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SARA PUGACH, Africa in Translation: A History of Colonial Linguistics
in Germany and Beyond, 1814–1945 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan
Press, 2012), xiv + 303 pp. ISBN 978 0 472 11782 6. US$80.00

This long-awaited and intriguing book by an American scholar of
German history is the first English-language monograph devoted to
the bizarre history of German academic research on Africa. It com-
plements the works published in German by Holger Stoecker (2008),
dealing with African studies in Berlin from 1919 to 1945, and Felix
Brahm (2010), comparing African studies in Germany with those in
France between 1930 and 1970.1 Like these, it is based on the intensive
use of many different archives and an enormous body of re search lit-
erature. 

The book is made up of seven main chapters. Chapter one dis-
cusses the ‘pre-history’ of African studies in Germany (1814–87). This
is followed by an account of the creation of a seminar for ‘Oriental
languages’ in Berlin, where Carl Büttner was recruited and by the
early 1900s Hausa, Herero, and Swahili were taught. Chapter three is
devoted to the linguist Carl Meinhof in the period up to 1909, when
he left Berlin for Hamburg. In the following chapter Pugach describes
how Meinhof collaborated with the ethnologist Felix von Luschan to
develop what became known as the ‘Hamitic hypothesis’. Chapter
five deals with the emergence of Hamburg’s Colonial Institute in the
period 1908 to 1919 and Meinhof’s work there, including the creation
of a phonetic laboratory. In chapter six, a kind of excursus, Pugach
discusses the role of African teaching assistants in Berlin and
Hamburg over the whole period from 1889 to 1919. Finally, she turns
in chapter seven to the influence of Meinhof and others on South
African linguistics and ethnology between the end of the First World
War and 1945. Clearly there are threads that link all these chapters,
but one might also regard this book as a collection of essays written
around several related themes.

One such theme is the emergence of race as an academic category
in a discipline originally dominated by missionary notions of ‘equal

1 Holger Stoecker, Afrikawissenschaften in Berlin von 1919 bis 1945: Zur Ge schichte
und Topographie eines wissenschaftlichen Netzwerkes (Stuttgart, 2008); Felix
Brahm, Wissenschaft und Dekolonisation: Paradigmenwechsel und instituti oneller
Wandel in der akademischen Beschäftigung mit Afrika in Deutschland und Frank -
reich, 1930–1970 (Stuttgart, 2011).
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before God’. In the mid nineteenth century, Pugach shows, mission-
ary linguists worked in a field ‘that people of various ethnicities,
European and African, traversed’, and if the term ‘race’ was used at
all, it referred to ‘a cultural and linguistic category’, like ‘nation’ (p.
43). Towards the end of the century, however, partly in response to
the growing popularity of biological racism in Europe, linguists
began to emphasize ‘the superiority of inflecting languages spoken
mainly by light-skinned groups’ (p. 88). 

In describing the development of linguistics among Pietist (main-
ly Prussian or Swabian) missionaries in the early nineteenth century,
Pugach points to a key dilemma. Was the aim to achieve universali-
ty through Christ, or to define ethnic particularity through language
(p. 29)? The book goes on to show that while both ideas were contin-
ually present in the emergence of African studies within the context
of the development of comparative philology, it was the second—
ethnic particularity—that was to become dominant, largely because
most agreed that ‘a native language . . . was the only tongue suitable
for expressing the gospel to Africans’ (p. 37).

Another theme is the shift from intellectual towards more practi-
cal concerns within the academic world, accompanied, paradoxical-
ly, by increased distance from the African ‘field’. Although German
Africanists differed in their opinions on colonialism, the creation of
African colonies in the 1880s and the emphasis placed upon language
proficiency by the German administration created a need for lan-
guage training, to which Berlin and then Hamburg responded.
Remarkably, three future colonial governors attained proficiency in
an African language, surely something unparalleled in other colonial
administrations. Yet when Meinhof published his monograph on the
Bantu languages, he had never even been to Africa; and although
oral texts were viewed as a ‘living’ alternative to the written texts
hitherto used in comparative philology, it was the written transcrip-
tion of such texts that became the main focus of academic research, as
can be seen in the scholarly journals founded by Büttner and
Meinhof. Pugach offers amusing illustrations of how political con-
siderations impinged upon academic research. When Meinhof at last
decided (apparently in 1902, judging from the endnotes) to visit
Africa himself, he managed to secure a travel grant from the Reichs -
kolonialamt, which, of course, meant travelling to East Africa rather
than South Africa. Thus, we learn, ‘East Africa became the potential
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Bantu cradle for political reasons—because it was part of the German
Empire, and South Africa was not’ (p. 79).

