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PHILIP S. ZACHERNUK, Colonial Subjects: An African Intelligentsia
and Atlantic Ideas (Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 2000),
269 pp. ISBN 0 8139 1907 X. $59.50 (hardback). ISBN 0 8139 1908 8.
$19.50 (paperback)

‘Africans’, the eminent Africanist historian Frederick Cooper recent-
ly claimed, ‘have not had an equal voice in determining what “uni-
versal values” are, but theirs has been a vital voice nonetheless.’ In
his well-written and original contribution to the recently revitalized
field of African intellectual history, Philip Zachernuk carefully analy-
ses and contextualizes the ‘vital voices’ of the southern Nigerian
intelligentsia for the period from 1840 to 1960. He examines the intel-
lectuals’ engagement with British and Black Atlantic assumptions
and assertions about Africa’s place in the world. In this context,
Zachernuk argues against the old dichotomous views of African
intellectuals as torn between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’ or as ‘delud-
ed hybrids’ who remained ‘mentally enslaved’ to foreign ideas.
According to him, their concepts and ideas were ‘neither “tradition-
al African” nor “modern European” but … a modern African cre-
ation which has to be grasped on its own term’ (p. 9). Zachernuk
shows that Western-educated Africans acted as cultural brokers or
mediators between colonizers and colonized. They played with dif-
ferent cultural registers and repertoires and established numerous
networks in an in-between space characterized by hierarchies, rejec-
tions, and contradictions. And in the process they created a distinc-
tive intellectual culture grounded on local and European sources.
Zachernuk’s intelligentsia is overwhelmingly male, while women’s
voices are seldom present. However, the author makes some effort to
include women in his educational statistics and he also mentions
European women entering the Nigerian colonial and mission servic-
es. In his concluding remarks he openly admits that he did not exam-
ine issues of gender because this and other additional complexities,
he argues, would have made his book an excessively dense survey.

During the colonial century the southern Nigerian intelligentsia
formed a heterogeneous group, often riven by factional disputes. The
author is particularly good in teasing out the complex relations
between early Yoruba returnee intellectuals from Sierra Leone (called
Saro), emerging local Yoruba and other southern Nigerian intellectu-
al groups, outsider missionaries, and colonial administrators.
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Moreover, Zachernuk attempts to define the periods at which certain
self-images and views of societies within Nigeria dominated.
Throughout the middle of the nineteenth century, the small coastal
enclaves of Christian converts saw themselves, and wanted to be
seen, as African representatives of British civilization. They held, as
Zachernuk puts it, ‘the English language, the Christian church,
British law, international commerce, and Western education as insti-
tutions relevant—but not always necessary—to their lives’ (p. 20).
The intelligentsia, as a small and insecure community, found
strength in the project of bringing ‘Western civilization’ to ‘Africa’
proffered by contemporary European and Black Atlantic thinkers.
The educated élite attempted to adapt European discourse about
Africa to their needs, to draw from imposed categories something
more suited to their medial position between imperial discourse and
African realities. Until the reinforcement of a formal colonial order in
the late nineteenth century, the barrier between ‘Africa’ and ‘Europe’
was held to be cultural and historical rather than racial, a barrier
seemingly surmountable by commerce and Christianity.

Zachernuk shows that throughout the mid-nineteenth century the
intelligentsia even promoted the expansion of the colonial state. The
colonial order offered status through careers in commerce, church,
and state. A few African ‘merchant princes’ became extremely
wealthy, most notably Richard B. Blaize of Lagos, whose fortune sur-
passed that of all but a few European entrepreneurs by the end of the
nineteenth century. Other Africans filled lucrative posts in the
administrative sector. The colonial government in Lagos required
clerks, including senior ones. Government service, however, was
soon widely regarded as an occupation which increased dependence
on a government hostile to the intelligentsia’s grand ambitions. This
sentiment was voiced by the Lagos Standard in September 1897, quot-
ed by Zachernuk: ‘To many a man, rather should we say, to many an
African, the Government Service is often the end of all usefulness and
respectability, all manliness and independence.’ Moreover, at the
turn of the century, imperial partition and deteriorating economic
conditions forced a re-evaluation of initial positions, even more so as
with the rise of scientific racism European colonizers began to
emphasize impermeable divisions between the ‘races’. ‘Races’ were
now ranked hierarchically, with Africans near the bottom. In the
judgments of most British in Nigeria, the project of a ‘civilizing mis-
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sion’ was an impossible mission; Africans, in short, could not be ‘civ-
ilized’. Soon after the turn of the century, Europeans in Lagos tried to
set up a colonial church and a Freemason’s lodge for whites only. In
1897 Africans were excluded from the Chamber of Commerce.
Official residential segregation was added to employment and salary
discrimination. Thus the attitude of the intelligentsia toward the
colonial order shifted from admiration to aversion. ‘The colonial
state’, Zachernuk writes, ‘was something from which the medial
classes now wanted to escape, through independent careers, eco-
nomic self-help, and Pan-African attachment’ (p. 176 f.).

From the 1880s on, the Nigerian intelligentsia faced the combined
challenge of racism and imperial control and were forced to re-exam-
ine their self-image as ‘black Englishmen’. They joined with African-
American and other writers to present themselves as members of a
racewide élite in search of their own ‘African personality’. As
Zachernuk puts it, the vague, unformed sense of being ‘black
Englishmen’ was displaced by a sense of being black, of being part of
the rising community of diasporan Africans. The members of the
educated community in Nigeria, he writes, ‘could become a genuine
elite not by serving as agents of the Western penetration of the
African darkness but by combining Western knowledge with their
putative racial characteristics, acting in concert with other black elites
of similar mind … Whatever Yoruba or West African qualities they
held virtuous were virtues of the race affirmed against claims of
European hegemony and superiority’ (p. 67). For instance, to build
an African church in Lagos in 1901 was to lay the foundation of the
church for the ‘black race’.

