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Foreword 

Generations of scholars have been engaged with what George 
Basalla once famously termed 'the spread of western science': 
the relationship of science with empires and imperial expansion 
since its early days. The sciences and their development were 
understood as instruments which the European colonial powers 
employed to gain economic advantage and political control. 
However, the subject has mainly been constrained by the limits 
of its national and disciplinary prerogatives and conceptually 
associated with the respective national levels. This volume there-
fore tries to open a transnational comparative perspective on to 
four different West European colonial powers, reflecting the 
growing interest shown in the history of science and the history 
of colonialism by world system theories and cultural studies. 

If the sciences are seen as agencies of imperial culture and of 
cultural imperialism, it seems appropriate to approach them 
from both the metropolitan and the peripheral viewpoints, and 
also to pay tribute to the different ways in which imperial expan-
sion occurred, whether as conquest, plantation, or settlement. 
Further, the sciences had specific meanings in the specific histor-
ical realities of European colonialism: Britain, France, Germany, 
and the Netherlands present similarities and differences in their 
imperial systems, and in the way in which sciences were used in 
relation to the level at which they interacted with the indigenous 
populations. While the sciences certainly helped to purvey solu-
tions that were required by the imperial governments, they could 
equally well provide the basis for an institution of knowledge that 
was used by the colonized to create forms of civil disobedience 
ranging up to open resistance to the colonial power. Thus this 
process can help us to comprehend the complex character of the 
interaction between Europe and the colonial world. 

Based partly on an international conference of the German 
Historical Institute London, this volume brings together authors 
from four continents. It explores how, from around 1800 to the 
middle of the twentieth century, Western European empires 
influenced, or were influenced by, scientific exploration as a 
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means which the culture of the West used to gain entry to the 
non-Western world. Likewise, the impact of science on the colo-
nial world is investigated. Historians of science and imperialism 
are now well aware that the cultural consequences of imperial-
ism were as profound for the colonizer as for the colonized. It is 
in this process of multiple engagements and entanglements 
between Europeans and the colonial world, and European scien-
tists at home and abroad that colonial science emerged and 
developed. 

The German Historical Institute London owes thanks to many 
individuals. A number of people gave expert advice and critical 
comments during the planning phase of the conference, which 
took place during the directorship of my predecessor, Professor 
Peter Wende. We are particularly grateful to the authors repre-
sented in the present volume, and to those who chaired the 
discussions with great discretion, stimulated the debate, and 
helped with their advice on editorial questions. We should like to 
mention especially Dr Richard Drayton and Professor Margit 
Szöllösi-Janze as well as Professor Peter Alter, Professor Adam 
Jones, Professor John MacKenzie, Professor Peter J. Marshall, 
Professor Andrew Porter, Professor Paul Weindling, and Dr 
Michael Warboys. Also many thanks must go to Anne Ashby of 
Oxford University Press for all her help in publishing this 
volume. Further we would like to thank Dr Angela Davies for 
her untiring work in the process of editing the present volume. 
The main credit, however, for conceiving and organizing the 
conference, as well as for editing the present volume, must go to 
Dr Benedikt Stuchtey, and I should like to take this opportunity 
to express my thanks to him. 

London 
September 2004 

Hagen Schulze 
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Introduction: Towards a Comparative 
History of Science and Tropical Medicine 

in Imperial Cultures since 1800 

BENEDIKT STUCHTEY 

He gave New Zealand's highest mountain his name, and a group 
of islands in the southern Pacific are called after him. Yet while 
James Cook's fame is unbroken, many of his contemporaries, 
well-known in their own times and equally successful as explor-
ers and scientists, need to be rediscovered by modern historiog-
raphy. Joseph Banks is one example. Accompanying Cook on his 
first voyage around the world, Banks built up invaluable 
personal networks in an age when crown and nation increasingly 
left it to individuals to organize and finance institutions that were 
specifically devoted to science. In order to advance the cause of 
scientific research and to enhance the power of his country, 
Banks collected rare plants in Newfoundland and Iceland and 
helped to establish a centre for botanical research that was to be 
among the most prestigious of its kind, the new Royal Botanic 
Gardens at Kew. 1 Kew was then being developed as the heart of 
the Georgian network of botanic gardens in the British Isles and 
on the colonial periphery: seeds and information about forestry, 
horticulture, and agriculture were exchanged; and curators and 
botanists had a task similar to that of colonial administrators or 
missionaries in creating a 'British (imperial) world'. 2 

1 John Gascoigne, Science in the Service ef Empire: Joseph Banks, the British St,at,e and the Uses 
ef Science in the Age ef Revolution (Cambridge, 1998); id., Joseph Banks and the English 
Enlightenment: Useful Knowledge and Polite Culture (Cambridge, 1994); David Mackay, 'A 
Presiding Genius of Exploration: Banks, Cook and Empire, 1767-1805', in Robin Fisher 
and Hughjohnston (eds.), Captain James Cook and his Times (Seattle, 1979), 21-39; Richard 
Drayton, Nature's Government- Scumce, Imperial Britain, and the 'Improvement' ef the World (New 
Haven, 2000), 85-106. 

2 See Dona! McCracken's essay in this volume and his Gardens ef Empire: Bot,anical 
Institutwns ef the Vutorian British Empire (London, 1997); also Lucile H. Brockway, Scumce and 
Colonial Expansion: 7he Role ef the British Royal Botanic Gordens (New York, 1979). 
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This was, indeed, 'science in the service of empire', seeking to 
promote the cause of scientific research and equally that of 
British imperial power and influence. When, after the American 
Revolution, the Pitt government attempted to make the state 
bureaucracy more professional, the role of individuals and their 
informal and personal connections in the corridors of power 
became all the more important. Banks, who developed a close 
relationship with George III, was elected President of the Royal 
Society in 1778 and served as such until his death in 1820. 
Furthermore, it was Banks who recommended that the East 
India Company make India a source for raw materials for the 
British market and later act as a promoter of botanical research. 
As a member of the political and social élite of his period, he 
advised every prime minister starting with Lord North and 
regarded himself as a faithful servant of king and country alike. 
As he saw it, one of his major tasks was to reconstruct the over-
seas Empire after the independence of the American colonies. 
The growing demand for scientific expertise driven by the loss of 
North America resulted in the modernization of state and soci-
ety. The sciences, in Banks's case botany and agriculture in 
particular, were used in the promotion of the national interest, 
and despite their universal tenets they were applied to causes 
that, with the Napoleonic Wars, became increasingly nationalis-
tic. Banks, a cosmopolitan scholar and member of Europe's 
enlightened republic of letters, was thus an anachronism in the 
new century. What Roy MacLeod has called the 'creed of 
science' was the widespread nineteenth-century acceptance of 
science and technology as the embodiments of the triumph of 
progress and the improvement of the nation. 3 

This had a political, economic, and a cultural dimension. The 
latter produced the convincing argument that under the influ-
ence of Western science, non-Western countries had been 
culturally conquered in no less radical and lasting a way. 
Imperialist strategies for creating scientific, that is, cultural, 
dependencies were as effective as, for example, economic means 
in creating economic dominance over the 'civilized' country.4 

3 Roy M. MacLeod, The 'Creed ef Science' in Vutorian England (London, 2000). 
4 Among pioneering projects in this respect cf. the volume by Teresa Meade and 

Mark Walker (eds.), Science, Medicine, and Cultural Imperialism (London, 1991) and Michael 
Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men: Science, Technology and Ideologies ef Western Dominance 
(Ithaca, I 990). 
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Describing explorations and discoveries in Africa, a late nine-
teenth-century German author declared that initiating scientific 
research was one of Germany's first tasks, after the formal estab-
lishment of colonial rule, which was 'associated with cultural and 
political activity alike'.5 The symbiotic bond between scientific 
motives and imperial ideologies promised to be profitable in 
numerous areas, but especially in the realm of knowledge and its 
acquisition. 

