms through which colonialism attempts to control both body and identity. 

At the same time, the novel transforms her from an anonymous victim into a figure of resistance 

who creates solidarity with other marginalized women and colonized people. This paper examines 

European colonialism, slavery-like exploitation, gendered violence, silence, identity, and 

resistance in the novel. It argues that Brink uses Hanna X to demonstrate that colonial power 

operates not only through territorial occupation but also through the naming, silencing, 

possession, and classification of human beings. Her journey from silence to resistance ultimately 

challenges both colonial patriarchy and the historical narratives that erase marginalized voices. 
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Full Article 

Introduction: 

European colonialism fundamentally transformed the political, economic, social, and cultural 

structures of Africa. Colonial conquest involved more than territorial occupation. It introduced 

new forms of racial classification, labour exploitation, political domination, cultural hierarchy, and 

gendered control. European imperial systems frequently presented conquest as a civilizing 

enterprise while simultaneously depriving colonized populations of land, autonomy, dignity, and 

political voice. 

André Brink’s The Other Side of Silence provides a literary exploration of these 

contradictions through the history of German South West Africa. The novel is set against the 

background of German colonial occupation and follows Hanna X, an orphaned German woman 
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whose life has already been marked by abuse and exclusion before she leaves Europe. She travels 

to Africa as part of a movement of women sent to the colony to provide wives and domestic 

partners for male German settlers. Brink thus draws attention not only to racial colonialism but 

also to the gender politics within the colonial project. Contemporary bibliographic descriptions 

identify the novel specifically with German colonial South West Africa and women colonists in 

southern Africa. 

Hanna’s experiences reveal that colonial domination functions at multiple levels. 

Europeans dominate Africans through race and empire, while men dominate women through 

patriarchal assumptions about sexuality, labour, obedience, and reproduction. Hanna occupies an 

unusual position because she is simultaneously a European and a marginalized woman. She 

belongs nominally to the colonizing society, yet she lacks the privilege enjoyed by colonial men. 

This complicated position makes Hanna particularly important to the politics of identity in the 

novel. She is neither simply colonizer nor colonized. Her experience exposes the internal 

hierarchies within European imperial culture itself. 

The present study argues that The Other Side of Silence portrays colonialism as a system 

founded upon possession: possession of territory, labour, bodies, sexuality, history, and voice. 

Although slavery is not depicted primarily as conventional slave ownership, the novel repeatedly 

evokes slavery-like conditions of coercion, forced dependence, sexual exploitation, confinement, 

and loss of selfhood. Hanna’s transformation from victim to rebel challenges these structures and 

turns silence into resistance. 

Historical Background: German Colonialism in South West Africa: 

The Other Side of Silence is located within the history of German colonial South West Africa. 

Brink uses this setting to expose the brutality concealed beneath European imperial rhetoric. The 

colony was not merely a geographical extension of Germany. It represented a racialised political 

order in which German settlers claimed authority over African territory and populations. Colonial 

occupation depended upon military power, economic appropriation, and racial assumptions 

concerning European superiority. 

The novel also recalls colonial campaigns involving African communities such as the 

Herero and Nama. Names associated with the historical colonial period, including Lothar von 

Trotha, appear within the novel’s imaginative landscape. The inclusion of such historical 

references allows Brink to connect Hanna’s individual suffering with a much larger history of 

imperial violence. 

Colonialism therefore provides both the physical setting and ideological framework of the 

novel. The movement of German women to the colony also belongs to this colonial logic. Their 

presence is intended to stabilize the European settler population, encourage reproduction, and 

strengthen the racial and cultural permanence of German occupation. The women are 

consequently valued less as autonomous individuals than as instruments within the colonial 

project. This gendered dimension is crucial to Brink’s critique. 

Hanna X and the Politics of Namelessness: 
The protagonist’s name immediately introduces the theme of identity. She is known as Hanna X. 

The letter “X” functions as a sign of absence. It suggests a missing surname, missing genealogy, 

missing social identity, and missing historical recognition. Scholarship on the novel has similarly 

noted that Hanna’s identity is erased through the substitution of “X” for her surname and that the 

narrative seeks to rescue her from historical oblivion. 

The symbol is significant because colonial and patriarchal societies often classify people while 

simultaneously denying them individuality. Hanna is recorded, transported, disciplined, and used, 
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but she is not fully recognised as a self-defining person. Her namelessness therefore reflects more 

than personal misfortune. It symbolizes the fate of marginalized people who disappear from 

official history. Brink’s narrative becomes an act of recovery. 

