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Few bon mots so aptly describe the transformation brought about by the
scramble for Africa as the well-crafted words of the British missionary
Alexander Mackay. In 1890 he made the succinct but perceptive
observation: ‘In former years the universal aim was to steal the African
from Africa. Today the determination of Europe is to steal Africa from
the African’ (p. 209). The causes of this substantial alteration in European
policy towards sub-Saharan Africa, the methods initially employed to
put it into effect, and the means by which it was ultimately achieved,
at least in respect to that part of the continent that would become the
German protectorate of East Africa and which is known today as
Tanzania, is the subject of this investigation by Jutta Bückendorf.

Much of the story that Jutta Bückendorf relates is already a familiar
one. At the start of the 1880s the German government of Otto von
Bismarck had absolutely no interest whatsoever in developing Germany
as a colonial power. For the master of Realpolitik, imperialism, especially
in respect to the unknown lands of the African interior, seemed both an
unnecessary distraction from the real diplomatic arena of central
Europe and a source of potentially limitless problems, obligations, and
burdens. However, if Bismarck could see no gain in the advancing of
Germany’s ‘civilizing mission’ throughout the far reaches of the globe,
that does not mean that his lack of interest was universal. On the
contrary, inside Germany was to be found a growing colonial movement.
Although, the aims of the vast majority of colonial enthusiasts initially
went no further than changing the chancellor’s mind through a
programme of colonial propaganda, their failure to achieve this soon
led some of them, in their frustration, to contemplate the idea of more
direct action. As a result, in 1883 an insalubrious coterie of German
nationalists and adventurers, epitomized by such figures as Carl Peters
and Joachim Graf von Pfeil, set off for East Africa in an attempt to
promote the cause of German colonialism by private action.

More by accident than design, their expedition coincided with a
shift in Bismarck’s diplomacy. While still utterly unconvinced by the
argument for African colonies, the chancellor nevertheless momentarily
saw some foreign policy as well as some domestic political advantages
to be gained from pretending otherwise. The result was a temporary
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willingness to give official protection to private colonial ventures such
as Carl Peters’s Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Gesellschaft (DOAG). The sole
stipulation to Bismarck’s support was that these companies, rather than
the Reich government, should shoulder the burden of administrating
and developing such new territories as were thereby acquired. This
concept of ‘colonial empire with limited liability’ (p.183) was loosely
based upon a mistaken notion of how chartered companies functioned
in the British colonial system. Unfortunately, just as most British
chartered companies were to prove a failure when it came to colonial
government, so too was the DOAG. Through a combination of
inadequate resourcing, insufficient forward planning, and insensitivity
to local conditions the DOAG not only failed to make a profit out of its
colonial enterprises, it also managed to alienate the indigenous
population to such an extent that a major armed uprising broke out.
The magnitude of this local resistance movement was so great that, in
the end, it could only be suppressed by military intervention on the
part of the Reich government, which found that from this first
involvement there was no turning back. In this manner, Bismarck’s
colonial concept of government by colonial merchants proved a failure
and direct control by a Reich-appointed administration had to be
instituted. As a result, six years after its initial foundation by private
action, the territory of East Africa had become a formal colony.

Bückendorf’s decision to reiterate afresh this familiar tale inevitably
leads the reader to the question: does the author have anything new to
bring to the topic? As this book emerged out of a doctoral dissertation
completed at the University of Bamberg, the expectation is clearly that
it will. Whether or not this actually proves to be the case, however, is
not quite so readily apparent. In terms of the archival sources utilized,
for example, the answer is essentially in the negative. The principal
documentary collection upon which this study is based is that of the
Reichskolonialamt, the papers of which were, until recently, housed at
Potsdam. This is, of course, the most logical place from which to begin
any examination of the primary sources for German colonial history.
However, in the case of this particular topic, it has been done before.
One of the delvers into these files was Fritz Ferdinand Müller, author
of the 1959 publication Deutschland – Zanzibar – Ostafrika. A comparison
of the files consulted by Bückendorf with those used by Müller some
forty years ago shows a remarkable similarity. Indeed, there is very
little to distinguish between the two lists, with the possible exception
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that, whereas Müller also consulted some of the Potsdam-housed files
of the Auswärtiges Amt, the Reichsamt des Innern and the Deutsche
Kolonialgesellschaft, Bückendorf was more circumspect. She confined
her attention to a few of the files of the Auswärtiges Amt. That she did
not use the resources of Potsdam more fully is somewhat surprising
and leads to some unnecessary lacunae in her primary source base.

