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Few things hit the Germans’ view of their place in the world as hard
as the accusation, made by the Allies at Versailles in 1918, that they
had been unworthy and incompetent colonialists. Well-known Ger -
man colonial officials such as Wilhelm Solf and Heinrich Schnee
reacted quickly to counteract this judgement effectively in public.1
Solf undoubtedly saw himself as a Weltpolitiker, a foreign policy-
maker who acted in the interests of trade and industry and felt
responsible for protecting and promoting them. In his comprehen-
sive study Dirk van Laak agrees that Solf and those around him rep-
resented the enlightened approach of trusteeship which transferred
German experience of solving social questions to the colonies. In the
course of implementing Bernhard Dernburg’s colonial strategy, an
attempt was to be made to redefine colonial possession, to ‘elevate’
the indigenous cultures, and, by averting Manchester liberalism, to
achieve missionary and humanistic goals.

In this sense Weltpolitik was an ideological reaction to the chal-
lenges of modernity, providing a counter-model to the anti-modern
world views that had become so popular in Germany around the
turn of the century. It had clearly racist aspects and was drawn from
supposedly scientific theories, such as the Lebensraum ideology, but
differed from this in that it considered Africans capable of develop-
ing. From the beginnings of German high imperialism (Hübbe-
Schleiden, 1881) to the Nazi period (Westermann, 1941), the German
Bildungsbürgertum (academically educated bourgeoisie) in particular
had felt itself called upon to see Weltpolitik as a task involving cul-
tural proselytization. As a result, it became a fixed element in the
imperialist discourse.2 In order to justify and demonstrate the alleged
superiority of German and European culture over the cultures of the
non-European world, practitioners of Weltpolitik did not, in principle,
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reject the Social Darwinist components of imperialist thinking, but
they would not have acknowledged them as the sole cause of impe-
rialism. From here, Solf’s position, for example, can be reconstructed.
Characteristic of a strand of public opinion which sought a compro-
mise with Britain and its Empire, it placed its hopes in a future
alliance with that country in the awareness that an all too aggressive
German colonial policy would undermine the international stability
conferred by the British Empire and, above all, would not benefit
Germany in the long term either.

But what could benefit Germany? In his fascinating, complex, and
material-rich work, van Laak shows that these considerations played
a part not only during the Kaiserreich, when Germany did in fact
have some colonies, although they were of limited significance, but
also far beyond this period. He points to the colonial revisionism of
the Weimar Republic, the Lebensraum ideology of the Third Reich,
and the continuation of these ideas until well into the 1960s, in the
Federal Republic of Germany. This continuity is reflected in an aston-
ishingly uniform discourse on its subject. Observing Germany’s
yearning for Africa, which produced colonial and post-colonial fan-
tasies, over such a long period is also justified by the fact that van
Laak deliberately focuses on one question. What plans did Germany
have to develop Africa’s infrastructure? As plans often involved only
fantasies and projections, Africa itself became the screen upon which
these were projected or, to use a term popular in recent research, a
‘laboratory of modernity’. Colonists could use the colonies as exper-
imental fields for models and procedures which they then took back
with them to Europe. Technicians followed the missionaries and
travelling scholars, traders and administrative officials to the world
beyond Europe. Their experiments could take place in the military,
social, technical, or trade fields which had been used in ‘opening’
Africa as the last continent, hotly contested since the late nineteenth
century but then consensually divided. For the Germans before and
after 1914, the ‘black’ continent provided a space in which to test gun
boats and steam ships, machine guns, the telegraph and electrical
technology, the construction of transport networks, drinking water
supplies, and drainage. It was a place where they could conduct
medical, eugenic, anthropological, botanical, and geographical
experiments, and, of course, test the railway. Being able to cover vast
distances quickly was one of the preconditions for seeing the frontier
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of European modernity as a mobile development space for the pros-
elytization of civilization.

