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THOMAS SCHOONOVER, Germany in Central America: Competitive
Imperialism 1821-1929 (Tuscaloosa and London: University of Alaba -
ma Press, 1998), xiv + 317 pp. ISBN 0 8173 0886 5. $39.95

Thomas Schoonover (University of Southwestern Louisiana) is a rec-
ognized expert on the history of the Central American states. He has
published several books on their multilateral relations with world
society and on contacts between the region and the USA and France.
This book deals with German economic, political, and to some degree
also military expansion into the Caribbean and Central America,
with the complex relationship between the German Reich and the
USA constantly present in the background. Schoonover is able to
draw on his extensive knowledge of Central America and on far-
ranging and lengthy archival research which has brought to light
some new and hitherto unknown material. Above all, he takes a long-
term perspective (1821 to 1929) orientated more by economiccaesuras
than political ones. These economic developments are closely linked
to political events in chronologically successive chapters.

The reader learns many previously unknown details about the
activities of German-speaking emigrants and traders in the region.
Businessmen had opened up the Central American markets since the
early nineteenth century and encouraged exports to Central Europe,
even though the number of German-speaking emigrants was initial -
ly very small. Before 1914 the German export/import trade built up
a strong, at times dominant, market position in constant and tough
competition with British, French and US firms, although the signifi -
cance of the region for German foreign trade in general was margin -
al. What is particularly surprising and has not been analysed in this
form before is that the German export trade based in Central America
itself managed to survive the period between 1914 and 1917, almost
without difficulty, despite extremely bad wider conditions. Schoon -
over provides plenty of evidence for this. After the war the German
trading houses and those German emigrés firmly established in
Central American societies regained their pre-war economic position
within a decade despite numerous sequestrations and sporadic con -
fiscations. These were imposed as a result of massive pressure from
the USA, not the respective Central American states. The recovery
was achieved despite the fact that the French and US governments
applied considerable pressure to prevent further growth in German
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imports and exports. Part of the reason for this success story was that
German traders, with considerable verve and not a little skill in deal-
ing with the printed media, restored their partially lost reputation
and counteracted the after-effects of the intensive propaganda put
out by the Entente. Some of the initiatives to rebuild contacts with the
German Reich interrupted in 1914 and 1917 came from the Central
American governments who were seeking a counterweight to the
growing power of the USA and were also dissatisfied with the busi -
ness practices of US firms. The book is supplemented by an extensive
and detailed statistical appendix which provides excellent material
for further research. The work also contains rich empirical material,
some of it hitherto unknown, which illustrates trade connections,
trends in the flow of goods, and developments in migration.

Where there is light, there are usually also shadows. Although the
book is based on extraordinarily dense material, the theoretical
framework into which it is inserted is not always convincing. When
talking about the German states before 1870 and the German Reich
after 1871 Schoonover argues within a strictly national context. He
seems to believe that a German in Central America always acted in
accordance with the policy of his fatherland, just as a US citizen
almost always adhered to Washington’s foreign policy. But this does
not tie in with the sources Schoonover uses and I feel that greater dif-
ferentiation is needed than is attempted here. The source material
certainly does show that many German traders and emigrants felt
like expatriates, and nurtured a nostalgic and somewhat exaggerated
patriotic devotion to their former country in clubs, associations, cul -
tural institutions, and, above all, churches. However, the sources also
make it clear that the German citizens in Central America did not act
as a unified national bloc. In short, how ‘German’ were the ‘German’
trading houses, plantations, and large landowners in Central
America? Schoonover’s account of the activities of native compradores
shows that there were close links to the local economic and social
structures, and that these compradores considered themselves as part
of the firms they worked for, even if they remained citizens of
Nicaragua, Guatemala, or Honduras. Essentially, German traders
pursued their business interests without considering the German
national economy, naturally used American or British banks to their
mutual advantage, and acted as mediators in conflicts between vari -
ous indigenous political groups; they rarely took sides. Not least,
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chauvinistic German circles complained that young German men in
the colonies were marrying local women without considering the
supposed national interests of Germans expatriates. Racist under -
tones were unmistakable here. Schoonover also provides many
examples of good co-operation between German and US firms on
specific projects. At the economic level there do not appear to have
been any disagreements between Germans and Americans in princi -
ple; it was more the typical mixture of conflict and co-operation char-
acteristic of strong economic enterprises.

Moreover, in my view Schoonover overestimates the consistency
of German imperialism. Based on his extensive source material he
does, without doubt, demonstrate that many German consuls, con -
suls-general, diplomats, and, indeed, various German businessmen,
constantly promoted far-reaching imperialist ideas: there were
strong demands for naval stations and for German settlements to be
politically strengthened, combined with attempts to exert influence
over governments, for example, in the armaments industry. Latent
conflicts with the USA, whose foreign policy strictly followed the
Monroe Doctrine, especially with regard to building the Panama
Canal, were pre-programmed. However, Schoonover interprets these
numerous, and mostly unsuccessful, schemes as the official position
of the German governments. This seems to me dubious, especially for
the period before 1870. Schoonover uses hitherto unknown material
to show that in the 1850s Prussian entrepreneurs also had a political
interest in the Isthmus, and that at times the Prussian envoy Hugo
Hesse defended grotesque social imperialist ideas. But from all the
factors known so far there can be no question of this having had any
lasting effect on Prussian foreign policy or that the establishment of
Prussian naval bases in the Caribbean was ever seriously considered.
From the Prussian perspective the region was far too unimportant
and there can certainly be no question of Bismarck having seriously
thought of acquiring Central American colonies or naval bases in
1868 or 1870-1, which is what Schoonover’s argument at least sug -
gests.