It certainly also had a religious dimension, given the privilege 
and space that science was gaining in both Western and non-
Western societies, thereby approaching the role of Christianity. 
'Men of science', such as, to give but two examples, Charles 
Darwin and the best-known popularizer of Darwinian theory, 
Thomas Henry Huxley, were not only professional scientific 
practitioners but also continued to be regarded as moral and reli-
gious figures during their age.6 The 'creed of science' embraced 
a crusade against ignorance and unbelief, against the enemies of 
the idea of progress and improvement. It possessed its own apos-
tolic succession with Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Descartes, 
Leibniz, Newton, and other representatives of the Scientific 
Revolution, through to the Romantic movement as the forerun-
ner of nineteenth-century scientific and evolutionary thinking. 7 

'Cathedrals of science', it has been argued, reflected this self-
consciousness of the (European) nations.8 Natural history muse-
ums, for example, with huge dinosaur skeletons in their entrance 
halls and darkened side corridors filled with dioramas showing 
the painted landscapes that tell the visual stories of nineteenth-
century adventurous explorations, must have made a breathtak-
ing impression on contemporary museum visitors. At that time 
natural history museums were leading the movement for the 

5 'zugleich mit kultureller und politischer Thatigkeit verbunden.' Rochus Schmidt, 
Deutschlands Kolonien: Ihre Gestaltung, Entwickelung und Hiifsquelkn, 2 vols. (Berlin, 1898), ii. 
IOI. 

6 Jonathan Hodge and Gregory Radick (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Darwin 
(Cambridge, 2003);Janet Browne, Charles Darwin: The Power ef Place (London, 2002); Paul 
White, Thomas Huxlry: Making the 'Man ef Science' (Cambridge, 2002). 

7 Robert]. Richards, The Romantic Conception ef Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age ef 
Goethe (Chicago, 2003). 

8 Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals ef Science: The Development ef Colonial .Natural History 
Museums during the Late .Nineteenth Century (Kingston, Ont., 1988); Annie E. Coombes, 
Reinventing Africa: Museums, Material Culture, and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and 
Edwardian England (New Haven, 1994). 
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reform of museums, and were regarded as the most innovative 
institutions in research and display.9 

As recent publications have shown, the pedagogical value of 
these museums especially in popularizing the natural sciences and 
giving them a religious dimension cannot be overestimated. 10 By 
dividing their holdings into a department of research and a 
department of display, they originally wanted to protect the scien-
tists' work from the public, a policy that was advanced by Karl 
Möbius in Berlin and soon adopted by various art museums. 11 As 
they gave up the ideal of a complete display, museums offered the 
public fewer classified collections, presenting instead individual 
ensembles or groups of species. The aim was to produce as natu-
ral and realistic an image of nature as possible in the museum by 
re-creating aspects of natural life with which the wider public 
could identify. Thus, for example, the stuffed male animal was 
usually displayed defending the members of his family against 
aggressors, while the female of the species cared for the young. As 
visitors to the natural history museums were generally much 
younger, less educated, and less wealthy than those to art muse-
ums, the exhibition of the collections became increasingly more 
important than the research departments and laboratories. 
Different findings, however, have been made regarding the 
organization of the collections of ethnographic museums. Here 
the royal collections of the Berlin Museum, for example, followed 
the positivistic approach of collecting and displaying as many 
items as possible. Penny's study of ethnographic museums in 
Imperial Germany argues that they had only a limited function in 
imperial matters, but possessed their own agenda in the tradition 

9 Christophe Bonneuil, 'Le Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle et !'expansion 
coloniale de la Troisieme Republique (1870-1914)', Revue Franfaise d'Outre-Mer, 86 (1999), 
143-68. 

10 On the popularization of science see Angela Schwarz, Der Schlussel zur modemen Well' 
Wissenschaftspopularisierung in Grlljlbritannien und Deutsch/and im Obergang zur Modeme (ea. 
187rr-1914) (Stuttgart, 1999); Andreas Daum, Wissenschriflspopularisierung in Deutsch/and: 
Biirgerliche Kultur, naturwissenscha.flliche Bi/dung und die deutsche Ojfentlichkeit, 1848-1914 
(Munich, 2002); Mitchell G. Ash, 'Wissenschaftspopularisierung und Bilrgerliche Kultur 
im 19.Jahrhundert', Geschichte und Gesellschefl, 28 (2002), 322-34; Bruno Bequet, La Science 
pour tous: sur la vulgarisation scientifique en France de 1850 a 1914 (Paris, 1990); Frank M. 
Turner, 'Public Science in Britain 1880-1919', Isis, 71 (1980), 589-608; Roger Cooter, The 
Cultural Meaning qf Popular Science: Phrenology and the Organization qf Consent in Nmeteenth-Century 
Britain (Cambridge, 1984), here esp. 15 ff. 

11 Susanne Kostering, Natur zum Anschauen: Das Naturkundemuseum des deutschen Kaiserreichs 
1871-1914 (Cologne, 2003). 
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of the universalist Humboldtian understanding of the world in 
which the museum was a laboratory for exploring the secrets of 
humanity. 12 In his discussion of the Paris Musée de l'Homme for 
this volume, Benoît de L'Estoile comes to similar conclusions, 
seeing the museum as a progressive institution that opposed colo-
nial stereotypes and instead encouraged the notion of a positive 
humanism. 13 

Yet even more impressive than the stuffed animals of the natu-
ral history museums or the ethnographic objects on display in 
ethnographic museums were the living ones. With the birth of 
the modem zoo and the emergence of the scientific discipline of 
zoology, the empire was brought home most vividly. It has now 
been convincingly demonstrated that the historiographical cate-
gory of the imperial centre, which was long applied only to poli-
tics, finance, and social questions, also played a major role in the 
sciences. 14 As 'internal collaborators', zoology and zoos intro-
duced the exotic into Europe and made necessary the develop-
ment of the concept of acclimatization: the idea that both the 
scientist on the colonial frontier and the objects he brought home 
needed to be made fit for adaptation to their new environ-
ments. 15 The colonial ambition was thus twofold, as the imperial 
process took place on both fronts. The highly profitable exhibi-
tion of exotic animals in cages and in what were considered 
'natural landscapes' in zoos, plus the spectacles in which they 
were shown in circuses throughout Europe, stimulated ways of 
imagining how the 'other' lived in their native lands. The placing 
of the exotic on public display was thus a Western intellectual 

12 H. Glenn Penny, Objects ef Culture: Ethnology and Ethnographic Museums in Imperial 
Germany (Chapel Hill, 2002). 

13 See the essay by Benoit de L'Estoile in this volume; cf. David K. Van Keuren, 
'Museums and Ideology: Augustus Pitt-Rivers, Anthropological Museums, and Social 
Change in Later Victorian Britain', in Patrick Brantlinger (ed.), Energy and Entropy: Science 
and Culture in Victorian Britain (Bloomington, Ind., 1989), 270-88. 

14 Michael Chayut, 'The Hybridisation of Scientific Roles and Ideas in the Context of 
Centres and Peripheries', Minerva, 32 (1994), 297-308. 

15 See Michael Osborne, Nature, the Exotic, and the Science ef French Colonialism 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1994) and Nigel Rothfels, Savages and Beasts: The Birth ef the Modem Z,oo 
(Baltimore, 2002), here 81-142; Annelore Rieke-Muller, Der L/J'we briillt nebenan: Die 
Griindung Z,oologischer Garten im deutschsprachigen Raum I83:rI869 (Cologne, 1998); David N. 
Livingstone, 'Human Acclimatization: Perspectives on a Contested Field of Inquiry in 
Science, Medicine and Geography', History ef Science, 25 (1987), 359--g4; id., 'Tropical 
Climate and Moral Hygiene: The Anatomy of a Victorian Debate', British Journal far the 
History ef Science, 32 (1999), 93-uo. 
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process similar to what Nancy Stepan has described for the trop-
ical landscape. Namely, it was to a large extent an imaginative 
construct which reflected the worldviews of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century scientists and their public, and the means they 
possessed to represent nature as part of the larger project of a 
'cultural imperialism'. 16 

The popularization of science and nature went along with the 
idealization of the bourgeois nuclear family so that at times of 
social crisis the idyll of the natural order offered an image of reli-
ability and security. The British Museum lost its natural history 
departments in the nineteenth century, but the United Kingdom 
in the Victorian era had plenty of institutions to replace this loss. 
They ranged, to name but a few, from the well-known 
Ashmolean Museum, the Cambridge Natural History Museum, 
the Natural History Museum in London, and the Edinburgh 
City Museum, to the lesser-known and small Horniman 
Museum in south-east London. 17 These 'cathedrals of science' 
did indeed spread the message first that science and religion 
were, in the Victorian perspective, not necessarily opponents, 
but could support each other in understanding the world and its 
laws; 18 and secondly, that these 'cathedrals' were certainly not 
value neutral but had a clear ideological view of the Western 
world and the practical considerations that went with the design 
of the museums. 

