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PREFACE Black Berliners and Their White Supporters



I became interested in German colonialism while writing The Last Imperialist, a biography of the British colonial governor Sir Alan Burns published in 2021. As a young administrator in West Africa, Burns was sent into combat against neighboring German colonies when the Great War began in 1914. Despite being vastly outnumbered, the African natives fighting for Germany were tenacious and loyal. Native support for the Germans was so vigorous that the young Burns was taken out of the field and sent to British Lagos to recruit more soldiers. All this seemed puzzling to me because, having read what passes for scholarship on German colonialism, I believed that Africans (as well as the Arabs, Chinese, and Samoans) hated the Germans. But if that were so, then why did these peoples rally behind their German governors during the war? In East Africa, the natives did not lay down arms until word came that the fighting had ended in Europe. In West Africa, they followed their colonial masters into exile in neighboring Spanish territory and petitioned world leaders to restore Berlin’s authority. Such stubborn facts are incomprehensible to the modern mind, trained as it is to think of European colonial rule as loathsome and unwelcome.


My interest in this footnote to history caught the attention of colleagues in Germany, where calls to “decolonize” the country’s understanding of its brief colonial era were running wild. In 2019, I offered an alternative account of this era to legislators and staff of the aptly named Alternative for Germany (AfD), the largest opposition party in the Bundestag. Despite diligent efforts to paint it as a reincarnation of Germany’s evil past, the AfD is the only political party in Germany that still believes in the Western tradition. (It is also Israel’s most staunch and outspoken defender.) The response to my talk revealed the suppurating sore of anti-colonial activism in Germany. Woke warriors in the city organized a protest outside the Reichstag building for “black Berliners and their white supporters.”


About fifty white Germans and perhaps two black people (who may have been tourists) took part in the ritual. The usual mesh of slogans about unrelated issues appeared. One had to notice the “colonialism kills” signboard to guess the focus of the evening’s chanting. “There is no such thing as good colonialism!” a young woman wailed into a bullhorn, demanding that my talk be cancelled. I might have joined the protest to partake of the Christmas spiced cookies but feared that I might be “decolonized” in the resulting melee.
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Activists protest the author’s talk on colonialism inside the Reichstag Building in 2019. The sign on the right reads: “Colonialism Is Murder.” Author’s collection





In the media, meanwhile, prominent anti-colonial scholars in Germany denounced the talk and insisted that its contents be censored lest any new ideas percolate into the public mind. “This is a conscious provocation!” declared one prominent scholar. “It shows that the federal government has failed to make progress on this important issue of historical guilt and instead allowed it to become a partisan issue up for debate.”1 The Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung ran an article entitled: “The AfD and German colonial era: Thanks for the oppression!” German colonialism in Africa, the newspaper declaimed, “is a story of cruelty, racism and ruthless humiliation.” This conclusion was “beyond dispute,” and any dissenting views were “not to be taken seriously.”2


Inside the building, we had a civilized, dare I say “colonial,” discussion. One AfD staffer who is a native of Benin rebuked the Woke white youth outside the building for their arrogance in telling black and brown people what to think about colonial history. “All people in Africa know that what you say is true,” the African man said to me at the gathering. “Germany has done a lot of good in Africa. So I want to thank you for your honest words.” The talk cost me the friendship of a dear Jewish colleague in the United States who, despite his vast learning, fell easily for the charges that I was consorting with neo-Nazis and promoting Prussian militarism. Fortunately, the AfD had invited members of the press to the gathering, and their coverage suggested a growing fatigue with such nonsense.


My talk was well received by the German public and became the basis for a German-language book, Verteidigung des deutschen Kolonialismus (In Defense of German Colonialism) published in 2021. In Germany, as elsewhere in the West, the educated public is broadly liberal, tolerant of competing views, and determined to uphold the Western heritage. It is rightly suspicious of the drivel that passes for academic history. As a result, my book is now used widely in independent high schools in Germany by teachers who engage in the daring feat of exposing their charges to more than one point of view.


This revised and expanded English edition takes into account further research as well as critical responses to the German book. It is twice as long as the German version and significantly expands on the thesis that the termination of German colonialism was a major contributing factor to the rise of the Nazi horror in that country and more generally laid the foundations for the series of illiberal movements in Germany that followed, first in the communist-inspired movements of the Cold War and then in the debilitating Woke activism of our days. All this, I argue, is critical to understanding the great hole that now stands at the center of Europe. Rebuilding Western civilization requires many hands. One of the most important of these will seize back an objective understanding of Germany’s brief colonial era.


I am grateful to Regnery and to Harry Crocker III, author of The Politically Incorrect Guide to the British Empire, for bringing this politically incorrect guide to German colonialism to English language readers.


Bruce Gilley


Portland, Oregon


September 15, 2021










CHAPTER 1 Laying the Prussian Lash on German Colonial History



In 2019, anti-colonial activists in Berlin erected a plaque outside the former headquarters of Germany’s colonial office. The plaque honored the life of the black African Martin Dibobe, who at the age of twenty in 1896 was sent from the colony of German Cameroon to participate in the Berlin Trade Fair. The activists considered Dibobe one of the colonial project’s victims, but he was in fact one of its most avid supporters. Seeing that life was better in Germany than in Africa, Dibobe remained after the fair. He was offered a job with the Berlin train system, in which he worked his way up to the position of senior driver, becoming something of a local celebrity. In May 1919, when Germany was about to be formally stripped of its colonies during negotiations at Versailles, Dibobe wrote to the last German colonial minister Johannes Bell hoping for a miracle:




The people cling to Germany with all their energy and firm conviction. The only wish of the natives is to stay German. The Socialist [Party] represents their interests in the Reichstag and the natives have been recognized as citizens by the former imperial government…. The natives cannot wish for a better lot than the [1919 Weimar Constitution] has brought them…. We reaffirm to the government all of our dedication as well as our unbreakable, firm loyalty…. With this appeal we assure the government that we want to remain German.1





The following month, Dibobe and seventeen other Africans from German colonies wrote another letter, adding a thirty-two-point list of priorities. Only with continued German rule in Cameroon, they wrote, could the successful political and economic development of the area continue. “We protest against the rape of the colonies” by the Allied powers and “swear our unswerving allegiance” to Germany, they began. Under the new Weimar Constitution, Germany would live up to ever-higher standards of colonial rule, bringing untold advances to peoples who just a generation before lived in jungles: equality before the law, an independent legal system, an end to discrimination, permanent representation for Africans in the German legislature, German education, Christian religious instruction, and the establishment of a regular colonial police force.2 It was a stirring appeal for colonial rule and progress.
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The Cameroonian Martin Dibobe (center) with Berlin train system colleagues, 1902. Berliner Verkehrsbetriebe Archive





Dibobe’s letter and petition were cited at the time as evidence of the success and legitimacy of German colonialism. Unfortunately, his arguments fell on deaf ears at Versailles. Refused re-entry to Cameroon by the new French administration in 1921, Dibobe disappeared from history.