By constructing a detailed life around “Hanna X,” the novel challenges the impersonal 

language of historical records. Dates, lists, military campaigns, ships, and administrative 

documents may preserve the history of empire, but they rarely preserve the interior lives of 

anonymous women. 

The novel asks what happens when literature attempts to restore a face, body, memory, and 

voice to the individual hidden behind an archival symbol. 

Europe as the Beginning of Oppression: 
An important aspect of the novel is that Hanna’s suffering does not begin in Africa. Her childhood 

and youth in Germany are already marked by poverty, sexual vulnerability, institutional cruelty, 

and abuse. She is therefore introduced as a marginalized European woman before she becomes 

part of the colonial enterprise. This narrative choice complicates any simple opposition between a 

free Europe and an oppressed Africa. Brink suggests that the authoritarian impulses underlying 

colonialism are already present within European social structures. Patriarchy, sexual exploitation, 

religious hypocrisy, class inequality, and institutional control prepare the ideological ground for 

colonial domination. Hanna’s early experiences teach her that powerful men may use women’s 

bodies without recognising their consent or autonomy. 

When she later enters colonial South West Africa, the scale of that domination expands. 

The same ideology of possession that permits powerful men to control vulnerable European 

women also helps colonial authorities imagine African land and people as objects available for 

conquest. 

Colonialism and Slavery-Like Exploitation: 

The term “slavery” requires careful interpretation in relation to The Other Side of Silence. Hanna 

is not legally represented as a chattel slave in the historical sense. Nevertheless, the conditions 

experienced by women and colonized peoples repeatedly resemble features associated with 

enslavement. 

Human beings are transported according to the needs of the imperial system. Their 

mobility is determined by others. Their labour and sexuality are treated as resources. Their bodies 

are exposed to violence. Their identity is subordinated to institutional categories. 

German women sent to South West Africa occupy an especially disturbing position. They 

are transported partly because the colonial state and settler society require women who can 

stabilize white domestic life. In this process, womanhood becomes instrumentalized. Female 

bodies acquire political value because they can reproduce the settler population. This does not 

make these women equivalent to enslaved African populations, but Brink deliberately reveals a 

common logic of objectification. The individual is reduced to usefulness. Hanna’s fate 

demonstrates the extreme consequences of this mentality. Her desires are secondary to the 

expectations imposed upon her as a woman and colonial migrant. Colonialism thus intersects with 

gendered forms of servitude. 

The Female Body as Colonial Territory: 

Perhaps the most disturbing metaphor in the novel is the treatment of Hanna’s body. Her rape and 

mutilation turn the body itself into a site of conquest. According to published descriptions of the 

novel, Hanna is violently attacked by a German soldier, who cuts out her tongue and mutilates 

other parts of her body. The violence is not simply personal cruelty. It symbolically repeats the 

logic of colonial conquest. 



www.literarycognizance.com 
 

ISSN- 2395-7522 (Online), Imp. Fact.6.21 (IIJF) 

Literary Cognizance:An International Refereed / Peer Reviewed 

e - Journal of English Language, Literature & Criticism 

Vol. – VII, Issue-2, September 2026 

 

Page | 77 

 

Colonialism establishes authority by occupying territory, drawing boundaries, suppressing 

resistance, and transforming space according to the desires of the conqueror. Hanna’s body 

undergoes a comparable invasion. Her physical autonomy is violated. Her mutilation 

communicates a message of power: the powerful male assumes the right to determine what may 

happen to another person’s body. The relationship between body and territory can therefore be 

expressed as follows: 

Silence as Violence 

The removal of Hanna’s tongue is one of the novel’s most powerful symbols. She is literally 

deprived of speech. Silencing has profound political significance because colonial domination 

depends not only upon controlling people but also upon controlling who can speak, whose 

testimony is accepted, and whose experience becomes part of history. Hanna’s physical inability 

to speak therefore represents the historical silencing of marginalized women. Her condition also 

mirrors the position of colonized populations whose histories are often recorded primarily through 

the writings of administrators, soldiers, missionaries, explorers, and settlers. Edward Said’s work 

on colonial discourse demonstrates how imperial power becomes connected with representation. 

The colonizer does not merely govern colonized people; he also claims authority to describe and 

define them (Said). Hanna’s silence consequently has a double meaning. She cannot speak 

physically, but she has also been denied the authority to define herself. The novel itself becomes a 

response to this silence. Brink narrates the life of the woman whose tongue has been removed and 

whose surname has disappeared. Literature symbolically returns what violence has taken away. 