One example of this relates to Joachim Graf von Pfeil, a not
unimportant person in the history of the foundation of German East
Africa. His Nachlaß was, until the recent move to Berlin, also to be
found at Potsdam. Surely it would have been worth a look to see if it
contained anything of importance for this study. The same point could
be made with respect to the utilization of further German archival
sources, for which there are many possible candidates. Yet, other than
visiting Potsdam, the only additional collection scrutinized by
Bückendorf was the records of the Bavarian ministry of state at the
Bayerisches Hauptstaatsarchiv in Munich. This is a somewhat surprising
choice. The Bavarian government was not a prime mover in formulating
colonial policy and, although their representatives in Berlin scrupu-
lously observed and commented upon Reich policy, such indirect
reporting is not guaranteed always to be revealing. Certainly, it does
not appear to have been particularly fruitful for this study. Yet, if
Munich proved of only marginal value, there were other places that
might have been more useful. Most obvious as a source of relevant
material, especially given that Anglo-German relations are a consistent
aspect of this topic, would have been the records of the German Foreign
Office. Yet, surprisingly, the Politisches Archiv des Auswärtigen Amtes at
Bonn was not consulted.

If this study does not advance much that is new in terms of archival
evidence, does it have anything new to offer in terms of its approach?
With respect to methodology Bückendorf does, indeed, lay claim to
originality. The volume begins with the contention that too much
colonial history is written from the perspective of the European
colonizers and that not enough notice is taken either of the conditions
that existed in Africa before the arrival of the European powers or of the
impact that such African realities had on the process and progress of
imperialism. This is certainly true. In part, this reflects the difficulty of
finding reliable contemporary sources written by indigenous people
rather than by European merchants, explorers or missionaries; in part,
it also reflects prevailing Eurocentrism. Bückendorf is, therefore, correct
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to say that there is a need to re-examine the major incidents of the
scramble for Africa in a form that takes note of the interaction between
European trends and African circumstances. The question is, does this
study succeed in doing this? At times, the answer is a resounding yes.
One section of the book that is particularly successful in this respect
concerns the armed resistance to the DOAG that broke out in 1888. The
particular local conditions that made the population so antagonistic to
the company’s programme and allowed the various local groups to
sink their differences in response to this common threat are described
in a most effective manner and place the DOAG’s actions in sharp
relief.

Unfortunately, the author is not always so successful in weaving
together the two themes of African conditions and German actions.
This is especially evident in the opening part of the book. The first main
section of text (pp. 15-157) provides an extensive corpus of background
information about African history, at times stretching back many
hundreds of years, that includes details of migrations, economic
developments, and warfare. While this is certainly interesting, it does
not lead to an integrated history in which the interactions of African
and European developments are fully offset. Instead, it produces a
separate ‘stand alone’ narrative of African affairs which is simply too
bulky and self-contained properly to weave together with later chapters.
Indeed, from a non-German perspective, this extensive body (150
pages!) of background information is, quite frankly, an unnecessary
indulgence that slows down the pace of the text and makes the reader
impatient to know when the central questions will be addressed. To be
effective this section would have to be both shorter (remember Mies
van der Rohe’s dictum ‘less is more’) and would also have to integrate
more clearly with the succeeding chapter on the German background
to colonialism.

Bearing in mind these criticisms, how should one evaluate this
study? Clearly the work does not succeed totally in its stated aim of
making the German acquisition of East Africa more explicable in the
light of the African context. However, it is a step in this direction.
Equally, while the book does not offer all the archival depth that might
have been desired, Bückendorf does make extensive use of both
contemporary publications and the large secondary literature. As a
result, there emerges a very competent and extensive synthesis of
existing research that is supplemented by some new findings, a great
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deal of detail, and a lot of interesting anecdotal material from the
newspapers and journals of the 1880s. Anyone seeking information on
the founding of German East Africa would be well advised to start with
this book.
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