Dibobe’s story encapsulates the German colonial story—its success in extending the benefits of liberal civilization, its legitimacy and support among natives, and the tragedy of its premature termination by the Allied powers after 1919. It is odd then that the plaque erected by anti-colonial activists in 2019 told a wholly different story: that Dibobe was a “victim” of colonialism, that he “resisted” German rule, and that his unexpected and voluminous statements in support of German rule were just clever forms of deceit that concealed “implicit” anti-colonial messages. Rather than communicate how Dibobe represents the mutual benefits and enrichment of the German-African encounter, the plaque tells a distortionary story of German guilt and African victimization. The same year the city government of Berlin voted to erect a memorial to “all victims of German colonialism.” It is high time to challenge the unfounded and mischievous abuse of German colonial history, which reflects a more general assault on Western or European colonial history that began in the 1960s.


In recent years there has been a growing interest in resurrecting a more balanced account of European colonialism, including German colonialism. A large amount of research has emerged to show that colonialism was both objectively beneficial and subjectively legitimate.3 Countries that were colonized more intensely and for longer periods had faster economic growth, higher standards of living, more democratic politics, better health, better education, better safeguarding of human rights, and better legal systems. Countries that threw off colonialism too soon, or that were never colonized, did worse. Moreover, countries whose post-colonial leaders clung more closely to the colonial inheritance did better as independent states. The countries seized by anti-colonial radicals collapsed into famine, civil war, and tyranny. It is a cruel irony that the most virulent anti-colonial critics from the Third World all prefer living in the West rather than in their “liberated” homelands.


Today, anti-colonialism is synonymous with all sorts of contemporary “social justice” movements. The African activist Arlette-Louise Ndakoze, for instance (who prefers living in Germany to her native Burundi), wrote for the features section of taxpayer-funded German radio in 2018: “German colonialism was a crime against humanity…. Its imperialism finds expression today in globalization, in neoliberalism, in racism.” To be anti-colonial today, she averred, means to oppose “Germany’s political, economic and cultural position.”4 Nothing could better summarize the sweeping condemnations and contemporary radical agendas of anti-colonial dogma. Anti-colonial activists will not cease their efforts until Germany and other former colonial powers, as well as Anglo settlement countries, are reduced to ashes.


The debate on European colonialism is thus strongly relevant to the present. It bears on the future not just of Germany but of other former colonial powers of the West—especially Britain, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Portugal—as well as the major Anglo-settlement colonies of the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. It plays a direct role in shaping contemporary policies relating to foreign aid, immigration, domestic cultural policy, and international relations. Where those policies are informed by a misplaced sense of guilt, they not only impose unjust penalties on the citizens of Western countries but they also do grave harms to the supposed beneficiaries in the Third World. Anti-colonial dogmas strike at the very heart of concepts like civilization, modernity, and human welfare. Everything from urban planning to the internal combustion engine have been assailed as “colonial,” leading to the necessary conclusion that decolonization requires a great leap backwards in human progress. When applied to Western countries, the “decolonize” agenda has been used to advocate a ghettoization of non-white communities and a government takeover of a free society. There is much at stake in getting the colonial record straight. The study of Germany’s fleeting colonial era opens a window to a much larger debate on the West itself.





Until World War I, German colonialism was widely praised in Europe, especially in Britain. There was wide admiration for what this relative latecomer had achieved in its colonies. Despite, or perhaps because of, the constant eruption of “colonial scandals” invented by Socialists in the Reichstag, Germany was seen as an advanced colonial trustee. As an eminent American historian wrote, “If an opinion poll had been taken in England before August 1914, the result probably would have been that the Germans were regarded as better colonial rulers than any others except the British.”5 After the Great War, everything changed. The Allies rewrote German colonial history as a tale of woe and oppression. They needed to justify their seizure of German colonies at Versailles. A British Colonial Office mandarin, writing under the pseudonym Africanus, published The Prussian Lash in Africa in 1918, an early entry into a genre that described German colonialism as “a system resting on force and cruelty, a system based on slavery, a system of naked exploitation.”6 In the inter-war period, first the Stalinists in Russia and then the Nazis in Germany poured scorn on the German colonial record. Both Stalin and Hitler styled themselves “liberators” of black and brown people from decadent Western-liberal civilization. After World War II, things got worse for the German colonial reputation. The colonial archives were marooned in East Germany, where propagandists were put to work churning out Leninist critiques about “the proletariat” in the jungles of Cameroon. After the Cold War, Woke progressives took up the harness, carrying on the grand tradition of historical distortion.