However, in this process, colonial thinking was more important
than actual colonial possession. As a result, Africans were seen as or
degraded into objects, whether of European high imperialism around
1900 or global development policies around 1960, that were inca-
pable of acting. For the West, ultimately, it meant that Europe had a
common colonial project to which Germany, with or without its
colonies, was closely tied. Its society and culture and, as van Laak
shows in exemplary fashion, also its politics and economy dependent
on African raw materials, were significantly influenced by the colo-
nial experience for many decades after the end of the First World
War. Thus the horns of a dilemma opened up. On the one hand, by
the time the other European colonial powers had helped themselves,
only the less desirable parts of Africa were left for the Kaiserreich. On
the other, the significance of Africa for the Germans was to provide
an ‘alternative space’ whose significance, according to van Laak, can-
not be overrated. Germany’s colonies, whether in Africa or the
Pacific, brought in little of economic significance, were irrelevant in
terms of military strategy, required financial subsidies, and had
much less social impact on the motherland than was the case in
Britain or France, for instance. Their historical insignificance in real
terms had to be compensated for by a relevance which van Laak
identifies as lying in the imperial infrastructure. The practical men
who built roads and railway lines, insisting that they had thereby
raised the lives of the indigenous people to a higher level, empha-
sized that it was not all just plans.

Wilhelm Solf, listed in Schnee’s Koloniallexikon of 1920 as an aca-
demic philologist with a knowledge of Sanskrit, was a practical man
of this sort. He is a model example of an educated colonial official
who served in several postings in Asia and Africa. In 1911 he became
Imperial Colonial Secretary, and received the title Wirklicher Ge heim -
rat as an honour. Between May and October 1912 Solf travelled exten-
sively in the German protectorates in south-west and east Africa and
in the neighbouring British colonies in south-west Africa; in the
autumn of 1913 he visited Cameroon, Togo, and Nigeria. He had
been encouraged in this by Paul Rohrbach, Lutheran theologian,
member of the circle around Friedrich Naumann, and co-founder of
the journal Das größere Deutschland (1914), who hoped to attract more
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attention and support for Cameroon. He had made a name for him-
self as a successful and widely published colonial journalist and
writer of bestsellers on economic, political, and ideological aspects of
imperialism. Like Rohrbach, Solf was skilled at networking in politi-
cal and intellectual circles. Banking on his popularity, he left  his pub-
lished legacy on colonial policy, Vermächtnis, to the Berlin public
before departing for Tokyo in 1920, thus countering the accusations
of the Western powers.

Deliberately maintaining an objective tone, Solf neither opposed
nor went with the flow of the euphoria which the effusive Otto Ehlers
had tapped so successfully one generation earlier (1895). By this time
it was both critical of civilization and politically nationalist (deutsch -
national) in character. As a popular writer, Ehlers, like so many oth-
ers, had been pursuing the goal advocated by colonial propaganda of
advancing the transformation of an anti-European heroism that had
to prove itself genuine on the frontier of the non-European world. In
the process, he confirmed all the available and marketable exotic
stereotypes which he believed he could use to advertise positively for
future German colonies, in the same vein as the popular exhibitions
(Völkerschauen) put on by Carl Hagenbeck in Germany, displaying a
highly developed business sense and instrumentalizing all the clichés
of an ‘authentic’ presentation of ‘indigenous peoples’. These included
an idealization of the ‘noble savage’ and the notion of an ‘earthly par-
adise’. European colonizers encountered both as if they were an evo-
lutionary state of nature because they presented themselves as ‘with-
out history’ and ‘pre-civilized’. The challenge for European expansion
was to take possession of them and transfer them to modern times.

Solf’s mission, like that of the previous governor, was to convert
the alleged imperial ‘absent mindedness’ of the Germans into a con-
structive colonialism without the scandals and abuses that had
drawn so much attention in the cases of Peters and Leist, for example.
According to Solf, colonizing corresponded to missionizing ‘in the
higher sense of educating for culture’. He had revealed what he saw
as the most important motives of colonization, leaving no doubt that
Germany, as a colonial power, was in principle committed to educat-
ing peoples ‘in need of colonization’. This idea was based on the
assumption that with the protectorates, Germany had received a cul-
tural mission that strengthened its position among the community of
western colonial powers with shared values and its demand for equal
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treatment among the Great Powers, while also allowing it to pursue
its real economic interests. In a speech to the Reichstag on 6 March
1913, Solf said in this connection: ‘we do not want to exterminate the
indigenous peoples, we want to preserve them. This is the duty of
decency that we have taken upon ourselves by raising the German
flag in our African colonies and in the Pacific.’3 This made it possible
to place the colonies under a Pax Germanica in order to cure the noble
savages of blood feuding, head-hunting, and cannibalism while
bringing their culture into line with that of the protecting power.