Zachernuk identifies four writers who, around 1900, formulated
most cogently the southern Nigerian intelligentsia’s response to the
betrayal of the civilizing mission. The most prominent among them
was Edwin Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912), the politician, writer, and
diplomat, who spent much of his life in Liberia and who has been
regarded as one of the key thinkers in the development of Pan-
African ideas. One of the many ideas Blyden put forward was a pro-
posal for the organization of higher education within West Africa. In
Lagos, Blyden’s ideas were endorsed and popularized most notably
by three men: John Payne Jackson, editor of the Lagos Weekly Record,
a Liberian married into a Lagos West Indian family; Reverend James
Johnson, a Saro missionary; and Mojola Agbebi, a poet, writer, and
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preacher and the Nigerian-born son of Saro parents. The ideas of
these men diverged on many points. However, they all endorsed
Blyden’s plea for Africans to discover the ‘African personality’ and
develop in consonance with it. In other words, Africans had to estab-
lish a church rooted in African culture, and to develop social and
political institutions suited to their ‘race’. Moreover, they had to dis-
cover their past and present to guide them in this work and to refute
European claims that Africans had nothing useful to give to the rest
of the world.

Blyden and his three Lagosian ‘comrades-in-arms’ all died
between 1912 and 1917, but they left a clear set of principles for their
followers. In fact, as Zachernuk shows in considerable detail, the
inter-war period probably marked the most promising moment of
Nigerian intellectual history, at least during colonial times. Although
this period was characterized among other things by encompassing
economic depression, unemployment for school graduates, and per-
sistent racism, their greater numbers, deeper local roots, and a more
intimate knowledge of both their Black Atlantic and British peers
helped provide the intelligentsia with a more substantial sense of
their own situation. The medial classes became more diverse, more
pragmatic, and more organized, particularly in the forums provided
by the newly consolidated colonial state in Nigeria, most notably
youth associations. The nationalist period after the Second Word
War, however, represented a considerable break. The intelligentsia
had to change agendas while undergoing complex and rapid alter-
ations in their own social makeup. Zachernuk sums up this develop-
ment: ‘More widespread recruitment, competing loyalties, diversify-
ing educational careers, a renewed attachment to the state, and divi-
sive stratification all served to disrupt established patterns’ (p. 125).
In the hectic decade preceding independence in 1960, ‘difference’
was mainly understood merely as referring to the gap between
Nigeria’s ‘underdeveloped’ present and its desired ‘modern’ future.
In the meantime, the unique perspective on African and Nigerian
problems that had fitfully emerged between the wars was lost. Thus,
Zachernuk concludes, most of the intelligentsia left the British
Empire in a state of doubt and fragmentation rather than of certainty
and resolution.
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ANDREAS ECKERT is Professor of African History at the University
of Hamburg. He has published numerous articles on nineteenth- and
twentieth-century African history and historiography. He is the author
of Die Duala und die Kolonialmächte (1991) and Grundbesitz, Landkonflikte
und kolonialer Wandel: Douala 1880 bis 1960 (1999). His study Herrschen
und Verwalten: Afrikanische Bürokraten, staatliche Ordnung und Politik in
Tanzania, 1920–1970 will be published this year.
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RICHARD STEIGMANN-GALL, The Holy Reich: Nazi Conceptions of
Christianity, 1919–1945 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2003), xvi + 294 pp. ISBN 0 521 82371 4. £25.00 ($30.00)

In view of the vast historical literature on the relationship between
religion and politics, church and state in Nazi Germany it would
seem sensible to mark the position of a new contribution on this
topic. The subtitle comes very close to expressing what the author
has in mind: an analysis of the Nazi élite’s views on Christianity. His
study is intended to be revisionist, even provocative, in the sense that
it questions the general assumption that Christianity and Nazism
were fundamentally incompatible. This is, indeed, the conclusion to
be drawn from the many books on the persecution of both churches
during the Third Reich.

Richard Steigmann-Gall’s approach is, strictly speaking, histori-
cist in that he holds that Nazi pronouncements on religion should be
taken literally. He dismisses all suggestions of opportunism and tac-
tical manœuvring (except when it became fashionable to leave the
church) in order to avoid giving offence to the population at large. In
one of his categorical statements he says: ‘Professions of Christian
feelings were not the product of Nazi mendacity’ (p. 262). Several
times he uses the image of the stage: declarations on the public stage
were the same as those after the curtain came down. This assump-
tion, which is bound to be disputed by many experts, is crucial for the
argument about the religious roots of anti-Semitism. Subjective per-
ceptions and professions concerning Christianity are the author’s
main source material. In addition he makes full use of the relevant
files of the Federal Archives in Berlin, especially regarding the quar-
rels among those leaders, such as Bormann, Rosenberg, Himmler,
Bouhler, and Kerrl, who were competing for the movement’s ideo-
logical high ground. 

The book’s striking leitmotiv is hinted at in the introduction
where the author parades Erich Koch, one of the regime’s worst war
criminals, as his star witness. On Luther’s 450th birthday in 1933,
Koch compared Hitler and the Reformer as true believers. Later Koch
became president of his provincial synod and after the war he was to
claim: ‘I held the view that the Nazi idea had to develop from a basic
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