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PERRY MYERS, German Visions of India, 1871–1918: Commandeering the
Holy Ganges during the Kaiserreich (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2013), xiii + 259 pp. ISBN 978 1 137 29971 0. US $85.00. £55.00

This perceptive and penetrating new study examines the complex
and multi-faceted German interest in India, held at the time by
Germany’s imperial rival, Great Britain. During this era of German
militarism and colonial expansion, Germans nevertheless used India
for a wide array of religious, political, cultural, and social purposes.
A professor of German Studies at Albion College, author Perry
Myers brings seasoned experience with German literature and Indo-
German cross-cultural connections, having written a book on fin-de-
siècle Germany’s Rudolf Steiner and Max Weber, as well as articles on
the Indian travels of Waldemar Bonsels, Ernst Haeckel, Joseph
Dahlmann, and others. In this newest addition to his collection of
Indo-German studies, he takes an interdisciplinary literary and his-
torical approach, critically examining religious, travel, and other lit-
erary texts within their historical context.

Especially innovative ideas in this book include linking the
German interest in India to domestic German concerns such as the
Catholic response to the Kulturkampf, the role of German discourse
about India in contemporary debates about science and religion, and
the meshing of India with German imperial interests. The
Kulturkampf was a failed attempt under Chancellor Bismarck to forge
unity within the German Empire by forcing southern German
Catholics into conformity with northern German Protestant society.
During this north German cultural assault in Europe, beleaguered
Catholic southern Germans displaced their religious struggle half a
world away onto India, where they thought they had a promising
foreign field on which they could better their confessional rivals (p.
78). In 1891 the German Jesuit and missionary Adolph Müller, fanta-
sizing about the prospect of converting ‘millions’ in India, criticized
the Portuguese, lamenting their inability to find many converts and
to hold on to their Indian empire (p. 67). Myers helps to document
how during the difficult Kulturkampf years German Catholics cast
their missionary gaze on India, which served as a surrogate, replac-
ing losses at home in Germany. This is an intriguing compensation
argument, one that has a rough parallel in P. J. Marshall’s The Making
and Unmaking of Empires (2005), which shows how the loss of
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American colonies in North America in the eighteenth century led to
the elevation of India to become the greatest jewel in the British glob-
al empire’s crown. While the German Catholics were unable to
achieve what the British empire-builders did, exposing their ambi-
tions provides insight into Germans of the early Kaiserreich.

Another issue Myers examines is India’s role for Germans experi-
encing the developing rift between science and religion during the
late nineteenth century. German interest in India came to fulfil a
response to anxiety about the cultural despair that Fritz Stern exam-
ines in The Politics of Cultural Despair (1974) and the crisis the religious
faced as they experienced competition from a growing body of evi-
dence for biological evolution and other sciences that challenged tra-
ditional religious narratives. Buddhism emerged as a way to bridge
religion and science for contemporaries such as physician and ‘arm-
chair Indologist’ Paul Dahlke, who, unlike most contemporary uni-
versity Indologists, visited India by making at least seven trips to
Ceylon, built a Buddhist centre in a Berlin-Frohnau house that still is
active,1 and published several books on Buddhism (pp. 97, 103).
Among his arguments, Dahlke made the claim that both biology and
religion depended on an evolutionary process of progress to form
knowledge (p. 100). On the other hand, adherents of traditional faiths
such as Catholicism, like many religious Europeans of the era, hated
and feared Buddhism. Nevertheless, this Asian interloper did serve
the purpose of negative integration, a reviled ‘other’ against which
Eurocentric xenophobes could rally (p. 114). Catholic Jesuit Peter
Sinthern (born 1870), for example, wrote against the dangers of rising
world religion in the ‘Buddhification of Christianity through
Theosophy’, lamenting recent threats to what he saw as a Catholic
universal mandate. Sinthern also took the opportunity to swipe at the
old nemesis of Catholicism, Protestantism, for which he blamed the
origins of Theosophy (p. 123). Yet Theosophy owed more to a global
amalgamation of many traditions, with a large dose of South Asian
religious traditions, as its founder Madame Blavatsky moved the
organization’s headquarters to India.