In the context of the questions which this volume addresses it 
is particularly interesting to observe the close relationship 
between museums and other scientific institutions, such as zoos, 
universities, and learned societies, that were established in nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century Western Europe. This relation-
ship travelled around the globe with remarkable speed carrying 
the colonial idea with it. From the early modern fascination with 
the Wunderkammer (chamber of curiosities) to twentieth-century 
colonial exhibitions, curiosity about the non-European world 
was always matched by the powerful impetus of imperialism. 
Science, it seems, was one side of the political coin that paid for 

16 Nancy Leys Stepan, Picturing Tropical Nature (London, 2001), esp. 149,9. 
17 Carla Yanni, Nature's Museums: Vzctorian Science and the Archikcture ef Display (London, 

1999), 11 ff. on the museums as places of scientific knowledge. 
18 See Paul Kurtz with the assistance of Barry Karr and Ranjit Sandhu (eds.), Science 

and Religion: Are they Compatible? (Amherst, NY, 2003); Ian G. Barbour, Wissenschqfl und 
Glaube: Historische und zeitgenossische Aspekk (Gi:ittingen, 2003). 
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the legitimization of Western claims to imperial superiority and 
rule. The other side of the coin was its popularization and public 
role, as the essays by Lothar Burchardt and Markus Kirchhoff in 
this volume show, at university level and in a West European 
comparative perspective. 

Four German scientists with very different attitudes towards 
the non-European world will be discussed briefly here to illus-
trate the theoretical problems: Alexander von Humboldt, Rudolf 
Virchow, Ferdinand von Richthofen, and Hans Meyer. In the 
nineteenth century Humboldt's expedition to South America 
was like a second discovery of the New World. 19 He aimed to 
develop a hitherto unprecedented model of science: a systematic 
and empirical analysis of the relationship between plants and 
animals, and of the connection between animate and inanimate 
natural phenomena. Using the most advanced methods of geol-
ogy, meteorology, and land surveying, Humboldt shrank from 
neither wild forest rivers nor frozen mountain passes as long as 
his work served non-utilitarian research and pure science-an 
ideal that, after all, his brother Wilhelm had declared the guid-
ing principle of the new model university of Berlin. Humboldt's 
exploration of South America was the first in history without 
political or economic purpose, and it was soon to be praised by 
Darwin as the birth of the modern scientific expedition. 

Humboldt was a cosmopolitan scholar who worked in an inter-
disciplinary way before the invention of academic disciplines, and 
thought in post-colonial terms before the dissolution of empires. 
Studying Humboldt's travel books and research reports today the 
reader still learns much, not only about interesting rock and 
cloud formations, or about new species of plants and animals, but 
also about social conditions in the colonial situation. 20 In 
Humboldt's hands universal history became a universal way of 
looking at things, bringing man first into correspondence, and 
then into harmony with nature, and resulting in what Humboldt 

19 Jurgen Osterhammel, 'Alexander von Humboldt: Historiker der Gesellschaft, 
Historiker der Natur', Archiv far Kulturgeschichte, 81 (1999), w5-31; A/,exander von Humboldt· 
Netzwerke des Wzssens, exhibition catalogue (Berlin, 1999). 

20 David Wade Chambers, 'Centre Looks at Periphery: Alexander von Humboldt's 
Account of Mexican Science and Technology', Journal ef Iberian and Latin American Studies, 
2 (1996), 94-II3; Lutz Raphael, 'Freiheit und Wohlstand der Nationen: Alexander von 
Humboldts Analysen der politischen Zustande Amerikas und das politische Denken 
seiner Zeit', Historische Zeitschrifl, 260 (1995), 749,6. 
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famously called the 'Kosmos': the unity of nature deconstructed 
by the rationality of the research programme. However, this 
programme involved primarily description rather than analysis. 
Consequently the study of man's physical nature was interlinked 
with the study of his moral nature. Missionaries preaching 
German neo-Kantianism and Hegel in the rain forest. are 
described as finding themselves in constant lawsuits with other 
inhabitants of the colony over rather less metaphysical problems. 
And the natives were in an equally sad state. According to 
Humboldt their lethargy was the result not of the climate and 
their ethnic character, but of their cultural uprootedness as a 
consequence of a superficial Christianization which had alienated 
them from their traditions and degraded their religion to mere 
superstition. Missionaries, said Humboldt with an almost 
Voltairian hatred of the priesthood, were responsible for the 
widespread destruction of cultural remembrance and human 
identities. Another aspect which Humboldt severely criticized was 
the gradual destruction of the rain forests. 21 

The natural scientist as a critic of colonial policy? Humboldt 
addressed these questions not only out of sympathy for the natives 
and black slaves. Even if he may be termed an anthropologist avant 
la lettre, who was fascinated by the foreign, the 'other', it is more 
important that he was outraged at the lack of common sense 
shown by the white colonial elites. In Spanish America, as Jurgen 
Osterhammel has shown, Humboldt, known for his unerring criti-
cism of the British East India Company, sharply condemned the 
Spanish colonial system, uncompromisingly rejected all forms of 
slavery and serfdom, and appealed to the enlightened self-interest 
of the ruling class as well as to their sense of justice. On the other 
hand Humboldt certainly made no attempt to question the still 
enduring image Rousseau had once drawn of the 'noble savage'. 
The notion of the 'noble savage' persisted throughout the nine-
teenth and well into the twentieth century, which underlines 
Humboldt's intellectual modernity and independence all the 
more. In this respect a new form of French colonial ethnography 
also demonstrated scientific modernity and autonomy in its rela-
tionship with 'Africanism' in the early twentieth century, as 
Emmanuelle Sibeud demonstrates in her essay in this volume. 

21 Uta Lindgren (ed.), Alexander von Humboldt Weltbild und Wirkung at.if die Wissenscheften 
(Cologne, 1990). 
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The institutional origins of British social anthropology, for its 
part, lay in the Aborigines Protection Society of 1838. This had 
active humanitarian concerns, looked for practical applications 
orientated towards the problems of everyday life, and promoted 
itself as a science for the training of colonial administrators, 
thereby entering the colonial discourse about the native prob-
lem. Finally it acquired official recognition through the founda-
tion of the International African Institute in 1926.22 However, 
ambiguities emerged with regard to its inherent racism and the 
eugenic approach which Helen Tilley's essay investigates in the 
context of the African Research Survey of the 1920s and 193os.23 
This is equally relevant to the question of the relationship 
between science and empire and to that of whether science was 
able to challenge the ideological basis of imperialism or the 
moral self-image of imperialists, whether in France, Britain, 
Germany, or the Netherlands. As Bronislaw Malinowski has 
argued, in an age of imperialism anthropology could justify its 
position only by contributing to the welfare of its ethnographic 
subjects. This implied that colonialism was justified only as long 
as it brought benefits and welfare to the colonized. Here a link 
between France and Britain may be drawn. In Germany the 
case of Rudolf Virchow is useful for a direct and comprehensive 
critique of colonialism. 

Virchow, best known as a pathologist and anatomist who did 
much to develop the science of the cell and knowledge of throm-
bosis, phlebitis, tuberculosis, and embolism, was among the 
founders of the German and the Berlin societies for anthropology, 
ethnology, and early history. Thanks to Virchow, Schliemann 
applied a systematic methodology in his work on Troy. But, 
above all, Virchow was a founder and leader of the Fortschrittspartei 
(Progress Party) and a member of the Prussian parliament. Here 
he soon became one of the sharpest critics of Bismarck, and espe-
cially of German colonial policy. When Carl Peters and the 
Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Gesellschaft (German East Africa Society) 
advocated German emigration and settlement in the East African 
colony, Virchow warned against these colonial fantasies on 
medical grounds. He claimed that the climate in Africa was 

22 Jack Stauder, 'The "Relevance" of Anthropology to Colonialism and Imperialism', 
Race and Class, 16 (1974), 29-51. 

23 See Helen Tilley's essay in this volume. 
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unhealthy for Europeans. 24 Especially in cases of colonial scandals 
such as misgovernment, arbitrary administration, and military 
high-handedness, Virchow's party was quick to point out the 
weak aspects of German imperialism. Denounced as enemies of 
the Reich, the Left Liberals, and prominently among them 
Virchow, foresaw the exploitation of Africa leading to hunger and 
diseases and, finally, to a grand revolt of the whole African conti-
nent against the colonial powers. But of course there were also 
many pro-imperialists among the Liberals, the majority of whom 
('Billow-Block') supported German colonial policy by 1907.25 

While Berlin was obviously the heart of Wilhelmine colonial 
policy, it also became the centre of German higher learning and 
sciences. 