But from the time of the Treaty of Versailles to the present, some free-spirited scholars have challenged anti-colonial orthodoxies. William Harbutt Dawson, a member of the British delegation at Versailles, was an early example of an independent-minded scholar who broke with his country’s official position and declared that German colonialism had been a success. In 1926, Dawson wrote a lengthy foreword to a book on the German colonial achievement of the last governor of German East Africa, Heinrich Schnee. The “shabby annexations” at Versailles, Dawson warned, were a major sore point that undermined mainstream support for democracy in Germany.7 In 1938, a Yale historian, Harry Rudin, published the results of his fieldwork in the 1920s in the former German Cameroon, noting that “wherever I went, I heard natives praise the excellent German administration.”8 The last time anyone had anything positive to say about German colonialism was in 1977, when two Stanford economists published a book on the excellence of German colonial administration.9


The dominant approach today to the study of Germany’s colonial era is a sneering, judgmental trial of alleged crimes. It is not scholarship so much as ideological vivisection. Very little meets the most basic standards of scientific research. It begins with conclusions and then selects and interprets evidence to fit the desired narrative. Those conclusions are held ever more tenaciously as contemporary political agendas are added to scholarly considerations. Academics today see their role as bringing the German people to trial for the blood debt of colonialism. As two leading exponents of this prosecutorial history wrote in a 2010 book: “Germans believed that they had nothing to do with the colonial exploitation of large parts of Africa, Asia or South America. They were innocent—so many believed—of the devastations brought about by European colonialism and could therefore engage with the new post-colonial world without the dark shadow of a colonial past.”10 According to such claims, the “exploitation” and “devastations” did not need to be proved, only asserted, to carry out the revolutionary war on the German past and present. In a typical classroom in Germany today, the unsuspecting students are perp-walked through colonial history, unless they are the children of migrants, in which case they are used as victimized stage props.


Today, most that is published about German colonialism (as with other Western colonial episodes) is nonsense, as I showed in responding to critics of my 2017 article “The Case for Colonialism.”11 Very little meets the most basic standards of social scientific research. The overwhelming majority of work is ideological, biased, and often self-contradictory. History as a field today often reads like free-form flights of literary fancy that combine with strong normative agendas, turning the historical past into a plaything for modern intellectuals. German colonialism in particular seems to bring out the very worst of this tendency thanks to the license the Nazi era grants intellectuals to pummel German history.


The de facto mandate for scholars to take an anti-colonial stance at the very least presents a problem for our understanding of the past. Since only one viewpoint is permitted, the knowledge researchers generate is defective. In this sense, the received scholarly wisdom on German colonialism suffers from the same acute problems as scholarship on Western colonialism more broadly. In a nutshell, anti-colonial conclusions are so deeply entrenched as the nonnegotiable starting point for all research (young scholars will quickly find themselves out of a job if they dissent) that there is no possibility that valid findings could ever emerge, except by fluke or by some fool purposively stepping outside of the groupthink consensus. So long as anyone who challenges anti-colonial conclusions is branded a racist and subjected to mob attacks, the conditions for scientific research into colonialism will not exist. Most scholarship on German colonialism for the last half century fails to meet these criteria. It is as untrustworthy as a pharmaceutical drug produced in a laboratory filled with viruses and bacteria.


To make your mark as an “expert” on German colonialism today requires following a few simple steps: find something you do not like in the contemporary world; find any link, no matter how tenuous, to the German colonial era; and finally, attribute the former to the latter. Presto! We have an all-purpose explanation for everything that ever went wrong in the Third World and, for good measure, an all-purpose explanation for the wealth, freedom, and civilization of the West. According to this dogma, the factors normally used to explain the rise of the West—the Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian heritage, the medieval inheritance, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, the Industrial Revolution—are all self-serving myths. Rather, Germany owes its position in the world today to the unpaid labor it used to build railways in Togo! By that logic, contemporary Libya and Somalia, where slavery and forced labor persist, should be emerging giants of the global economy.


To triumphantly ascend to the top of the ladder, young scholars must learn obscure jargon and fragile moral posturing: the wicked German colonialists were “Eurocentric”; they “othered” their subjects; their knowledge was “epistemic violence”; the motivation was “desire”; the jobs they offered were “exploitation”; every instance of the use of force was “genocidal”; everyday government was “structural genocide”; and so on. Anti-colonial dogma has become the magical lantern of an entire intellectual cohort. It seems fitting therefore that scholars who specialize in fairy tales and children’s fiction have recently taken up prominent positions in the field of research on German colonialism.12 As one scholar wrote approvingly of this new trend, “Scholars of (post)colonialism have long asserted that the significance of colonialism in the metropole needs to be analyzed within the realm of fantasy and the imagination.”13


A summary of this “scientific” approach can be seen at the Frankfurt Research Center for Postcolonial Studies. It promises that German taxpayer monies will be used to combat the “normative violence” of colonialism that the center defines as “rationality, progress, and development.” Not surprisingly, the center is headed by Nikita Dhawan, a native of India, a country that has exported more anti-colonial bombast to the West (its chief export as the joke goes) than any other. Dhawan’s other projects have included efforts at “decolonizing the Enlightenment” and espousing “the erotics of resistance.”
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Germany’s chief anti-colonial professor, Jürgen Zimmerer, virtue signaling his decolonizing bona fides by posing with a Herero “victim” in Namibia. Author’s collection





Few better encapsulate such utter detachment from historical reality than the foreman of this medieval torture chamber, Hamburg University’s Jürgen Zimmerer. Zimmerer rose to the peaks of the historical profession by making the bizarre argument as early as 2003 that German colonialism caused the Holocaust. Here, for instance, is Zimmerer offering up to Der Spiegel what he means by colonialism: “If you understand colonialism more broadly, even as the self-imposed right to change regimes somewhere; if you see it as a system of unequal relationships, then you can say that we are still living in a colonial world.”14 Zimmerer is a theorist of “unequal relationships,” which he believes are always bad. The stuff of colonialism is therefore merely a plaything for his tantrum against a grown-up world filled with “unequal relationships” and inequality.


There are of course some exceptions. A 2017 book in German titled Die Deutschen und ihre Kolonien: Ein Überblick (The Germans and Their Colonies: An Overview) steered clear of sweeping condemnations in favor of the “everyday experiences” of people who lived under German colonial rule.15 It was immediately condemned. The Congolese activist George Kibala Bauer, who prefers to live in Germany, charged that the book “falls short of critically examining the legacy of German colonialism.”16 Despite its many critical chapters and sections, the problem for Kibala was that any open-minded inquiry about the colonial record was unacceptable. Works that did not begin with the premise of colonial evil and then torture the evidence to confess were to be scorned. Unbiased data selection, logic, and testing (the critical and precious legacies of Western civilization) were part of the “problem”—the “normative violence”—to be eliminated by anti-colonial activists like Kibala Bauer, Zimmerer, and Dhawan.