Permeating German national integration and the rise of science
were questions about Imperial Germany’s international place in the
sun, its drive to acquire overseas colonies. Myers’ analysis reiterates
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the pan-European links between Germans studying India and the
British ruling over it at the time. Wilhelm Hübbe-Schleiden, for
example, viewed the Indians as poor but content under British rule,
while in Europe, poverty-stricken classes were growing in power and
dissatisfaction (p. 162). German travellers, fellow Europeans,
believed the version of colonialism of their British hosts. The most
critical of the German Protestant theologians, Bonn’s D. Theodor
Christlieb, for example, wrote an essay in 1877 that criticized the
British opium trade and materialism, but nevertheless praised the
‘significant steps’ they had taken to reduce famine (p. 153). This
German acceptance of pro-British civilizing mission arguments is
noteworthy, as the British were vulnerable to much potential criti-
cism. Mike Davis in Late Victorian Holocausts (2001) shows how
Victorian bureaucrats such as Lord Lytton could organize an expen-
sive Durbar in 1877 to celebrate Queen Victoria assuming the title of
Empress of India while millions of ordinary Indians starved and died
because of the free market systems the British had introduced into
their colonial administration. Indians themselves, such as R. C. Dutt
and Dadabai Naoroji in Poverty and Un-British Rule in India (1901),
documented how the British were draining India of its wealth, hin-
dering Indian industrial development. At the same time, however, as
Myers argues, German criticism of British colonial rule took a less
controversial cultural rather than material angle. Both Hübbe-
Schleiden and Christlieb thought that Germans would provide better
colonial administrators and spiritual guides, aligning themselves
with the German colonial ambitions of the era. Hübbe-Schleiden
thought that the prosaic British lacked the cultural powers of
Germans to ‘tap into India’s most precious “jewel”—its deep spiritu-
ality’, thus asserting a unique Indo-German connection (p. 165).
Although Myers, like Suzanne Marchand in German Orientalism in the
Age of Empire (2009), is dismissive of what he argues is Edward Said’s
overemphasis on power relations, he nevertheless does address and
document the pro-colonial views of Germans such as Hübbe-
Schleiden who used India to imagine their own imperial ambitions,
even if illusionary.

Myers well understands the nuances of religious and intellectual
currents of the era he examines, and develops these connections per-
suasively. For example, he notes the Pietistic roots of introspection, a
peculiar Christian approach that in turn informed the German under-
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standing of Buddhism (p. 93). The work does a discerning job con-
necting the figures and texts he picks to currents in German history
such as the Kulturkampf and colonialism, as noted above. He is also
aware and sensitive to counter-currents and figures cutting against
the grain of the times (p. 90). He critically looks at Pfungst’s biogra-
phy of Schultze, noting Schultze’s strong Protestant religious com-
mitment that skews the work (p. 87). Myers spends ample time criti-
cally examining texts and introducing readers to their authors and
the times and activities that shaped their thoughts.

One potential criticism concerns how representative the texts and
figures he chose actually are. How do the authors he picks fit into
wider fields? What other areas, scholars, popularizers, are worth
examining? In his defence, these questions echo Werner Heisenberg’s
uncertainty principle, reflecting an insoluble trade-off between depth
versus breadth that any scholar faces in examining a topic. Myers
resolves this dilemma by picking a handful of seemingly important,
leading figures and examining their works in some detail. He helps
to chart the trees in his chosen area carefully, while the overall forest
outline of Indo-German studies, although clearer, remains shroud-
ed—the venue for further exploration, as one book cannot capture
the entire landscape into which others are venturing.

Myers’ work sheds sustained light on a field that has enjoyed a
bumper crop of Indo-German studies during the past decade, part of
a larger emphasis on topics spanning world cultures in contact,
transnational interaction, and globalization. Myers is responding to,
and building upon, recent scholarly books on Indo-German connec-
tions.2 These studies after the millennium, in turn, rest upon the
shoulders of works largely responding to Edward Said’s Orientalism
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2 These include, e.g.: Kamakshi P. Murti, India: The Seductive and Seduced
‘Other’ of German Orientalism (2001); Dorothy M. Figueira, Aryans, Jews,
Brahmins: Theorizing Authority Through Myths of Identity (2002); Todd Kontje,
German Orientalisms (2004); Indra Sengupta, From Salon to Discipline: State,
University and Indology in Germany, 1821–1914 (2005); Bradley L. Herling, The
German Gītā: Hermeneutics and Discipline in the German Reception of Indian
Thought, 1778–1831 (2006); Tuska Benes, In Babel’s Shadow: Language,
Philology, and the Nation in Nineteenth-Century Germany (2008); Pascale
Rabault-Feuerhahn, L’archive des origines: Sanskrit, philologie, anthropologie
dans l’Allemagne du XIXe siècle (2008); Jörg Esleben, Christina Kraenzle, and
Sukanya Kulkarni (eds.), Mapping Channels between Ganges and Rhein:
German-Indian Cross-Cultural Relations (2008); Nicholas A. Germana, The