The third example is one of pro-imperialism: Ferdinand van 
Richthofen, an outstanding figure in the history of scientific 
geography and a pioneer in the fields of geological research, 
methodology of geography, and the exploration of the earth's 
surface.26 Around 1900 Richthofen, professor and later vice 
chancellor of the Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin, presi-
dent of the German Geological Society, and a member of the 
Academy of Sciences, was among the most celebrated of 
German geographers. As a member of the Kolonialrat (Colonial 
Council), he founded the Institute of Oceanography and was on 
the board of the Society of African Studies, both institutions 
influential in promoting Germany's Weltpolitik and sea power. 
No fewer than seven extensive expeditions to China in the later 
1860s and early 1870s brought him fame and a reputation 
equalled only by Marco Polo. While authorities such as James 
Mill and Carl Ritter wrote widely about Asia, but had never 
travelled there, Richthofen, the scientific explorer, became a 

24 Rudolf Virchow, 'Acclimatisation', Verhandlungen der Berliner Gesellschaft fiir 
Anthropowgie, 17 (1885), 20~14. This subject was, of course, hotly debated in all colonial 
powers. See also Robert W. Felkin, 'On Acclimatisation', Scottish Geographical Magazine, 7 
(1891), 64;-56. 

25 Horst Grunder, Geschichte der deutschen Kownien (Paderbom, 2000), 70 ff.; Karl Holl 
and Gunther List (eds.), Liberalismus und imperialistischer St,aat· Der Imperialismus als Prob/,e,n 
liberaler Parteien in Deutschland 1890-1914 (Gottingen, 1975). For Virchow see the compre-
hensive study by Constantin Goschler, Rudolf Virchow: Medkiner-Anthropologe--Politiker 
(Cologne, 2002), esp. 2u,8. 

26 Jiirgen Osterhammel, 'Forschungsreise und Kolonialprogramm: Ferdinand von 
Richthofen und die ErschlieBung Chinas im 19.Jahrhundert', Archivfiir Kulturgeschichte, 6g 
(1987), 15o-g5. 
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celebrity comparable to Henry Morton Stanley in Africa. 
Thanks to his on-the-spot-investigations, Richthofen was the 
unchallenged expert who could explain the mysteries of a foreign 
world, of China's culture, history, and geography to the German 
people, Bismarck, and his Kaiser. Though his main interests 
were geology and physical geography, Richthofen's studies 
contain observations important for the geography of transport, 
economy, and new settlements. 

At a time when colonial development and the modernization 
of the colonial infrastructure were being discussed, Richthofen 
provided not the argument but the knowledge for a systematic 
penetration and exploitation of East Asia. Yet he advocated a 
relatively moderate informal imperialism of free trade on the 
principle that German economic and strategic interests must not 
monopolize the Chinese market. German Weltpolitik in this 
region of the world had finally found a scientist whose work 
could justify a widespread cultural imperialism, though this was 
more academic and therefore less popular than, for instance, the 
colonial propaganda of Friedrich Fabri or Carl Peters. 

Hans Meyer, finally, came from a wealthy background. He 
was a member of a family of famous Leipzig publishers and stud-
ied geography and ethnology in the seminars of von Richthofen 
and Ratzel. After travelling the world in the early 1880s, Meyer 
undertook five expeditions to East Africa between 1887 and 1911, 
including the exploration and first ascent of Kilimanjaro. Later 
he pursued volcanological and glacial morphological studies in 
Ecuador before becoming professor of colonial geography and 
colonial politics at the university of Leipzig. 27 Meyer regarded 
himself as a geographer whose main aim was to establish that 
discipline firmly against the background of a strong colonial 
policy. As a member of the Kolonialrat, he had close contacts with 
political decision-makers, yet his public image was carefully 
presented in his many scientific publications and his institution-
alized research politics. An obituary merely alluded to this 
connection. 28 

27 Hans Meyer (ed.), Das Deutsche Kolonialreich: Eine Liinderkunde der deutschen Schutzy,ebiete, 
2 vols. (Leipzig, 1910); Reinhart Bindseil, Ruanda im Lebensbild von Hans M(!Yer (1858-1929): 
Erstbesteiger des Ki.limandscharo, Forschungsreisender und Verleger (Bonn, 1994). 

28 H. Schmitthenner, 'Hans Meyer', Geographische Z,eitschrift, 36/3 (1930), 129; on the 
relevance of research trips for official colonial policy see Dagmar Krone, 
'Forschungsreisen und Kolonialpolitik am Vorabend der kolonialen Aufteilung Afrikas. 
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These four examples illustrate how intense the relationship 
between science and empire could become and how influential 
different 'forms of knowledge' were for the development of colo-
nial expansion and imperial rule. 29 The construction of Empire 
was, among many other things, an intellectual and cultural 
phenomenon. In order to be able to rule over a foreign people, 
categories for a regulated colonial society needed to be found. 
This notion has long entered research on the cultural effects of 
colonialism, and is seen as no less far-reaching than political, 
military, and economic power. Knowledge, whether in its scien-
tific, cultural, or other forms, sustained and strengthened colo-
nial conquest. It created a grammar between the colonizer and 
the colonized, West and East, 'centre' and 'periphery', and gave 
rise to the idea of modern cultures meeting traditional ones. 30 

In the following, this introduction deals first with the theoreti-
cal problems of the relationship between science and imperial-
ism. Some major research trends will also be examined in order 
to locate the place of the present volume. At present the history 
of colonial science is attracting ever more attention, both in 
France and Germany, and especially in the English-speaking 
academic world. For example, the second, third, and fifth 
volumes of the Oxford History of the British Empire describe 
science, medicine, and scientific explorations in the empire. And 
a recent volume of the journal Osiris is devoted entirely to the 
subject of colonial science.31 However, it is interesting to note 

Die "Afrikanische Gesellschaft in Deutschland"', Zeitschrifl far Geschichtswissenschafi, 34 
(1986), 801 13; Brigitte Hoppe, 'Naturwissenschaftliche und zoologische Forschungen in 
Afrika wahrend der deutschen Kolonialbewegung bis 1914', Berichte zur Wissenschafis-
geschichte, 13 (1990), 1934106. 

29 Cf. one of the more recent studies by Bernard S. Cohn, Coloninlism and its Forms ef 
Knowledge: The British in Indin (Princeton, 1996), in which he argues that the British discov-
ery and collection of knowledge about India decisively helped to shape colonial cultural 
hegemony and political control. 

3° Cf. Robin Horton, 'African Traditional Thought and Western Science', Africa, 37 
(1992), 5o-'JI and 155-87. 

31 Richard Drayton, 'Knowledge and Empire', in Peter J. Marshall (ed.), The Eighteenth 
Century, The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. 2 (Oxford, 1998), 231-52; Robert 
A. Stafford, 'Scientific Exploration and Empire', in Andrew Porter (ed.), The Nineteenth 
Century, The Oxford History of the British Emipre, vol. 3 (Oxford, 1999), 294-319; 
Richard Drayton, 'Science, Medicine, and the British Empire', in Robin W. Winks (ed.), 
Historiography, The Oxford History of the British Empire, vol. 5 (Oxford, 1999), 2641 6; 
Roy MacLeod (ed.), Nature and Empire: Science and the Colonial Enterprise, special issue of 
Osiris: A Research Journal Devoted to the History ef Science and its Cultural lnfluences, vol. 15 ( 2000 ). 
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that although science, tropical medicine, and technology were 
directed at the exploitation of nature in the colonies, they were 
also concerned with its conservation. Fear of the loss of produc-
tive resources in the colonial empires reinforced demands at 
home for an organized approach to research and planning, and 
the organization and utilization of the services of scientific 
experts in the colonial centres. 32 

In a historiographical overview, Richard Drayton draws 
attention to these trends in scholarship that is increasingly redis-
covering the importance of the imperial 'centre'.33 Since George 
Basalla's influential, now classic, essay, 'The Spread of Western 
Science', 34 the argument that imperialism was not much more 
than the transmission of European civilization and its values to 
the non-Western world has had to be constantly re-evaluated 
against the clear-cut boundaries between 'colonial' and 
'national' models. More recently, therefore, the colonial metrop-
olises have been recognized as the children of imperialism 
equally with -British India, French Algeria, German Cameroon, 
and the Dutch East Indies. From this perspective which re-
focuses attention on the 'mother countries', it has been suggested 
that, along with, for example, finance, rnissionaries,35 and archi-
tecture, the sciences not only shaped forms of imperialism on the 
'periphery' as 'sub-imperialist' agents, but their nature as disci-
plines and institutions was also influenced by the apparatus of 
imperialism. In short, Cain's and Hopkins's celebrated yet not 
uncontroversial paradigm stressing the imperial impact at home 
has arrived on the agenda of the history of the sciences: 
'Imperialism, then, was neither an adjunct to British history nor 
an expression of a particular phase of its industrial development 
but an integral part of the configuration of British society, which 

32 For this thesis see Joseph M. Hodge, 'Science, Development, and Empire: The 
Colonial Advisory Council on Agriculture and Animal Health, 1929-43', Journal ef 
Imperial and Commonwealth History, 30 (2002), 1-26. 