One of the coeditors of that 2017 book, the German academic Horst Gründer, is no stranger to the virulence of anti-colonial rage in the German academy. He has been called the dean of German colonial history. He earned his credentials through careful and unbiassed research rather than political activism and social-justice grandstanding. As part of a television series and accompanying book in 2005, Gründer was charged by Zimmerer with the unforgiveable sin of saying that there were some positive values in Germany’s colonial past.17 Gründer’s failure to conform to the rigid ideology of anti-colonialism, another professor decried with a straight face, “shows that extensive factual knowledge does not protect against equally problematic interpretations.”18 Gründer responded that these anti-colonial activists were ignorant of how historical processes unfold and held a romanticized view of what would have happened in the colonial areas absent German rule. One thing is clear: the anti-colonial establishment in Germany will ensure that no scholar of Gründer’s caliber ever emerges again.





Before leaping into the particular experiences of German colonialism, it is worth making a few general points about European colonialism. By European colonialism, I am referring to what the American scholar David Abernathy defined as the period of European expansion from the early 1800s to the mid-1900s. This epoch should be distinguished from the earlier waves of European exploration, trade, and settlement because it was the first time, according to Abernathy, that empires were seen as places where the governance model of the home state would be replicated.


Brazil became independent from Portugal in 1822, marking the end of the first era of mainly Spanish, Dutch, and Portuguese expansion. Two years later, in 1824, the British began a major expansion of their South Asian territory by pushing into what would become Burma or Myanmar, marking the beginning of the second era. What distinguishes these two eras is not just the different European powers involved (Spain, for instance, largely disappeared as a serious colonial player) but more importantly the different ideas and institutions that came with modern European colonialism. While the word initially connoted the settlement of people, often with little or no control over events by the colonial power, in the course of the nineteenth century it came to connote more the orderly settlement of ideas and institutions—in particular liberal toleration, political representation, the rule of law, property rights, and the security of borders. This “sane imperialism” as the English liberal politician Lord Rosebery described it in 1899, was distinct from the “wild-cat imperialism” of the past and as such was “nothing but this: a larger patriotism.”19


It was these Enlightenment ideas and institutions, far more than soldiers and administrators, that colonized the world. Sending settlers, building a fort, or establishing a silver mine was now disparaged as “mere” or “wild-cat” imperialism. The new patriotic vocation of European nations like Britain, France, and Germany was to share their liberal institutions with the world for the betterment of all. “Colonialism” represented a more elevated vocation in which improving the lives of subject peoples through a transfer of liberal norms and impersonal-governance institutions was the goal.


In terms of dimensions, by 1913, European colonialism consisted of British India (about 63 percent of all colonial peoples) and the rest. The rest was made up of three more or less equally sized pieces with about 10 percent of the global colonial population each: the rest of the British Empire, French colonies, and Dutch colonies. The leftover 7 percent was about 2 percent each of German, Belgian, and Portuguese colonies, and a small Italian remainder.20 This is why debates on the British Empire, and India in particular, loom so large in the overall debate on European colonialism. Still, each of the roughly eighty European colonies in 1913 has its own value in reaching conclusions irrespective of its size. German colonialism, because it was limited to just seven colonies and lasted only thirty years, provides a powerful lesson in rapid results.


Much of the debate on colonialism involves complex empirical arguments about what happened, why it happened, what would have happened otherwise, and what the locals thought about the whole thing. But we can briefly step back and ask a simpler question: If a people in a subsistence condition had an opportunity to be governed by a state with a political and economic system that patently made lives better (children surviving childhood, diseases held at bay, violent death controlled, food supply plentiful, and a far more liberal regime than anything locally available, et cetera) how would they respond and what would be the results? Obviously, some native powerholders would be wary. They would accept European colonization if it would boost their status and oppose it if not. The people, meanwhile, would mainly support the takeover: the proportion of the local population rallying in support would far outnumber those who rallied behind resistant elites. The “pull” factors from native populations would be as strong as the “push” factors that brought Europeans to their shores. European rulers would be reluctant to get involved unless there were economic, military, or diplomatic gains. Where they did get involved, all parties had a stake in making the encounter mutually beneficial.


Inevitably, the European rulers would be fatigued by colonial rule because of the net economic and fiscal costs of providing public goods to strangers. There would also be growing criticism from liberals on the home front as well as from the newly educated and growing native population that colonialism itself had nurtured. Attempts to fully incorporate those colonies into the home state would be infeasible. Once it became apparent that the European will to govern was flagging, local opportunists styling themselves “liberators,” “nationalists,” and “anti-colonial resisters” would step into the political vacuum demanding self-government and independence. Their “success” would be a fiction: they were pushing on an open door and had little idea what they wanted or why. Generations of adulatory biographies would be written about these “nationalists”: but the real nationalists or national heroes were the late colonial administrators who took an enlightened interest in preparations for self-government and created the conditions for its attainment.


If colonialism had not lasted long enough or gone deeply enough with the new elites, their post-colonial rule would be disastrous. Within months or years, the states would be in crisis, thrown back into the primitive conditions of their pre-colonial worlds. Civil war, famine, and tyranny would quickly return. Critics would blame the colonial rulers. But blame would lie locally. The few native leaders who insisted on continuity with colonial rule—constitutional government, a free market economy, an independent rule of law—would avert the nightmare of decolonization. Just as the catastrophes would be blamed on colonialism, these few success stories would be attributed to indigenous brilliance. The gift of colonial rule would be forgotten.





That is, in a nutshell, the logical argument for European colonialism. The empirical evidence in its favor is strong.21 The reason that little of this is known is that scholars prefer to comb through the colonial archives and cherry-pick evidence that they find objectionable—racist comments by settlers, abusive behavior by administrators, and unfair business practices by white traders. Yet this tells us nothing about whether colonialism was good or bad overall, a judgement that depends both on a consideration of the conditions under which it operated and a consideration of what would have befallen these places otherwise.


To take a “germane” example, much has been made of the case of Heinrich Leist, acting governor of German Cameroon. In 1893, Leist came into conflict with native soldiers from the region of Dahomey over pay and work conditions. After they tried to kill him, Leist whipped their wives and arrested the conspirators, hanging several of them. After an official investigation, he was charged with brutality for the whippings. He was tried in Potsdam, found guilty, and removed from his position. Legislators debated the case in the Reichstag and introduced a new legal code to manage labor relations in the colonies.