Frauenstein: Prison, Brothel, and Colonial Microcosm: 

Hanna’s confinement at Frauenstein further develops the theme of slavery-like oppression. The 

place is represented as simultaneously a refuge and a form of confinement. Published descriptions 

characterize it as combining the functions of a prison, nunnery, and brothel. This ambiguity is 

important. A place supposedly intended to shelter women can also become a structure through 

which their bodies remain available to male desire. Frauenstein therefore functions as a miniature 

version of the colonial world. It contains rigid hierarchies, sexual exploitation, confinement, 

economic dependence, and restricted freedom. The women occupy the margins of settler society 

but remain necessary to its functioning. Their situation reveals the contradiction of colonial 

patriarchy: women are simultaneously despised and required. They are denied full authority but 

expected to perform emotional, sexual, reproductive, and domestic roles. Hanna’s eventual refusal 

of these expectations becomes the beginning of rebellion. 

Race, Gender, and the Hierarchy of Colonial Identity: 

Brink’s portrayal of Hanna is particularly complex because she is racially European but socially 

marginalized. Her whiteness distinguishes her from colonized African populations, yet her gender 

and class prevent her from enjoying the full authority associated with European colonial 

masculinity. She enters Africa as part of the colonizing population, but colonial masculinity 

quickly transforms her into an object. The novel consequently resists simple binaries. Oppression 

can operate simultaneously along racial, gender, and class lines. Hanna’s experience does not 

erase the racial privilege of Europeans, but it demonstrates that imperial systems contain internal 

inequalities. 

Hanna and Katja: Solidarity against Patriarchal Violence: 
Hanna’s relationship with Katja becomes central to her transformation. Katja represents 

vulnerability, companionship, and the possibility of protecting another person from the violence 

that Hanna herself experienced. When Hanna sees the threat of sexual violence repeated against 
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Katja, passive endurance becomes impossible.The moment becomes politically significant 

because Hanna’s resistance is motivated not merely by personal revenge but by recognition. She 

sees her own history potentially repeating itself in another woman. This creates solidarity. The 

movement from isolated suffering to collective recognition is essential to resistance. Hanna’s 

earlier victimization leaves her alone, but her relationship with Katja allows her pain to acquire 

ethical direction. 

From Victim to Rebel: 

The second major movement of the novel concerns Hanna’s rebellion. Her transformation is 

dramatic because the woman deprived of speech becomes a leader. Her resistance is not expressed 

principally through verbal rhetoric. It emerges through action. She joins with other marginalized 

women and African victims of colonial violence, turning her private suffering into opposition to 

the broader structure of imperial authority. Published accounts of the novel describe Hanna 

gathering women and African victims into a force that confronts German colonial power. This 

transformation contains both empowerment and ambiguity. Hanna’s rebellion challenges the roles 

imposed upon her, but it is also shaped by revenge. Brink does not present resistance as 

psychologically simple. Violence has marked Hanna so deeply that her response risks reproducing 

the logic of violence itself. The novel therefore raises a difficult question: Can liberation achieved 

through violence completely escape the structure it opposes? 

Frantz Fanon’s analysis of colonialism is relevant here. Fanon argues that colonial systems 

are founded upon violence and that decolonization inevitably confronts the violence embedded in 

the colonial relationship (Fanon). Hanna’s rebellion similarly emerges from a world in which 

institutional violence has eliminated peaceful forms of self-assertion. 

Colonial Violence and African Resistance: 

Although Hanna occupies the narrative centre, Brink repeatedly situates her experience alongside 

African resistance to German colonialism. This connection is essential because the novel is not 

merely the story of one abused European woman. Her revolt becomes connected with people who 

have suffered dispossession and racial violence under German rule. Hanna gradually recognizes 

that the violence done to her body belongs to a wider political culture of domination. African 

resistance therefore expands the meaning of her rebellion. She learns that her suffering is not 

unique. Colonized people have experienced another form of the same basic assumption: that 

stronger political actor possesses the right to control the lives and bodies of weaker populations. 

Brink creates an alliance based not upon identical experiences but upon recognition of domination. 

Identity as a Process of Reconstruction: 

Identity in The Other Side of Silence is not fixed. Hanna begins as an orphan whose social identity 

is determined by others. She becomes a migrant, a victim, a mutilated woman, an outcast, a 

companion, and finally a rebel. Her identity is repeatedly imposed from outside. The significance 

of her eventual transformation lies in the fact that she begins to define herself through action. 