A third theme is the importance that was attached to classifica-
tion. Pugach is good at showing how this obsession fitted in with
nineteenth-century academic goals as well as with Christian thinking,
and she rightly emphasizes that the classifications proposed were
‘grounded in both racial and cultural precepts’. This leads her to
argue that ‘Afrikanistik allowed Africa to be parcelled out into dis-
crete, easily definable categories that could then be hierarchically
arranged’ (p. 193). There is much to be said for this view, especially
if we consider a book like Hermann Baumann’s Die Völker Afrikas und
ihre tradtionellen Kulturen (1975, 1979). Yet was the German-speaking
world really so special in this respect? It might have been useful to
discuss the role of classification in the International African
Institute’s multi-volume Ethnographic Survey of Africa, or in G. P.
Murdock’s Africa: Its Peoples and Their Culture History (1959), and to
see to what extent these, too, were based in the last resort upon con-
temporary linguistic knowledge.

We learn a great deal about Meinhof, a scholar who would like to
have evaluated African languages on their own terms but ‘was so
deeply enmeshed in the European academic context that this was all
but impossible’ (p. 80). His ‘quintessentially metropolitan’ approach
gave preference to language training in the metropolis rather than in
the field. It is in this context that we should view the attempts made
by Meinhof, von Luschan, and others to reconcile linguistic and
anthropological knowledge. In retrospect, the efforts of these two
men to study what they supposed must once have been a ‘Pygmy
language’ by submitting members of a Völkerschau to ‘a battery of
tests’, or to clarify the linguistic position of the Fulbe and Hausa by
looking at their role as ‘cultural overlords’ appear absurd; yet Pugach
helps us to understand how tempting it was to assume that linguis-
tic and anthropological research must somehow ‘dovetail’, an
assumption which is echoed in today’s platitudes about interdiscipli-
narity within African studies.

The chapter on South Africa will be of interest to many in its own
right, representing as it does a somewhat exceptional case. Pugach
justifiably explains this in the context of the German Africanists’ dif-
ficult situation following the loss of the colonies and the expulsion of
German missionaries after the First World War. One reaction was a
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greater willingness to collaborate with ‘colonial’ scholars from other
countries, notably under the aegis of the International African
Institute. Yet, as she shows, Meinhof in particular found this an
uncomfortable compromise, and it was partly in the hope of
Germany regaining its colonies that, although not anti-Jewish, he
joined the Nazi Party at an early stage, to be followed by others. We
are given a clear picture of the common, predominantly paternalist
assumptions that Meinhof shared with South African students who
went to Germany in the 1920s and early 1930s, including Werner
Eiselen (later the architect of ‘Bantu education’) and N. J. van
Warmelo (soon to become the chief government ethnologist). Pugach
emphasizes the extent to which such thinking differed from the func-
tionalism of British social anthropology that attracted Meinhof’s
rival, Diedrich Westermann, although it would be possible to point
to overriding shared preconceptions, notably with regard to the per-
ceived danger of ‘detribalization’.

Pugach displays considerable knowledge about Africa, but occa-
sionally she slips up: the Wakamba/Kamba were never subjects of
German East Africa (cf. p. 66), and it is anachronistic to say that Krapf
in the 1850s and 1860s ‘repeatedly asked to have Ethiopians [!] fluent
in Oromo come to Württemberg’ (p. 144). I was also puzzled by her
use of the term Hilfswissenschaften to mean two disciplines helping
each other, rather than one of them being a mere auxiliary to the
other.

Although few academic publishers do this nowadays, it would
have been helpful to have had the endnotes on the same page as the
text, instead of having to keep one finger in the endnote page. Some
of these endnotes contain fascinating information, whilst others do
not really tell us what we would like to know. When we look up the
author of the intriguing quotation about the need to train Africans to
be ‘self-aware Negroes, who after many generations would be in the
position to manage their own affairs’ (p. 166), all we find is an undat-
ed reference which might or might not indicate the International
African Institute. 

Occasionally I wondered whether the evidence given really justi-
fies the claims made. It would be pleasant to think that the African
Lektoren and Sprachgehilfen ‘had substantial influence on the develop-
ment of Afrikanistik’ (p. 159), but is this what the documents reveal?
To me it is not even clear from what Pugach tell us that ‘[the German]



Africanists had a set notion of race’ (p. 169). And one wonders
whether the website of a single German institute, accessed twelve
years ago, is sufficient evidence for the sweeping statement that ‘The
present definition of Afrikanistik is still largely linguistic’ (p. 193).

There are quite a few things in this book with which one might
take issue. But that is one of its strengths. It does not purport to set-
tle everything once and for all. Rather, it takes the discussion for-
ward, providing a great deal of new information, raising important
ideas that go far beyond the narrow field of Afrikanistik, and chal-
lenging us to develop alternative interpretations.

ADAM JONES is Professor of History and Culture in Africa at the
University of Leipzig. His research focuses on the history of Africa
before 1850, and his publications include Zur Quellenproblematik der
Geschichte Westafrikas 1450–1900 (1990); Barbot on Guinea: The Writings
of Jean Barbot on West Africa, 1679–1712, with P. Hair and R. Law, 2
vols. (1992); and An African Family Archive: The Lawsons of Little
Popo/Aneho (Togo), 1841–1938, ed. with Peter Sebald (2005).
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