What should an intelligent person make of this case? Certainly, they should not take their cue from German academics, who fly into a rage with cries of misogyny, racism, and exploitation. These great minds make no effort to imagine what it was like for a lone German official in a remote station to bring security and development to a region long plagued by tribal warfare and human carnage. In addition to his governing duties, Leist was patron of the local nursing association that cared for rescued black slave children. He also, unusually, offered free medical services to all black staff lucky enough to work for the German authorities.22 More pointedly, the Dahomey soldiers who rebelled had been purchased by a German explorer from a local chief who planned to use them in a human sacrifice ritual. Their fate under German colonialism was far better than under tribal rule.23 How many Dahomey women and slave children would have been beaten, whipped, and left to die by fellow Africans absent German colonial rule? Was the overall trend of justice under the Germans improving or getting worse?


During the Leist trial, one Reichstag critic brandished the hippo-leather whip that Leist had borrowed from the natives to flog the women. Why did the natives have hippo-leather whips? Because corporal punishment was widely practiced in West African society for theft, infidelity, and unpaid debts. The use of flogging, as in Europe not long before, was considered more humane and effective than other forms of punishment. Most criminals could not pay fines while prison was considered a luxury because of the food and bedding. Flogging as a form of punishment had been abolished in Germany itself only in 1871. In fact, everything about the Leist case sounds a ringing endorsement of German dominion. If this is the “dark side,” then there is clearly a marvel awaiting discovery.


Moreover, a quirk of German politics at the time was that the Reichstag had very little to occupy its time except making grand speeches on colonial affairs. It controlled the colonial budget and used this power to enhance its authority. “Participation in colonial debates and in the establishment of the colonial budget became the means to legitimize the delegates’ presence in the legislative building,” noted two German scholars.24 Legislative critics, like contemporary Woke warriors in the academy, swung freely from criticism that there was too much German colonialism to criticism that there was too little. One legislator, who had freely criticized the disruption, exploitation, cultural imperialism, and coercion of the German colonial endeavor, did an about face in 1895 and assailed the authorities for their failure to engage adequately in “road construction, the development of natural resources, raising the material and moral condition of the population,” and “protection for security and justice.”25 The skepticism with which anti-colonial historians normally treat official records on colonialism is thrown to the wind when it comes to the moralizing speeches of Reichstag legislators on “colonial scandals” and “colonial failings” (too little or too much). They rush to judgement, citing such debates as irrefutable evidence of colonial misrule.26 These debates are better seen as evidence of the robust liberal institutions through which German worked its colonial miracle. If this is the “dark side,” then the critics must be at a loss for good evidence.





I will highlight three rigorous pieces of scientific research showing the benefits of European colonial rule—one concerning economics, one concerning politics, and one concerning social legitimacy.


Islands offer an almost perfect natural experiment in colonialism’s economic effects because their discovery by Europeans was sufficiently random. As a result, they should not have been affected by the “pull” factors that made some places easier to colonize than others. In a 2009 study of the effects of colonialism on the income levels of people on eighty-one islands, two Dartmouth College economists found “a robust positive relationship between colonial tenure and modern outcomes.”27 Bermuda and Guam are better off than Papua New Guinea and Fiji because they were colonized for longer. That helps explain why the biggest countries with limited or no formal colonial periods (especially China, Ethiopia, Egypt, Iran, Thailand, and Nepal) or whose colonial experiences ended before the modern colonial era (Brazil, Mexico, Guatemala, and Haiti) are hardly compelling as evidence that not being colonized was a boon. The people of “liberated” Haiti began fleeing to the colonial Bahamas or to the slave-owning and later-segregated American South almost as soon as they were “free” from the white man. One can applaud their sense of irony.


Of course, colonialism often (not always) made the colonizers better off as well. But if our concern is with the absolute well-being of the colonized compared to their situation before colonialism, or absent colonialism, the economic advantages of being colonized are clear. As the English economist Joan Robinson once quipped, “the misery of being exploited by capitalists is nothing compared to the misery of not being exploited all.”28 A piece of native doggerel from the German period in East Africa put it nicely:




Police and houseboys


All are at work


At the end of the day


Gathered around a table


They get a lot of money


Money pleases their hearts


And removes doubts


We praise Germany!29





Colonialism also enhanced later political freedoms. To be colonized in the nineteenth–twentieth-century era was to have much better prospects for democratic government, according to a statistical study of 143 colonial episodes by the Swedish economist Ola Olsson in 2009.30 Since Germany’s colonies were short-lived, sparse in number, and later folded into British and French colonies, Olsson’s research could not identify the precise democratic contribution of German colonialism. However, what explained the democratic legacies of colonialism, he argued, was not particular national strategies but the more common European principles of free trade, humanitarianism, property rights, the rule of law, native uplift, and constraints on political executives, factors certainly present in the German colonies: “All this strongly suggests to us that colonization during the imperialist era, regardless of the nationality of the colonizer or the particular circumstances in the colonies, should be more conducive to current levels of democracy than colonialism under mercantilism.”31 The Danish political scientist Jacob Hariri, meanwhile, found in a study of 111 countries that those not colonized because of the existence of strong premodern state, or only symbolically ruled by Europeans piggybacking on traditional institutions, were more likely to be saddled with a dysfunctional state and political system later on.32


These twin legacies of economic development and political liberalism brought with them a host of social and cultural benefits—improved public health, the formation of education systems, the articulation and documentation of cultural diversity, the rights of women and minorities, and much else. It is no wonder, then, that colonized peoples by and large supported colonial rule. They migrated closer to more intensive areas of colonialism, paid taxes and reported crimes to colonial authorities, fought for colonial armies, administered colonial policies, and celebrated their status as colonial subjects. Without the willing collaboration of large parts of the population, colonialism would have been impossible. One scholar called this “the non-European foundations of European imperialism.”33 Were this not true, it is hard to imagine how colonies could have survived since the number of expatriate policemen, soldiers, and administrators in most colonies was vanishingly small relative to land areas and populations. The Swiss historian Bouda Etemad estimated that there were 3,300 colonial subjects for every one European soldier in the European empires in 1913, a figure roughly twenty times greater than the ratio of citizens to soldiers at home. Even if one includes native soldiers in the calculation, the number of colonized people per soldier was still six times greater in the colonies than in Europe. “The rulers remained lost among the indigenous masses,” Etemad noted.34