Hanna moves from being an anonymous historical fragment to becoming the centre of narrative. 

Brink thus suggests that identity can be reconstructed even after social systems attempt to erase it. 

Storytelling as the Recovery of Historical Identity: 

The novel repeatedly draws attention to the relationship between history and imagination. Brink is 

interested in individuals who disappear from conventional historical records. Hanna becomes 

representative of those whose lives may be reduced to names, numbers, transport lists, court 

documents, or incomplete archival references. Historical scholarship can preserve structures and 

events, but fiction can imagine the emotional realities hidden beneath them. This does not mean 
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that fiction simply replaces historical fact. Rather, Brink uses fiction to question the gaps within 

official history. The novel asks:  

Who has been forgotten? 

Who was never allowed to tell a story? 

Whose suffering survives only in fragments? 

These questions are central to postcolonial literature. 

Colonial history often privileged the voices of explorers, governors, military officers, 

missionaries, and settlers. By placing an abused and nameless woman at the centre, Brink reverses 

that hierarchy. 

Findings: 

The analysis reveals several important findings. First, The Other Side of Silence represents 

German colonialism as a system of possession involving territory, bodies, labour, sexuality, and 

narrative authority. Second, the novel connects imperial domination with patriarchy. Hanna’s 

body becomes a metaphorical colonial territory exposed to male possession and violence. Third, 

slavery in the novel is best understood in an expanded metaphorical and structural sense. The 

exploitation of women and colonized populations includes coercion, confinement, dependency, 

sexual objectification, and denial of autonomy. Fourth, Hanna’s designation as “X” symbolizes 

historical and personal erasure. Fifth, physical silence becomes a metaphor for political silence. 

The removal of Hanna’s tongue represents a more general attempt to deprive marginalized people 

of the ability to define themselves. Sixth, the novel demonstrates that colonial identities are 

complex and hierarchical. Hanna possesses European racial identity but remains subordinate 

within colonial patriarchy because she is poor, female, socially unprotected, and physically 

vulnerable. 

Seventh, resistance develops through solidarity. Hanna’s relationship with Katja and her 

eventual association with other victims transform private suffering into collective opposition. 

Finally, storytelling itself becomes an act of resistance by reconstructing the life of a person 

largely absent from conventional historical narratives. 

Conclusion: 

André Brink’s The Other Side of Silence is a complex literary examination of European 

colonialism, gendered oppression, slavery-like exploitation, silence, and the politics of identity. 

Through the fictional reconstruction of Hanna X, Brink exposes the structures of domination 

operating both within Europe and within the colonial world of German South West Africa. 

The novel demonstrates that colonialism cannot be understood solely as military 

occupation or territorial conquest. It is also a system of classification, possession, and 

representation. Land is possessed by imperial powers, colonized populations are subjected to 

racial authority, and women’s bodies are treated as instruments of male and colonial desire. 

Hanna’s experience provides the novel with its central metaphor. Her body is invaded, 

mutilated, and silenced just as colonial territories are invaded, reorganized, and deprived of 

political autonomy. Her missing surname represents historical erasure, while the removal of her 

tongue represents the denial of voice. 

Yet the novel refuses to leave Hanna in the position of victim. Her relationship with Katja, her 

recognition of shared suffering, and her eventual rebellion transform silence into resistance. She 

reconstructs identity through action and solidarity. Brink therefore challenges conventional 

histories of empire by shifting attention away from celebrated colonial administrators and military 

figures toward those pushed to the margins of the historical record. 
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The deeper political significance of the novel lies in its treatment of memory. Colonial 

systems attempt to control not merely territory but also the narratives through which history is 

understood. By recovering Hanna X from anonymity, Brink uses fiction to question this monopoly 

over the past. 

The Other Side of Silence ultimately suggests that identity survives oppression through 

memory, storytelling, solidarity, and resistance. Hanna begins as an “X,” almost an absence within 

history, but the narrative makes that absence speak. Her story becomes a symbolic challenge to 

both colonial domination and patriarchal silence. 

In this sense, the novel is not merely about German South West Africa. It addresses the 

broader human consequences of any system that converts persons into possessions, classifications, 

bodies, or statistics. Brink’s work insists that the recovery of suppressed identity is itself a 

political act and that the other side of silence is not simply speech—it is resistance. 
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