Orient of Europe: The Mythical Image of India and Competing Images of German
National Identity (2009); Suzanne L. Marchand, German Orientalism in the Age
of Empire: Religion, Race, and Scholarship (2009); Robert Cowan, The Indo-
German Identification: Reconciling South Asian Origins and European Destinies,
1765–1885 (2010); Peter K. J. Park, Africa, Asia, and the History of Philosophy:
Racism in the Formation of the Philosophical Canon, 1780–1830 (2013); Joanne
Miyang Cho, Eric Kurlander, and Douglas T. McGetchin (eds.), Transcultural
Encounters between Germany and India: Kindred Spirits in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries (2013); and Veronika Fuechtner and Mary Rhiel (eds.),
Imagining Germany Imagining Asia: Essays in Asian-German Studies (2013).
3 Carol A. Breckenridge and Peter van der Veer, eds., Orientalism and the
Postcolonial Predicament: Perspectives on South Asia (1993). Other notable works
include those by Dorothy M. Figueira, Translating the Orient: The Reception of
Śākuntala in Nineteenth-Century Europe (1991); Dorothy M. Figueira, The Exotic:
A Decadent Quest (1994); J. J. Clarke, Oriental Enlightenment: The Encounter
Between Asian and Western Thought (1997); Eli Franco and Karin Preisendanz
(eds.), Beyond Orientalism: The Work of Wilhelm Halbfass and its Impact on Indian
and Cross-Cultural Studies (1997); and Roger-Pol Droit, Le culte du néant: les
philosophes et le Bouddha (1997), translated by David Streight and Pamela
Vohnson as The Cult of Nothingness: The Philosophers and the Buddha (2003).

(1978), including Patterson-Black’s 1985 translation of Raymond
Schwab’s Oriental Renaissance (1950), William Halbfass’s India and
Europe (1988), and the collection by Breckenridge and van der Veer
that contains an important article by Sheldon Pollock on the com-
plicity of German Indology with Nazism, ‘Deep Orientalism?’.3

Myers’ study adds to this growing corpus of material by empha-
sizing religion, including Protestant and Catholic versions of
Christianity, as well as Buddhism and Theosophy. This approach
yields interesting insights, such as how German Catholics suffering
cultural attacks under the programme of national unification in
Germany helps to explain their later animosity to Indian nationalism
and the Indian independence movement (p. 75). Myers makes good
use of sources with in-depth readings of key texts that help to put
their authors into their context, fleshing them out. Leipzig Indologist
Ernst Windisch in his 1919 history of Indology looked at texts disem-
bodied in time and context, as if the Orientalists themselves who
wrote the works did not matter. Criticizing this decontextualized his-
tory of the discipline, Hamburg Indologist Albrecht Wezler in 1993
called for a team of scholars to reapply this stripped away flesh to the
bare bones of Indology’s history, to put it into the context of its social,
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historical, and contemporary intellectual life. Myers does an
admirable job along these lines, adroitly examining the biographical
detail of figures and relating them to their historical milieu. He also
thoroughly examines the texts they have written, showing where the
context informs the texts themselves. For example, it is important to
understand the contemporary context of the positive response to
Edwin Arnold’s poem about the Buddha, The Light of Asia, to grasp
German Jesuit Christian Pesch’s vitriolic stream of five articles
‘denouncing’ and ‘lambasting’ Arnold’s work, as it was threatening
to spread interest and affection for Buddhism in Europe (p. 114).

Myers’ book is an excellent place for scholars, graduate students,
and advanced undergraduates to expand their knowledge about the
relatively new and growing field of Indo-German studies. Like any
good researcher, Myers explores other avenues for further examina-
tion, raises questions to develop, and opens veins well worth mining
for more ideas. This volume should therefore spur on yet more fruit-
ful work in the area of Indo-German interactions.

DOUGLAS T. MCGETCHIN is Associate Professor of History at
Florida Atlantic University. His research focuses on the modern his-
tory of connections between Germany and South Asia, and his publi-
cations include Sanskrit and ‘Orientalism’: Indology and Comparative
Linguistics in Germany, 1750–1958, ed. with Peter K. J. Park and
Damodar SarDesai (2004); Indology, Indomania, Orientalism: Ancient
India’s Rebirth in Modern Germany (2009); and Transcultural Encounters
between Germany and India: Kindred Spirits in the Nineteenth and
Twentieth Centuries, ed. with Joanne Miyang Cho and Eric Kurlander
(2013).
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