Those averages overstate the military presence because most of the time soldiers were concentrated in whatever part of a colony faced the gravest security threat. European rule was so benign that some natives did not even know they were under European rule. Colonial officials, meanwhile, could go for months without ever receiving instructions from Europe. “In much of Africa, the colonial imprint was barely noticeable,” assayed the prize-winning historian Martin Meredith.35
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While some historians bend over backwards to insist that native collaboration and support for colonial rule were only clever ploys, this “semantic obfuscation,” as two scholars called it, cannot hide the fact that many colonies consciously submitted to European rule for purposes of economic improvement, security from rival tribes, and the overthrow of tyranny within their own groups.36 Whether explained by “self-interest” or “legitimacy,” the fact is that colonialism was a welcome intrusion.





Are there any reasons to suppose that German colonialism did not conform to this more general pattern of European colonialism? Was there anything distinctive about Germany or its colonial approach that would have rendered the benefits of colonialism and its legitimacy absent? The answer is no. If anything, Germany was a typical European colonizer, whether judged by its administrative style, its economic policies, its social and cultural approaches, or its general legitimacy. As two German scholars concluded, “The imperialists, including the Germans, provided peace, settled rule, an expanded trade area, infrastructure, bureaucracy, a tax system—the essentials of a modern state which would rule over a wider swath of territory than would have obtained if African and Pacific ethnic rivalries had been allowed to persist.” Faced with similar circumstances, “Germans acted much like their French and British imperial counterparts.”37


If there is anything distinctive about German colonialism, other than its short tenure and unusual legislative oversight at home, it is that the German state never tried to incorporate its colonies into the mother country, even as part of some loose federation. Indeed, they were not referred to as Kolonien but as Schutzgebiete, or “protected areas.” A united Germany was just a few decades old, and it was hardly time to think about digesting newer and more culturally distinct peoples. Hoisting the German flag always made for an awkward moment in the colonies because Germany still did not have a national anthem. Sometimes, a German ditty was sung to the tune of “God Save the Queen,” which led some locals to believe they had been colonized by the British.


This meant that German colonialism entailed “a certain respect for local institutions,”38 since it was assumed that German rule would always be at arm’s length. Unlike the education systems in British and French colonies, education in German colonies offered instruction in local histories, cultures, and geographies, alongside the normal “technical” subjects that reflected the technical nature of education in Germany itself. This meant, unusually, that local language instruction, whether Samoan, Swahili, or Chinese, took precedence, unlike in other European colonies where the official language of the colonizer was used.


Not surprisingly, local-language media and publications would flourish. The Germans, according to one study based on interviews with the German publishers of Swahili newspapers in East Africa, considered such undertakings to be “cultural institutions” (Kulturfaktor) and thus made sure that every word was written by blacks and for blacks, “the property of the black people from the moment the pen was dipped in the inkwell until the written word was published.”39 Indeed, through its formalization and propagation by an official language school in Berlin, Germany transformed Swahili from a coastal language of Muslim elites to the lingua franca for the future country of Tanzania.40


Of course, for the modern Woke warriors, the Germans are damned no matter what they did in the realm of language and culture. They are accused of imposing “dominating” and “oppressing” German traditions on Africa, while their efforts to embrace and promote local traditions are denounced as “appropriating” and “infiltrating.” Radical scholars work feverishly to “deconstruct” the “colonial myth” that Swahili flourished because of German rule. The secret desire of the Germans, according to one conspiratorial professor, was to impose German on everyone. But they were thwarted by the reality of wide Swahili use and thus willy-nilly ended up promoting it, zombie-like, against their better judgement: “They tried to come to terms with coastal Swahili society, and to use the coast as their power base, a decision which could only further encourage the spread of Swahili, no matter what their intentions might be.” The German government’s active promotion of Swahili in administration, media, and education, according to this professor, was due to a devious plan “to rule effectively.”41


The conspiratorial professor argues that instruction in German was withheld because the Germans did not want “to demystify the culture which it represented, and to expose the complex tensions within German society.” They also did not want “to encourage its use as an Einheitssprache (a unifying language), and to encourage a new elite which could fight colonialism on European terms.” In the next sentence, we find that the Germans also undermined their rule by refraining from education in German. This caused a lack of “trained petty administrators needed to sustain dominance. It allowed, as in the case of Swahili, another language to become the Einheitssprache.” Worst of all for these incorrigible racists, it “implied a failure in the attempt to spread one’s ‘superior’ culture.”42


Woke historians try to have it both ways. Cases where the Germans imposed their language on Africans show that they wanted to oppress the native population by erasing their culture. Instances where they did not also show that the Germans were racists and wanted to oppress the natives, this time by denying Africans access to the language of power. Today, the luckless German colonialists are evil no matter what they did or how much support they enjoyed. The intellectual gymnastics are gold-medal quality.


The sniping about language policy is a good example of scholars’ squirming and fidgeting to discredit a colonial good with a series of protestations. They say Swahili was already spreading before the Germans arrived; some Germans opposed its use; when it was officially adopted, not enough was done to educate the poor; most of the actual work was done by Africans not Germans; the “true intention” was to sustain colonial rule and its racist project; and so on. Only after a series of such derogations, can scholars at last, very tentatively, and hoping not to be branded racists and colonial apologists, eke out a single sentence of praise, albeit anonymously: “The German colonial authorities and German scholarship certainly made a valuable contribution.”43


A final quirk of German colonialism was that it did not have much support at home. While Lenin would later insist that colonialism was driven by a voracious greed for profits and imperial egotism, German colonial enthusiasts had trouble overcoming the indifference of businessmen and politicians. Most trade in and out of German colonies was done by the British and French. The business community in Germany preferred to invest in the United States, Canada, South Africa, and Egypt. As the evenhanded scholars Arthur Knoll and Hermann Hiery wrote: “If the German African empire had been measured against the criterion of economic utility, the Reich should have traded or sold it.”44 Other than some oddball adventurers who enjoyed living in places where women went topless, the most enthusiastic constituency for colonialism was found among the Socialists. Following Marx, they believed that colonialism was a boon for breaking down feudal social systems and paving the road to communism.