33 Drayton, 'Science, Medicine, and the British Empire', passim. 
34 George Basalla, 'The Spread of Western Science', Science, 156 (1967), 6u-22. This 

essay, however, is not the earliest by far: cf. e.g. Charles P. Lucas, 'The Influence of 
Science on Empire', in F. J. C. Hearnshaw (ed.), King's College Lectures on Colonial Problems 
(London, 1913), rn9-39. 

35 Impressive work in this field has been done by Susan Thorne, Congregational Missions 
and the Making ef an Imperial Culture in Nineteenth-Century England (Stanford, 1999); and 
Andrew Porter, "'Cultural Imperialism" and Protestant Missionary Enterprise, 
1780-1914', Journal ef Imperial and Commonwealth History, 25 (1997), 367-g1. 
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it both reinforced and expressed.'36 In the late nineteenth 
century such authors as Charles Dilke andjohn Robert Seeley 
called this phenomenon 'greater Britain' or 'the expansion of 
England', by which they meant that Delhi, Sydney, or Cape 
Town were as close to London as were Edinburgh, Dublin, or 
Cardiff.37 For scientists this meant that they grasped the oppor-
tunities given by imperial expansion, 'while pushing it to serve 
their purposes'. 38 

The new understanding of the nation that has resulted from 
the research of Eric Hobsbawm and Benedict Anderson, 39 to 
name but two, and parallel to that the new understanding of the 
close relationship between the nation-state and imperial expan-
sionism, makes it appropriate to investigate the relevance of 
science for nation and empire in light of the fact that science was 
and certainly still is one of the most important indicators of 
social change both past and present. This is the major aim of this 
volume. If we accept Hobsbawm's terminology of the 'Age of 
Empire', a concentration on the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries suggests itself, although the wider horizon of a 
tongue durée of some of the essays in this volume is highly illumi-
nating. 40 If previous research has given priority to the nineteenth 
and twentieth centuries, this may be explained by a stronger 
focus on theories of a peripheral imperialism. Another probable 
reason is the Eurocentrism of the historiography which emerged 
after the French Revolution and set the theoretical framework 
and conceptual vocabulary of the different disciplines. Above all, 

36 Peter J. Cain and Antony G. Hopkins, British Imperialism, 2 vols. (London, 1993), i. 
46; cf. Raymond E. Dumett, 'Exploring the Cain/Hopkins Paradigm: Issues for Debate; 
Critique and Topics for New Research', in id (ed.), Gentl.emanly Capitalism and British 
Imperialism: The New Debate on Empire, with an Afterword by P.J. Cain and A. G. Hopkins 
(London, 1999), 1-43. 

37 Charles Dilke, Greater Britain: A Record ef Travel in English-Speaking Countries during I866 
and I867, 2 vols. (London, 1868); id., Probl.ems if Greater Britain, 2 vols. (London, 189o);John 
Robert Seeley, The Expansion ef England (London, 1883); see David Armitage, 'Greater 
Britain: A Useful Category of Historical Analysis?', American Historical Review, 104 (1999), 
427-45; Bill Schwarz (ed.), The Expansion ef England: Race, Ethnicity and Cultural History 
(London, 1996), 1-8 on the motive of expansion and contraction. 

38 Drayton, 'Science, Medicine, and the British Empire', 274. 
39 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Nations and Nationalism since £780: Programme, l,,fyth, Reality 

(Cambridge, 1990), 101-30; Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: Reflections on the 
Origin and Spread ef Nationalism (London, 1983), here esp. 83-111. 

40 See e.g. the essays on France in this volume by Patrick Petitjean and C. Michele 
Thompson. 
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however, the historical singularity of (West) European imperial-
ism and its connection with the Industrial Revolution gives 
specific meaning to the period around 1800 and after. And 
beyond the spectrum of nation and empire, there lay the impor-
tant question of whether science could create a pan-imperial 
community which reflected the wider connections of researchers 
to parts of the world other than the colonies. If co-operation at 
the scientific level was possible, it could perhaps also be extended 
to political or economic relations. The internationalization of 
science proceeded in parallel with the creation of national advi-
sory councils, scientific bodies, and institutes in the different 
nations, and a chain of research stations overseas. As far as 
botany and forestry are concerned, Donal McCracken, writing 
in this volume, speaks of a 'fraternity' within scientific networks. 

The History of the Empires and the History of the Sciences 

The comparative aspect of British, German, French, and Dutch 
imperialism therefore furnishes this volume with a specific set of 
questions and problems. After all, how can the powerful empires 
of France and especially of Britain be compared with the rela-
tively few Dutch colonies and those of the German latecomer, 
particularly against the background of fundamentally contrasting 
historiographies on the diverse forms of imperialism? On the 
other hand, it could be argued that in the Cain-Hopkins para-
digm and its 'metropolitan' argument, the size and political, 
economic, or military expansion of any particular empire 
counted only in the second instance, while the 'élite' in the 
metropolis derived its power from its 'gentlemanly' position.41 

Further, it could be asked what professional and social roles 
scientists, as eminent intellectuals of their time, played, first in 
the formulation of imperial politics, and secondly in the actual 
governance of the colonies? How far did their influence go? Who 
asked them and who listened to them? How popular was their 

41 For concise interpretations of this model cf. David Cannadine, 'The Empire Strikes 
Back', Past and Present, 147 (1995), 18o-g4; David K. Fieldhouse, 'Gentlemen, Capitalists, 
and the British Empire', Journal ef Imperial and Commonwealth History, 22 (1994), 531-41; 
Jurgen Osterhammel, 'Gentleman-Kapitalismus und Gentleman-Character: Eine neue 
Gesamtdeutung des britischen Imperialismus', Neue Politische literatur, 39 (1994), 5-13. 
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research in the light of cultural imperialism, and what role did 
popular science play in this context? How complex was the rela-
tionship between science and empire, and does it imply a contra-
diction to assume that objective science as an ideal type is by 
definition international and does not make itself serviceable to 
the imperial aims of individual nations? Was the rise of the 
modern nation-state in nineteenth-century Europe accelerated 
by imperial and scientific developments? What role did the inter-
national community of scholars play in defining a universal 
language that was itself influenced by scientific research in the 
non-Western world?42 

Many more questions could and must be asked. Some would 
need to address the formation of empires and imperial identities 
in contrast and in parallel to the emergence of national identi-
ties. 43 As Shula Marks has argued for the British case, 'British 
"nationhood" was built up through empire'.44 What role did the 
idea of nation and empire play at a time when scientific institu-
tions were intended to serve national aims, but were necessarily 
organized along the lines of internationalism?45 As previous 
research has usually suggested that European imperial powers 
and their expansionist policies were dominated by antagonism, 
hostility, and rivalry, it would be interesting to investigate to what 
extent Western European imperialism was indeed a co-operative, 
international phenomenon which showed citizens of other 
nations actively participating in (foreign) colonial projects.46 

42 For the relationship between science and nation see RalphJessen andJakob Vogel, 
'Die Naturwissenschaften und die Nation: Perspektiven einer Wechselbeziehung in der 
europaischen Geschichte', in eid. (eds.), Wissenschl!ft und Nation in tier europiiischen Geschichte 
(Frankfurt am Main, 2002), 7-'37· 

43 On the theoretical background to the British case see Krishan Kumar, ' Nation and 
Empire: English and British National Identity in Comparative Perspective', Theory and 
Socie!:JJ, 29 (2000), 575-608, here esp. 588 ff. 

44 Shula Marks, 'History, the Nation and Empire: Snipping from the Periphery', 
History Workshop Journal, 29 (1990), m-19, at 117. 

45 In Britain the Royal Society is certainly among the outstanding institutions encour-
aging scientific exploration overseas. See Marie Boas Hall, All Scientists Now: 1he Royal 
Socie!:JJ in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 1984), 143-61. 