Before the First World War the diplomatic corps of all European
great powers had a constant struggle against the furor consularis. The
‘men on the spot’ always behaved far more aggressively and were
more expansionist than was approved by the European diplomatic
centres and the managements of companies. Hermann Wallich, head
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of the Deutsche Überseeische Bank, summed this up by saying that
in Latin America every consul wanted to have a German cruiser and
a German bank in his district. The sources in Schoonover’s book
show, contrary to his assessment, that many subordinate German
employees were in an excellent position to promote German trade,
but were not trained to cope with diplomatic issues. The fact that
consuls and consuls-general were extremely independent, and that
communications with the mother country were poor, tempted them
constantly to overstep the limits of their authority, thereby provok -
ing undesirable political conflicts. The exaggerated nationalist tirades
of individual consuls were not identical with Prussian or German
foreign policy. It was not until the 1890s that attempts were made to
turn an independent, aggressive overseas policy into reality, and
even then, despite some bungling, the Monroe Doctrine was general-
ly respected. Schoonover’s account also overestimates the ideas of
the German navy. As is well known, around the turn of the century
it developed a plan to attack the USA, one in which the Caribbean
was supposed to play a central strategic role. However, both German
and British naval historians (cf. the works of Rolf Hobson) are agreed
that this was actually nothing more than ‘occupational therapy’, or
‘winter work’ for naval officers with not enough to do, that is, a
chance for them to demonstrate their ability to draw up strategic con-
cepts. Afterwards the idea of invading the USA disappeared into a
drawer in the naval office and eventually ended up in the archives,
where it was found by historians decades later.

Despite this criticism of details, Schoonover closes an important
gap in the research. Previously very little was known about the
Prussian and Hanseatic consular system, or that of the German Reich,
even though researchers agree that it made a considerable contribu -
tion to the enormous success of German exports before 1914. Schoon-
over has now covered this topic in the case of Central America. He
demonstrates precisely how consuls, consuls-general, and envoys
were appointed, what sorts of career patterns emerged, how often
they intrigued against one another, and how they sought to expand
their spheres of influence with and against each other. The German
consular service was by no means attractive to all German business -
men. Various influential German-speakers refused to be appointed
consul because they were firmly entrenched in regional structures
and could see no advantage in becoming the representative of the
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Hanseatic towns, Prussia, or the German Reich. It is also clear that in
some individual cases consular and personal business interests
became intertwined in a problematic way. By claiming that certain
projects would add to the national prestige in order to gain the sup -
port of the German diplomatic corps, they might also have been lin -
ing their own pockets.

The driving forces behind German economic and political expan -
sion also seem to me to be presented too one-sidedly. The only theo-
ry put forward by Schoonover is that of social imperialism, and we
must bear in mind that ‘social imperialism’ has slightly different con-
notations from the German term Sozialimperialismus . Weltpolitik is
defined as the German form of social imperalism, and like Immanuel
Wallerstein, Schoonover supports the thesis that during the nine -
teenth century Germany developed from a semi-peripheral to a met-
ropolitan region by means of ‘social imperialism’. This, he says, is
how peripheral areas (amongst others, Guatemala, parts of eastern
and south-eastern Europe, colonies in Africa and Asia) became
dependent. This schematic account may do very well as a heuristic
model, but it certainly does not reflect the reality of Germany’s devel-
opment in the nineteenth century since there can be no question of
German imperialism until the 1880s at the earliest. Nor can German
emigration before the founding of the Reich be said to be in any way
imperalist, quite apart from the fact that hardly any Germans went to
Central America anyway. It was not until the 1880s and 1890s that
German foreign policy sought, with varying degrees of success, to
instrumentalize the emigrant colonies for political purposes, which
Schoonover also illustrates using the example of cultural policy. The
theoretical model of social imperialism may explain individual
aspects of German expansion before 1914, but it does not do justice to
German imperialism as a whole.

Some reference to the extensive and complex theoretical debates
about ‘informal empire’ would have been helpful here. This would
have given the theoretical position put forward in this book a firmer
grounding. For the period before 1870 in particular it is not really
clear what political impact German informal imperialism had on the
societies in question. Schoonover’s material seems to permit contra -
dictory and disparate interpretations here. Independent of all the
various theoretical positions and premisses that emerged from the
classical debates of the 1960s and 1970s about British informal impe -
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rialism in Latin America, there is now consensus among scholars that
a strong economic position by no means constituted an informal
empire. In each case there had to be elements of political influence as
well. Precisely what the political dimension was in the case of Central
America, and via which formal and informal channels political and
economic decisions in those countries were influenced or jointly
reached, is not always clear from Schoonover’s book, despite numer-
ous individual examples. For instance, the German gun-boat policy
vis-à-vis Nicaragua in 1878 is vividly described, yet it seems to be
mainly attributable not to social imperialist intentions, but to a
European Great Power trying to gain prestige when dealing with a
debtor who was unwilling to pay up. Holger H. Herwig has already
shown something similar in the case of the Venezuela project of 1902-
3. German coffee barons and large landowners in Guatemala and
elsewhere, who deliberately had themselves photographed in the
style and pose of a colonial ruler, certainly did wield political power.
But in this case the comparative studies which are needed for a com-
prehensive theoretical assessment do not exist. There is certainly a
need for more research here.

Schoonover has written a book rich in material and knowledge.
Although it lags behind the current historical discussion from a the -
oretical point of view, it is still essential reading for anyone interest -
ed in German expansion and the history of the Central American
states.

BORIS BARTH, University of Constance, has published widely on
German imperialism, international finance diplomacy, and German
foreign policy. He is currently working on a project on the conse -
quences of the First World War for the German Bürgertum.
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