So while German colonialism differed in some ways from European colonialism more broadly speaking, these divergences were not essential. If anything, the German colonial project was more humane and less self-interested than that of the other European powers. This only meant that German colonialism provided more benefits to natives than the already beneficial European project, something Woke historians will never be able to admit.










CHAPTER 2 The Spirit of Berlin



In the winter of 1884–85, the chancellor of a novice country called Germany, Otto von Bismarck, convened a conference of fourteen European nations and other major powers to discuss colonialism in Africa. Competing claims in West Africa and the Congo set the agenda, but the conference ended up establishing principles that became the guiding ideals of the European colonial mission as a whole. This “Spirit of Berlin” was particularly relevant to Germany because its colonial era was just beginning. There was no “dark past” that needed to be excused, reformed, or forgotten. Instead, the Germans took pride that they had set a new standard for excellence in colonial administration.


It was fitting that Bismarck was the man presiding. Only the previous decade, as president of the old Germanic kingdom of Prussia, he had “colonized” twenty-six disparate territories to form the new state of Germany. Replacing archaic political systems with a modern state was something he knew well. During the meeting at his residence in Berlin, Bismarck engineered a remarkable shift in the rules of the colonial game. This shift would shape every aspect of the German colonial project that followed.


Since founding Germany in 1871, Bismarck had displayed nothing but disdain for colonialism. This was despite the urgings of modernization theorists like Max Weber who famously called the creation of Germany a “youthful prank” (Jugendstreich) that would be worthwhile only if the young nation made something of itself on the world stage. German traders were establishing depots, factories, and coaling stations flying the German flag across Asia, Africa, and the Middle East. But when pressed, the chancellor always demurred. No matter what exotic colonial prospects were offered to him—Mozambique, Ecuador, Tunis, Curaçao, Formosa, Morocco—Bismarck showed little interest. “No colonialism as long as I am chancellor,” was his oft-repeated phrase.


The absence of German colonialism up to this point is inexplicable from the standpoint of the contemporary illuminati. At its founding in 1871, the economy of unified Germany was larger than that of France and just a third smaller than that of Britain. No other European countries came close. On the Leninist theory of capitalist development, Germany should have been brimming with imperialist agitation to boost profits and loot raw materials from hapless brown people. People like Max Weber should have carried the day. At one point, the French even offered the Germans all of Indochina in return for Alsace-Lorraine, a lordly trinket that would have sent the Frankfurt Stock Exchange sky-high. Yet most German capital invested abroad was in Europe or the Americas. German investors in colonial areas preferred British and French possessions to what eventually became German colonies. The wildcat traders who occasionally sent telegrams to Berlin to announce they were standing by to proclaim a German colony in some tropical port were comical. The theory that colonialism was impelled by greedy big business or bourgeois restiveness is disproven by the German case.


No less confounding to modern professors is Germany’s status as the undisputed center of research and knowledge on non-European areas. In the infamous formulation of the Palestinian professor of literature Edward Said, the West’s curiosity about other areas “fatally tended towards the systematic accumulation of human beings and territories.” In other words, obscure scholarship on the religions, art, literature, cultures, and histories of places like Syria and China would cause countries like Germany to itch for foreign conquest. The flowering of “Orientalist” scholarship in places like Germany, according to Said, could “elucidate subsequent developments,” in particular the rise of an “explicitly colonial-minded imperialism.”1


There are many logical contradictions in Said’s theory. His insistence that all Orientalist knowledge was false and distorted sits uneasily with his simultaneous claim that this knowledge was so excellent that it helped Europeans to dominate foreign cultures. In addition, he insists that all claims of “true” knowledge are narratives, which begs the question of how something can be false.


The main empirical problem for his theory is that it cannot account for Germany. It is like a theory of war that cannot account for peace. Said recognized “the great scientific prestige that accrued to German scholarship by the middle of the nineteenth century.” Even by 1830, he wrote, German scholarship “had fully attained its European preeminence.”2 If so, we should observe a cohort of German politicians and diplomats brined in Orientalist learning demanding overseas expansion. The problem, as with the Leninist theory, is that the actors do not play their parts as assigned. German officials, like German capitalists, did not lift a finger for colonialism. Both groups demeaned such acquisitions as a waste of time. When it came, German colonialism was modest, and it never reached the Middle East and North Africa where Germany’s Orientalist excellence was unsurpassed. “[Edward] Said very conveniently leaves out the important contributions of German Orientalists, for their inclusion would destroy—and their exclusion does indeed totally destroy—the central thesis,” wrote the Pakistani scholar Ibn Warraq. Perhaps, Warraq joked, the German scholars were secretly in the pay of imperialists in Britain and France.3


The flinty professor Said variously excused, defended, and apologized for his theory’s inability to grapple with the German case. The obfuscations came fast and furious, like a mesh of bumper stickers on a hippie’s car: Actually the Brits started Oriental studies not the Germans. The Germans had no unified state or foothold in the Orient to carry out their imperialism. All this talk of finding the “truth” about the relationship between scholarship and empire is a delusion of modern thinking that postmodernists like himself have been sent to correct. Perhaps the theory is wrong, for which he apologizes. He is not sure but promises to return to the German case in his later book Culture and Imperialism, which he never does. And so on and so on.


Edward Said was an intellectual dandy who pleasured himself by moving to New York and reading the great books of the Western canon, and then, gripped by self-loathing, he wrote darkly of their nefarious purposes. Of the many deplorable consequences of his enduring influence on understandings of the Western intellectual inheritance, none is so great as its blanket condemnation of Germany’s contributions to Orientalist scholarship, now dismissed as “greedy,” “racist,” and “imperialist.”