46 See e.g. Ulrike Kirchberger, 'German Scientists in the Indian Forest Service: A 
German Contribution to the Raj?', Journal qf Imperial and Commonwealth History, 29 (2001), 
1-26; ead., 'Deutsche Naturwissenschaftler im britischen Empire: Die Erforschung der 
au8ereuropliischen Welt im Spannungsfeld zwischen deutschem und britischem 
Imperialismus', Historische ,Zeitschrifi, 271 (2000), 621-60; Kai Torsten Kanz, Nationalismus 
und intemationale ,Zusammenarbeit in den Naturwissenschl!ften: Die deutsch-franziisischen Wissen-
schqftsbezi,ehungen zwischen Revolution und Restauration 178fr1832 (Stuttgart, 1997). 
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Furthermore, what categories are available to us for thinking 
about the relationship between imperial history and the history of 
science? Is it advisable to formulate categories that may produce 
a static vocabulary which excludes an understanding of historical 
processes that took place beyond the network of national or impe-
rial developments on the one hand, and scientific ones on the 
other? 

The paradigm of a 'scientific community', whether in a 
national or an international setting, may demonstrate the need 
to construct a collective identity parallel to the 'imagined 
community' (Benedict Anderson) of the nation or, indeed, the 
empire. Methodologically this probably works best in an interna-
tional comparative perspective, given that the imperial societies 
under investigation had similar experiences regarding the rele-
vance of the sciences to society and its concerns, and that politi-
cal and social elements were regarded as equally crucial to the 
development of the sciences. Clearly, sciences such as biology, 
that could well be linked with the concept of evolution and 
played such an important role in the turn-of-the-century debate 
about forms of racism and eugenics, were of greater significance 
for imperial ideologies than, for example, pure mathematics 
could be. The latter was, in fact, seen by industry as of less prac-
tical use, and complaints were often made about government-
sponsored research institutions that did not confine themselves to 
practical implications. Universities, technical academies, govern-
ment, and industry did not necessarily co-ordinate all their 
efforts and interests. None the less, the dominant picture is that 
in the age of High Imperialism, its agencies increasingly politi-
cized the sciences which carried an ideological charge that was 
far from negligible.47 

The agenda of this volume is therefore to engage with impe-
rial, European viewpoints and the perspective of colonial life. It 
was in the process of multiple engagements between (r) 
Europeans and the colonial world, and (2) between European 
scientists at home and abroad, that colonial science emerged and 
developed, and fostered or stunted the growth of imperial power. 
Its major features are placed in the context of two debates in 
which the history of science is often referred to: first, 'internalist 

47 Notker Hammerstein, Die Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschef/ in der Weimarer Republik und 
im Dritten Reich: Wtssenschef/spolitik in Republik und Diktatur (Munich, 1999), 13-24. 



18 BENEDIKT STUCHTEY 

history', namely that science should be analysed in terms of its 
'internal' intellectual behaviour, versus 'externalist history', 
which understands science as a social and cultural phenomenon, 
practice, and ideology; and secondly, 'Eurocentric diffusionism', 
meaning that the West imposed its science on the rest of the 
world, versus the 'local model' which posits a science that was 
developed in the colonial world. While most scholars would 
probably not deny the superiority of 'externalist history', the 
'Eurocentric' and the 'peripheral' models have equally attracted 
attention and approval, depending, of course, upon the perspec-
tive from which history is written. Australia and the East Indies, 
for the British and the Dutch cases respectively, are strong exam-
ples in this volume. 48 

Powerful explanations have been given by Indian scholars in 
particular, according to whom science involved a series of 
complex local power struggles rather than being only an 
imposed European scientific discourse, with the result that the 
indigenous élites influenced the outcome. As Deepak Kumar 
and Satpal Sangwan have shown, the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857-8 
marked a crucial point in the periodization of the different 
phases of colonial science in India. Originally a vehicle for explo-
ration and discovery, science was gradually institutionalized and 
administered in surveys and education with the result that it 
became part of a broader application of knowledge through 
organized research. Finally, local responses to all of these phases 
meant that by the early twentieth century most of the leading 
scientific positions in the commercial and academic fields were 
in the hands of Indians. Thus the other chronological book-end 
of this story may well be the viceregal regime of Nathaniel 
Curzon. 

On the colonizers' side the state's initiatives were limited, with 
the result that individuals such as governor generals or institu-
tions like the East India Company often encouraged the devel-
opment of science in the hope that it would pave the way for the 
importation of technologies to improve mining, railways, tele-
graph systems, agriculture, plant processing, forestry, and even 
university departments of bacteriological medicine. The latter 
should be seen, however, as an immediate response to specific 

48 See the essays by Roy MacLeod and Suzanne M. Moon in this volume. 
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problems and crises posed by the outbreaks of plague in the 
1890s. Likewise, a modern, internationally minded critical public 
was, after all, stimulated by the British, despite bureaucratic 
straitjackets and the racism which Indian voices often 
complained about. With increasing bureaucracy and the domi-
nation of science from above, that is, formulated by the imperial 
metropolis, former scientific patriarchs such as Joseph Banks and 
his successors were replaced by imperial administrators and 
excessive government control which was less in the interest of 
objective science than of social order, political control, economic 
benefit, social Darwinist thinking, and personal pettiness. On the 
other hand, however, such control could lead to the growth of 
an indigenous scientific community which criticized and resisted 
the Raj using science as a grammar for anti-colonial resistance.49 

Thus in the long run, the whole process helped to create an 
Indian scientific identity by building on indigenous traditions of 
a natural, more spiritual knowledge while also adopting modem 
Western models. 50 Similar findings apply to medicine and tech-
nology in India, and to smaller colonial settings such as, for 
example, Mauritius and its history of sugar production. 51 What 
emerges in any case is a multifaceted marriage between science 
and nationalism with the alternatives of modernizing society or a 
religious revivalism of Hindu traditions. Yet much research still 
needs to be done before we will be able to synthesize the mass of 
findings as Joseph Needham has done for the case of China.52 

In Another Reason Gyan Prakash has undertaken a task which is 
not as big as Needham's but probably as ambitious.53 Ranging 
over two hundred years, Prakash's book reveals how important 
science was for the emergence of the modern Indian nation. The 

49 P. Chakrabarty, 'Science, Nationalism, and Colonial Contestations: P. C. Ray and 
his Hindu Chemistry', Indian Economic and Social History R£view, 37 (2000), 185-214. 

50 Deepak Kumar, Science and the Raj, 1851 1905 (Delhi, 1997); id. (ed.), Science and 
Empire: Essays in Indian Context (1700-1947) (Delhi, 1991); Satpal Sangwan, Science, Technology 
and Colonisation: An Indian Experience 1751 1857 (Delhi, 1991); see also Zaheer Baber, The 
Science ef Empire: Scientific Knowkdge, Ciuilization, and Colonial Ruk in India (Albany, 1996). 

51 Anil Kumar, Medicine and the Raj: British Medical Poliry in India, 18J!JI9II (New Delhi, 
1998); Roy MacLeod and Deepak Kumar (eds.), Technology and the Rqj: Western Technology 
and Technical Transfers to India 1700-1947 (New Delhi, 1995); William Kelleher Storey, 
Science and Power in Colonial Mauritius (Rochester, 1997). 

52 Joseph Needham, Science and Civilisation in China, 7 vols. (Cambridge, 1954). 
53 Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination ef Modern India (Princeton, 

1999). 
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nationalist, anti-colonial thinking of a chemist such as Prafulla 
Chandra Ray assumed a historical weight comparable to that of 
Gandhi and Nehru. Here Prakash's central question is how 
science could serve the interests of the British colonial power and 
its intention to 'civilize' India on the one hand, and, on the 
other, simultaneously build up a nation-wide authority among 
the people who were denied participation in the practice of 
science by the colonial power. A partial answer at least lies in the 
pre-British-conquest scientific tradition which possessed more 
than just a spiritual quality. It provided a distinctive conception 
of the nation, and was revitalized during the struggle for inde-
pendence. While science gave the colonial regime its raison d'être 
as an instrument of 'improvement', thereby legitimizing Western 
domination, it had to be separated from its colonial links and to 
be set within the intellectual provenance of ancient India if the 
modern state was to benefit from it. Consequently, science and 
religion in the modern Hindu state formed a unit. 

