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JEFF BOWERSOX, Raising Germans in the Age of Empire: Youth and
Colonial Culture, 1871–1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013),
xv + 239 pp. ISBN 978 0 19 964109 3. £60.00

This book forms part of what has become a widespread interest in
Imperial Germany’s colonial culture. Its author adopts a post-colo-
nial approach in the widest sense because his aim is to identify the
repercussions of German colonial expansion in the metropolis. In the
narrow sense, however, the questions the book addresses and the
method it follows cannot be classified as post-colonial as they con-
cern only internal German situations, concepts, and discourses, while
the colonial population plays no part. Jeff Bowersox asks about
German society’s permeation with a colonial mentality, colonial
knowledge, and a colonial horizon. He is interested in the education
of adolescents, in which he includes a wide range of activities. All of
them helped to disseminate a knowledge of the colonies and the fas-
cination of the colonial world. In many respects, Bowersox’s book
complements John Phillip Short’s Magic Lantern Empire, published
one year earlier.1 Like Short, Bowersox is interested in aspects of
everyday culture; like Short, he looks at areas that have so far not
been at the centre of attention; and like Short, he selects and concen-
trates on surprising aspects and observations. As with Short, howev-
er, the focus of Bowersox’s investigation is not always clearly evi-
dent. The reasons for this are to be found partly in the sources, part-
ly in the approach, and partly in the analysis.
Bowersox’s investigation concentrates on five areas. First, he

looks at toys and games that had a colonial reference, involved colo-
nial figures, or used colonial situations. Second, he looks at school
and instruction. Several aspects play a part here, from the expansion
of school geography, which kept the colonies present in people’s
minds by mapping them, to the education reform movement around
1900. Third, he looks at efforts by the colonial movement and other
experts outside the classroom to educate the young and popularize
the movement, for example, around Berlin’s colonial museum.
Fourth, Bowersox examines commercial youth literature, and fifth,

Trans. Angela Davies (GHIL).

1 John Phillip Short, Magic Lantern Empire: Colonialism and Society in Germany
(Ithaca, NY, 2012).



Book Reviews

66

the Pfadfinder, whose origins, like those of the Boy Scouts in Britain,
point to a colonial and military context. The case of the Pfadfinder, in
particular, shows how open and indeterminable the results could be.
In Germany, the Pfadfinder were founded by colonial veterans and
enthusiasts, but their aim was less to achieve colonial expansion than
to save young people from the damage inflicted by civilization. The
colonies were merely an instrument in this, and were soon replaced
by other perspectives that were clearly European.
In general, it is difficult to know what young people who were

confronted with colonial set pieces at school and in public made of
them, and how they appropriated what they learned. However
annoying or curious colonial games may seem today, we must ask
whether they really promoted expansionism, or even awakened
enthusiasm for the colonies. Were they ever successful? The colonial
movement, which was never organizationally a mass movement,
was desperate to enlist the support of young people, especially after
1918, when colonialists became colonial veterans, and their support-
base aged. To the extent that it was politicized, the younger genera-
tion’s interests did not stretch to inhospitable African tropics or dis-
tant Pacific islands.
Frequently, however, something else was at stake. Bowersox

clearly anchors his topics in contemporary leisure and mass culture.
A colonial game was, in the first instance, a game; a colonial novel, a
novel. What was important was how they were received and used.
This can be seen very well, for instance, in colonial novels, penny
dreadfuls, and other such media products which were part of a mass
reading culture. By comparison with the large numbers of adventure
stories, Westerns, and crime novels, they had little significance and
were probably read mainly as adventure stories. Colonial set pieces,
names, and references in children’s games were used mainly to give
games an exotic tinge, and they provide us with a record of the con-
cepts and situations that children were familiar with. This probably
did less to encourage colonial expansionism than a longing for free-
dom and adventure, although it is difficult to know, except by look-
ing at memoirs, how and why children played specific games. This
reflects a feeling that colonialism and the colonial perspective were
taken for granted or, as Bowersox puts it, a feeling of superiority that
was underpinned in precise biological, historical, factual, and cultur-
al terms. In this view, Europe, on the basis of its history, geography,
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and population, had a mission to rule the supposedly more primitive
world outside Europe. The spread of colonial elements in everyday
culture, games, and literature, however, did not strictly mirror the
Empire’s colonial expansion: China toys existed before the adventure
of Kiaochow. To this extent interest in the colonies reflected bour-
geois awareness of the world, an interest in the world and world his-
tory captured in the large illustrated encyclopedias and multi-vol-
ume world histories that graced every bourgeois household in
Imperial Germany. As far as exoticism was concerned, it was not  so
much actual colonial rule and clarity that were attractive, as the open
spaces, the frontier where cultures collided, vagueness was permit-
ted, and standards were at least temporarily suspended, where what
was closed at home opened up. Colonial games, instruction, novels,
and so on contributed to creating colonial sites of memory in this
way; conquests, wars, and individuals were anchored in the collec-
tive memory.
Given the ubiquitous nature of the colonial, it remains to be

explained why colonial policy was not popular, and people going to
live in the colonies to gain colonial experience were often seen not as
courageous, pioneering spirits, but as the victims of personal crises,
insecure life circumstances, and a lack of career opportunities in
Germany. Even Kaiser Wilhelm II mocked qualified German civil
servants who were drawn to the colonies. In this context, Bowersox
emphasizes links between discussions of the condition of the state
and economy in Germany on the one hand, and cultural and life
reform and the youth movement on the other. The latter he sees less
as a movement of young people than as an instrument for integrating
adolescents in the context of a changing world bringing new chal-
lenges. Goals could collide, for example, an interest in propaganda
with that in education, when the aim was to suppress ‘trash and
filth’, including adventure stories and penny dreadfuls. And Bower -
sox sees the question of colonialism as integrated, via the medium of
education, into the debate about Germany’s place in time and the
world, that is, its self-confidence as a nation.
On balance, the many media discussed here, and especially the

mass media, created an exotic world for adolescents who wanted to
escape from their reality for a while. Yet a colonial mentality pre-
vailed among young people, who henceforth perceived the world as
in need of colonization, and colonization as an adventure and a chal-
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lenge. This was not a specifically German nationalist attitude, but
part of a European self-perception. The book provides a great deal of
material on this, and provides stimulating suggestions for interpret-
ing the colonial culture of Imperial Germany.
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