The German Orientalist achievement is not our concern here. But having dismissed both Leninist and Saidist cavils, we are left with the more obvious explanation of why Bismarck convened a conference of major powers in the winter of 1884–85 to discuss colonialism: benevolence. By that I do not mean that a sudden bout of charity and love for others overcame the Germans, although the country’s deep Christian tradition would often appear in the subsequent rollout of colonial rule. Rather, I mean a practical benevolence: Bismarck understood that there was no shirking Germany’s involvement in the world given his new country’s size and wealth. He knew that overseas areas were being colonized because, by and large, natives wanted them to be colonized; and he knew that Germany, at the very least, would be as good as the other major powers in exporting its governance system, developing native economies, and sharing in global peace operations. Colonialism came to Germany not because of its greedy capitalists or its racist Orientalists but because of its maturing politicians.


The newly created country simply could not ignore the responsibilities that flowed from its growing trade and security interests abroad. Bismarck was already talking to Britain and France about German interests in West Africa. There were complex discussions about Germany’s role in Egypt. Bismarck’s top advisor urged him to get more involved in these disputes to improve relations with France (which cohosted the conference). As if he needed any reminders, a German Colonial Union had been formed to represent the country’s outward orientation in the tropics.


Bismarck also recognized that countries engaged in high-minded activities abroad were less likely to descend into low-minded political wrangling at home. “Colonies depend upon a home country where national sentiment is stronger than party feelings,” he noted in 1883. “We would need a national legislature with a higher sense of purpose than nettling the government and making grand speeches.”4 German nation-builders such as Bismarck saw that France had emerged from a squabbling post-revolutionary mess into a broad-minded, united country with vast global knowledge as its colonial empire expanded. The same civilizing influence of colonial stewardship on the home front was obvious in Britain, whose cross-party consensus on the country’s need for steady rule was inseparable from its imperial responsibilities. They hoped Germany could chart a similar course, and the German colonial episode would create a brief moment—from 1884 to 1914—when just such conservative national unity prevailed in Germany.





Bismarck’s ironclad indifference towards the colonies cracked in 1883 when a failed tobacco merchant from Bremen named Adolf Lüderitz wired to say that he had run up the German flag on a thin strip of land on the Atlantic coast of southern Africa. Lüderitz had bought the land from natives of the Nama tribe for two hundred loaded rifles and a box of gold. The Nama needed the rifles for their ongoing wars against their historic enemies, the Herero. Bismarck at last gave in. Following his recognition of Lüderitzland (population twenty), Bismarck told the Reichstag that henceforth he would fly the flag whenever established German merchants requested the protection of the state. “We do not want to install colonies artificially,” Bismarck sighed. “When they emerge, however, we will try to protect them.” His hope was for empire on the cheap: “Clerks from the trading houses, not German generals,” would handle the functions of government.5


Since Germany was a colonial newcomer, it had the neutrality to convene the 1884–85 conference to set new ground rules for colonial endeavors. Being sensitive to publicity, the Germans invited some Africans from the Niger river to join their delegation, at first calling them porters, then river navigators, then caravan leaders, and finally “princes.” Other European powers hastened to bring their own “loyal Africans” to wintry Berlin to demonstrate their own legitimacy.6


During the meetings, Bismarck oversaw a major redefinition of colonialism. The Germans spoke most frequently and thus their views had tremendous influence on the final agreement. While the immediate issues were the Congo and West Africa, as well as free trade, the broader question was on what basis colonial rule could be justified. Initial fears that Bismarck planned to make vast claims on unmarked territory proved unfounded. His aim was simply to promote European trade in a way that did not bring the European powers to blows and that delivered uplift for the natives.


The Spirit of Berlin was embodied in two principles. First, colonial powers, whatever else they did, had a responsibility to improve the lives of native populations. European powers, the agreement stated, should be “preoccupied with the means of increasing the moral and material wellbeing of the indigenous populations.” When a colony was established, the powers “engage themselves to watch over the conservation of the indigenous populations and the amelioration of their moral and material conditions of existence.” That included putting an end to slavery and the slave trade. It also meant supporting religious, scientific, and charitable endeavors to bring the “advantages of civilization.”7 Bismarck praised the “careful solicitude” the European powers showed towards colonial subjects. Native uplift was now an explicit rather than implicit promise of colonialism.8 A British delegate noted that “humanitarian considerations have occupied a prominent place in the discussions.”9 Words only. But words that would create norms, and norms that would shape behavior.


The second principle insisted that any colonial claim needed to be backed up by “the existence of an authority sufficient to cause acquired rights to be respected.” Merely planting the flag or signing a treaty with local chiefs for a box of cigars was no longer enough. Colonialism required governance so that “new occupations… may be considered as effective.” This was later known as the principle of “effective occupation.” With this idea, Bismarck introduced the expectation that colonialism was not mere claim-staking or resource development—even if those things were still better than no colonialism at all. Rather, as with his newly created Germany, political institutions needed to provide the means to deliver the end of good governance.


The “effective occupation” principle applied at first only to coastal areas since the powers did not want to set off conflicts over border demarcations in inland areas.10 But as mapping of the inland proceeded in subsequent years, it crept willy-nilly into the bush as well. It “became the instrument for sanctioning and formalizing colonial occupation even in the African hinterland,” noted a legal historian.11


One result of the Spirit of Berlin was a surge in trans-colonial cooperation among the major colonial powers. British, French, and German officials, especially in Africa, acted as if they were part of a common European project. They regularly swapped bits of territory, shared tips on governing, and got gloriously drunk to cement the bonds of colonial friendship.12 Germany’s top colonial official hosted a dinner to honor the retiring British governor of Uganda when they found themselves together aboard a homebound German steamer in 1909: “We made flowery speeches, vowing eternal friendship between our two nations,” the governor recalled.13 In German Samoa, the governor in 1901 appointed a Brit who did not speak German as the top official of the largest island. At the outbreak of war in 1914, the Brit was still expecting to draw his civil service pension from the British colonial office, arguing that European colonialism was a unified endeavor for the betterment of other peoples.14





The Berlin conference has been subject to a relentless campaign of debunking by modern intellectuals. One claim they make is that the assembled delegates “carved up” Africa like a bunch of gluttons. This is wrong. For one, the carving was already happening when Bismarck acted. The conference was a response to, not a cause of, expanded colonial claims. Critics seem to think that absent the conference Africa would have been left untouched. Quite the opposite. The scramble for Africa created tensions, suspicions, and fears on all sides. Bismarck wanted to set some ground rules.
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