Against this background, it is now almost a commonplace of 
modern imperial historiography to call for disciplinary and 
national boundaries to be crossed in order to achieve a full 
understanding of imperialism. Authors writing in the Oxford 
History of the British Empire repeatedly refer to the experiences 
of other European and non-European empires over the past five 
centuries in fields as diverse as the military, administration, 
trade, and religion. In intellectual history the body of scholarship 
is also growing, and the influences it owes to the work of John 
Pocock and Quentin Skinner as well as to Michel Foucault and 
Edward Said are being thoroughly investigated. David 
Armitage's and Anthony Pagden's magisterial studies are land-
marks in this direction. 54 As for the history of science and its 
relationship with empires and imperial expansion, this subject is 
even more constrained within the proper limits of its national 
and disciplinary prerogatives. Today it is a common practice to 
see science as an instrument which the European colonial 
powers employed to gain economic advantage and political 
control, yet it is still conceptually associated with the national 
level only. But it is clear that a transnational comparative 

54 Cf. David Armitage, The Ideological Origins of the British Empire (Cambridge, 2000); 
Anthony Pagden, Lords of All the World: Ideologies of Empire in Spain, Britain and France c. 
1500-c. rBoo (New Haven, 1995). 
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perspective between the different colonial powers is needed to 
reflect the growing interest which the history of science and the 
history of colonialism have evoked from world systems theories 
and cultural studies. 55 

Science, of course, was an agency of imperial culture and of 
cultural imperialism. Consequently it seems all the more appro-
priate to try to understand it from both the 'metropolitan/ 
centre' and the 'colonial/periphery' viewpoints, and to pay trib-
ute to the different ways in which imperial expansion took place, 
whether as conquest, plantation, or settlement. Further, science 
had specific meanings in the specific historical realities of 
European colonialism. Britain, France, Germany, and the 
Netherlands present similarities and differences in their imperial 
systems and in the scientific methods which they used in relation 
to the level at which they interacted intellectually with the 
indigenous people. As these were relationships of interdepend-
ence, science certainly helped in purveying solutions that were 
required by the imperial governments. 

At the same time, however, science could equally well provide 
the basis for knowledge that was used by the colonized to create 
forms of civil disobedience ranging up to open resistance to the 
colonial power, as described above in the case of India. Life 
sciences, natural history, and the 'non-exact' sciences could be 
incorporated within the colonial sciences by the process of assim-
ilation and transformation. This process can help us to compre-
hend the complex character of the interaction (histoire croisee) 
between Europe and the colonial world. Thus, given the choice 
of imperial powers, the editor of this volume has decided to 
concentrate on the years after 1800. Studies of earlier periods 
would have made necessary the inclusion of Portugal and 
Spain,56 for example, and that would have gone beyond the 
intended scope of this project. This is primarily to compare the 
different features, legacies, and contributions of modem imperial 
science to our understanding of imperialism when it became 
most competitive in the Western world. After all, it was during 
the period of intense imperial rivalry in the late nineteenth 

55 Cf. Benedikt Stuchtey and Eckhardt Fuchs, 'Introduction. Problems of Writing 
World History: Western and Non-Western Experiences, 18oo-2000', in eid. (eds.), Writing 
World History 1800-2000 (Oxford, 2003), 1-44, here esp. 39 ff. 

56 W. J. Simon, Scientific Expeditions in the Portuguese Overseas Territories (178;-1808) and the 
Rok of Lisbon in the Intelkctual-Scientijic Communiry of the lat,e Eighuenth Century (Lisbon, 1983). 
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century that science and natural knowledge could best serve the 
colonial idea and the claim to be a key element in a global intel-
ligence system. 

The history of the historiography of science and its relation-
ship with imperialism has been a particularly productive field 
within imperial scholarship. It draws attention to and profits 
from recent trends in the study of European nations and nation-
alisms. At home and in the colonies the scientist, such as the 
above-mentioned Joseph Banks, functioned as 'the mediator 
between imperial nature and metropolitan culture'.57 Richard 
Drayton observes a growing interest in the subject with its poten-
tial to challenge the local and provincial, and ultimately to 
displace it with the cosmopolitan. This interest comes from 
imperial historians themselves and is not, as was previously the 
case, restricted to historians of science. The Royal Historical 
Society's Bibliography of Imperial, Colonial, and Common-
wealth History (2002) lists almost one thousand titles on science, 
technology, and medicine in connection with the British Empire 
and Commonwealth from the Elizabethan age to the present. 58 

The subject could hardly be more popular, especially among 
Anglo-American scholars. If, to some extent, Western European 
empires 'made the world' in the age of High Imperialism,59 then 
the resulting global network, which is more than the sum of its 
imperial parts, was to be the subject of investigation by scholars 
other than natural scientists alone. 

In order to understand the 'British World' or a broader 
'Britishness', as presented by Carl Bridge and Kent 
Fedorowich,60 one would need to take account of, first, the 
collaboration between colonizer and the colonized as a social 
reality apart from the schemes of colonial exploitation; and, 
secondly, to look at the complex relationship between, for exam-
ple, the British colonizer and other (white) minorities who came 
to the (foreign) colony in pursuit of their scientific interests. As 

57 Richard Drayton, 'Science and the European Empires', Journal qf Imperial and 
Commonwealth History, 23 (1995), 503-w, at 508. 

58 Andrew Porter (ed.), Bibliography qf Imperial, Colonial, and Commonwealth History since 
1600 (Oxford, 2002), 363-402. 

59 This is the (controversial) viewpoint of Niall Ferguson, Empire: How Britain Made the 
Modern World (London, 2003). 

6° Carl Bridge and Kent Fedorowich (eds.), 'The British World: Diaspora, Culture 
and Identity', special issue of the Journal q/Imperial and Commonwealth History, 31 (2003). 
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the social history of science between the Western and the colo-
nial worlds has been a central issue for more than thirty years,61 

it is not surprising that even Olympian scientific figures, irrespec-
tive of their subjects, cannot be presented apart from their disci-
plines and the question of how their work ultimately shaped 
ideas and institutions. Science was part of a broader cultural 
practice in society; it was one social element among others. 62 

This applies to imperial/metropolitan history as much as to the 
regional/peripheral history of the colonies. But, above all, it 
must apply to those sciences which for too long were regarded as 
immune to employment by politics, economics, and society: the 
'exact sciences'.63 

The physical sciences which Lewis Pyenson studied in the 
German, Dutch, and French colonies in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries were, contrary to his thesis, not intellectually 
autonomous. 64 The knowledge derived from the application of 
these sciences could be of equal advantage to the imperial 
government at home and on the frontier, and they created a 
constitutive role for themselves in the imperial power game. Just 
as sciences like geophysics and astronomy could not be impartial 
because they needed data collected from all over the world, they 
also depended upon financial support from the state at a time 
when states were competing for international influence and 
sciences were competing for imperial prestige. 65 Rivalry among 
the European powers made the sciences their agents of cultural 
imperialism, as had been the case withJoseph Banks in the early 
Enlightenment. The most interesting point, however, remains 
the close connection that existed between overseas engagement 
and political, commercial, intellectual, and cultural life at home, 

61 e.g. Peter Bowler and Nicholas Whyte (eds.), Science and Society in Ireland: The Social 
Context qf Science and Technology in Ireland, 1800-1950 (Belfast, 1997); Michael Osborne, 
'Introduction: The Social History of Science, Technoscience and Imperialism', Science, 
Technology and Society, 4 (1999), 1611 0. 

62 Hans Erich Bodeker, Peter H. Reill, andJiirgen Schlumbohm (eds.), Wissenschqfi als 
kultureUe Praxis 1750-1900 (Gottingen, 1999). 

63 See the trilogy by Lewis Pyenson, Cultural Imperialism and the Exact Sciences: German 
Expansion Overseas, 1900-1930 (New York, 1985); Empire qf Reason: Exact Sciences in Indonesia, 
1840-1940 (Leiden, 1989); Civilizing Mission: Exact Sciences and French Overseas Expansion, 
1830-1940 (Baltimore, 1993). 

64 For a critique cf. Paolo Palladino and Michael Warboys, 'Science and Imperialism', 
Isis, 84 (1993), 91-102. 

65 David Cahan, An Institute for an Empire: The Physikalisch-Technische Reichsanstalt 
1871-1918 (Cambridge, 1989). 
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which was substantially formed by the cult of imperial 'improve-
ment' and the 'civilizing mission'.66 

It thus seems attractive to question the universality of the 
sciences in the light of European imperial expansion, a claim 
that has not been seriously questioned since the time of Max 
Weber. As new trends in historical research on imperialism and 
decolonization, especially in Britain, have focused more closely 
on the relationship between imperial 'centre' and colonial 
'periphery', and have paid more attention to the influence of 
imperialism on the mother-country, the history of science as an 
academic subject is also under challenge. 67 Previously clear-cut 
distinctions between a global, universally rationalized world of 
the sciences on the one hand, and a cultural, particularistic, and 
emotionalized understanding of nation and empire on the other 
need to be reconsidered. This is also the case for physics, chem-
istry, and other exact sciences such as mathematics.68 Subjects 
such as geography, biology, and the study of population statistics 
by definition formed a more complex relationship with the cate-
gories of nation and empire anyway. 69 

The nationalizing of the sciences certainly functioned not as a 
bridge in the international community of scholars, but as a bar, 
because it resulted in the seclusion of its members. A prominent 
and deterrent example of this is the time before and during the 

66 For Britain see the pioneering study by Drayton, Nature's Government, esp. 221-68; for 
France see Alice L. Conklin, A Mission to Civilize: The Republican Idea ef Empire in France and 
WestA.frica, 189!)1930 (Stanford, 1997). 