Solf openly acknowledged his English model, Sir Frederick
Lugard, whom he intended to visit when travelling from Cameroon
to Lagos in the autumn of 1913 in order to exchange views on his
administrative reforms in Nigeria. While establishing self-govern-
ment in Samoa, Solf clearly profited from the practical experiences
that Governor Lugard had reported to him in their correspondence.
To see revisionist potential in the moderate colonial reforms is prob-
ably going too far, but the influential books which both published
about Africa at around the same time contain many reflections based
on the empirical foundation of everyday colonial experience.4 Thus
Lugard mentioned approvingly that Dernburg and Solf had tried to
moderate official German colonial policy and to influence it ‘in oppo-
sition to the local governors and the German colonists’ after they had
been convinced of the advantages of British colonial methods. These,
it was generally agreed, could be summed up as governing an empire
by moral and material principles. In the modern age, its existence
was justifiable if it was not a monolithic power bloc but a dual man-
date formed by reciprocal relations between colonized and colonial
power for their mutual benefit. The imperial development of Africa’s
infrastructure also played a large part in this, although as a rule it
was justified as being for the good of the indigenous people.

An essential prerequisite was inherent in the imperial system
itself. During his years as a colonial administrator in Nigeria
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(1897–1906, 1912–18) and Hong Kong (1907–12), Lugard had demon-
strated to his own satisfaction that a gradual emancipation of the
colonies worked best in the British Empire. He argued that this was
because the Empire, in essence and according to its mission, was
obliged to guarantee liberty and self-rule for all those who lived
under the British flag: ‘Such liberty and self-government can be best
secured to the native population by leaving them free to manage
their own affairs through their own rules, proportionately to their
degree of advancement, under the guidance of the British staff, and
subject to the laws and policy of the administration.’5 It is poignant
that Lugard advocated a new administrative structure which would
transfer more of Whitehall’s authority to the ‘men on the spot’. In the
view of most critics of colonialism, these men were responsible for
the biggest problems—scandals, corruption, and mismanagement—
but Lugard believed the opposite. He insisted that the British public
trusted the representatives of nation and monarchy who lived on the
colonial periphery.

In the German case, indirect rule depended on at least two factors,
namely, the personal behaviour of colonial officials, traders, and mis-
sionaries on the spot, and the long distance separating them from
Berlin. Consequently, self-rule could be explained as a measure born
of conviction and taken out of consideration for native structures. Or
it could be seen as a tactically cautious move, given the paucity of
means of power available to the German administration, which
would not have been able to withstand armed resistance to its rule.
Recent research has highlighted how ruthlessly genocide was prac-
tised in the context of the German cultural mission in the colonial
wars of German South-West Africa and German East Africa, and jus-
tified Allied accusations made in 1918 confirm this. Anyone who
rejected this view and the whole ‘colonial guilt lie’ in the 1920s by ref-
erence to Samoa and other German territories such as Melanesia,
Micronesia, and Polynesia, and insisted, in revisionist vein, that
Germany’s colonial policy had been blameless, at least in the Pacific,
was, like Heinrich Schnee, arguing at an extremely dubious level.
The line dividing a colonial apologia from the attempt to achieve a
productive and peaceful colonial engagement was to be found else-
where. Sometimes it was located in the realms of pure fantasy; in any
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case, it often betrayed a belief in infrastructure that came close to
being a substitute for religion.

In the 1920s, for example, Herman Sörgel, an architect from
Munich, pursued the idea of blocking off the Mediterranean by
damming the Straits of Gibraltar and allowing the sea level to drop
by 100 to 200 metres through condensation, thus linking Europe and
Africa to form a single continent, Atlantropa, a plan that was only
finally abandoned in the 1960s. The claims made for this megaproject
were based on utopian expectations of what was potentially possible.
The Paneuropa Union, in aiming to put Coudenhove-Kalergi’s phi-
losophy of history into practice, supported technically by Sörgel,
reflected the enthusiasm for opening up infrastructural space. Here,
too, geopolitical, economic, and technical interests overlapped in the
attempt to create a large space integrated by infrastructure. It is only
thanks to van Laak’s highly meritorious longitudinal historical study
that it now becomes clear what it meant for several generations to
devote themselves to these questions continuously, and for classical
colonial policy and modern development aid to enter into a complex
mutual relationship with Africa as a projection-screen for Europe.
Thus the years from 1880 to 1960 can convincingly be reconstructed,
despite all historical turning points, as a unitary period. In this view,
colonialism always existed, whether in the ‘taking’ form of the past,
or the ‘giving’ form of modern times. Since the beginning of the his-
tory of the colonial empires, however, imperial gesture and
grandiose failure can hardly be separated from each other.
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