67 This applies to the whole of the British Isles and not only to England; see, in addi-
tion to the numerous works of John MacKenzie, Tom M. Devine, Scotland's Empire 
1600-1815 (London, 2003); Stephen Howe, Ireland and Empire: Colonial Legacies in Irish 
History and Culture (Oxford, 2000), esp. 217-28 for comparative perspectives. 

68 Nasir Tyabij, Colonialism and Chemical Technology (Delhi, 1995); Alan J. Bishop, 
'Western Mathematics: The Secret Weapon of Cultural Imperialism', Race and Class, 32 
(1990), 51-66. 

69 For the mass of literature on geography see Felix Driver, Geography Militant· Cultures 
ef Exploration and Empire (Oxford, 2001), esp. 24-48; Karl-Georg Faber, 'Zur 
Vorgeschichte der Geopolitik: Staat, Nation und Lebensraum im Denken deutscher 
Geographen vor 1914', in Heinz Dollinger, Horst Grunder, and Alwin Hanschmidt (eds.), 
Weltpolitik, Europagedanke, Regionalismus: Festsckrifl far Heinz Gollwitzer zum 65. Geburtstag 
(Munster, 1982), 389-406; RudolfGottschlich, Der Stellenwert]apans und Chinas in Politischer 
Geographie und Geopolitik vor dem Hintergrund der Ostasienpolitik des Deutschen Reiches (191fr 1945) 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1998); Mark Bassin, Imperial Visions: Nationalist Imagination and 
Geographical Expansion in the Russian Far East 1840-1865 (Cambridge, 1999); Morag Bell, 
Robin A. Butlin, and Michael]. Heffernan (eds.), Geography and Imperialism, 1820-1940 
(Manchester, 1995); Dominique Lejeune, Les Societes de Geographie en France et /'expansion 
coloniale au :me siecle (Paris, 1993). 
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First World War when a majority of scholars, whether in Britain, 
Germany, or France, was prepared to mobilize intellectually in 
defence of their countries, with little concern for the allegedly 
international objectives and prerogatives of their work. And the 
study of race, brought to 'perfection' by National Socialism but 
applied earlier by, for example, the South African apartheid 
state,70 was an extreme example of the misuse of science. 71 

Hannah Arendt's famous but not uncontroversial thesis dating 
from r95r, namely, that the age of High Imperialism and the 
totalitarian regimes of the twentieth century were closely linked 
in ideological terms, reveals a new relevance when placed in the 
context of the instrumentalization of the sciences for empire. 
And vice versa, it could also be asked how far imperialism and, 
for example, imperial society were influenced by representative 
forms of the sciences. 72 

This Arendtian thesis of a continuity in German imperial 
ideology from the r88os to Nazi imperialism has stimulated 
much reflection in Germany about the nature, elements, and 
structure of cultural imperialism. Frantz Fanon expressed similar 
thoughts in Les Damnés de la terre (rg6r), suggesting that fascism 
was primarily a form of European imperialism directed inwards, 
and that it was most strongly developed in Germany because 
that country had lost its colonies after rgr8. 73 For obvious 
reasons the cases of Britain and France were very different. Yet 
studying the sciences could be very helpful in order to gain an 
understanding of German terms such as 'Mittelafrika', 
'Weltpolitik', and 'Lebensraum', and to put them into their 
historical context. It could thereby complement a picture to 
which other subjects, such as film history, literary studies, 
women's history, and psychoanalytical history, to name but a 

70 Saul Dubow, Scientific Racism in Modem South A.frica (Cambridge, 1995); Paul B. Rich, 
'Race, Science and the Legitimization of White Supremacy in South Africa, 1902-1940', 
lntematwnal]oumal ef African Historical Studies, 23 (1990), 665-86. 

71 Cf. Margit Szollosi-Janze, 'National Socialism and the Sciences: Reflections, 
Conclusions and Historical Perspectives', in ead., Science in the 1hird Reich (Oxford, 2001), 
1-35. 

72 Hans Hauge, 'Nationalising Science', in Roger Chartier and Pietro Corsi (eds.), 
Sciences et langues en Europe (Paris, 1996), 159-68; Hannah Arendt, 1he Origins ef 
Totalitarianism (New York, 1951); Benedikt Stuchtey, 'Herrschen und Verwalten: Hannah 
Arendt uber den Imperialismus', Saeculum: Jahrbuch for Universalgeschichte, 54 (2003), 
301-28. 

73 Robert Young, 11/hite Mythologies: Writing History and the West (London, 1990), 7 f. 
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few, have already contributed so richly in recent years. 74 

Wolfgang Eckart, who contributes an essay to the present 
volume, has admirably shown elsewhere how the intellectual 
orientation and worldview of German medicine imbibed social 
Darwinist principles of racial segregation, competition, and 
racial anthropology which gave German ideological imperialism 
strong elements of continuity up to the end of the Third Reich. 
Tropical medicine in the colonies as well as in the metropolitan 
institutions such as the one in Hamburg, founded in 1900 and 
modelled on the Liverpool and London Schools of Tropical 
Medicine, ultimately had to answer the question of the extent to 
which racial hygiene as pursued by doctors in the colonies was 
also serviceable to dictatorships. 75 In sum, while imperial history 
and the history of science profit from one another, they also 
challenge each other. 

New Trends in Imperial History: a Challenge for the History of Science 

Few great historiographical projects of the recent past have 
demonstrated so manifest a shift in the understanding of the 
phenomenon of imperialism as the above-mentioned Oxford 
History of the British Empire, which ascribes equal impact to the 
colonizer and the colonized, and demonstrates the centrality of 
an involvement with imperial issues to domestic history, both 
rural and urban. 76 In Antoinette Burton's words, the empire was 
'not just a phenomenon "out there", but a fundamental part of 
British culture and national identity at home'. 77 While some 

74 Wolfe W. Schmokel, Dream of Empire: German Colonialism, 1919-1945 (Westport, 
Conn., 1980); Woodruff D. Smith, 17ze Ideologi,cal Origi,ns of Na;:.i Imperialism (New York, 
1986); Sara Friedrichsmeyer, Sara Lennox, and Susanne Zantop (eds.), 17ze Imperialist 
Imagination: German Colonialism and its Legacy (Ann Arbor, 1998); Lora Wildenthal, German 
Women for Empire, 1884-1945 (Durham, NC, 2001). 

75 Wolfgang U. Eckart, Medizin und Kolonialimperialismus: Deutsch/and, 1884-1945 
(Paderbom, 1997); Erich Mannweiler, Geschichte des Institutsfiir Schiffs- und Tropenk:rankheiten 
in Hamburg, 1900 bis 1945 (Keltem-Weiler, 1998). 

76 For a general evaluation of recent trends in imperial research see Benedikt 
Stuchtey, 'Nation und Expansion: Das britische Empire in der neuesten Forschung', 
Historische Zeitschrifi, 274 (2002), 87-u8;John M. MacKenzie, 'Empire and Metropolitan 
Cultures', in Porter (ed.), 17ze .Nineteenth Century, 270-93. 

77 Antoinette Burton, 'Who Needs the Nation? Interrogating "British" History', in 
Catherine Hall (ed.), Cultures of Empire: Colonizers in Britain and the Empire in the .Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries. A Reader (Manchester, 2000), 137-53, at 139. 
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studies anticipated this trend, others in Britain, Germany, France 
and other countries have followed it, either implicitly or explic-
itly. 78 In his Satanic Verses (1988) Salman Rushdie already hinted 
at the problem that English history had taken place mainly in the 
colonies and therefore could not be understood without its colo-
nial factor. Evidently this also applies to political studies investi-
gating the impact of the empire on modern political cultures, 
thereby following trends in economic and cultural history. By 
arguing that imperialism was a cultural, economic, and political 
cause that formed a significant imperial mindset in the metropo-
lises, it can be shown that imperial ideas and interests shaped 
patterns of national identity in Western Europe before and after 
the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth century. 79 According 
to John Darwin, missionaries, for example, who called the 
European metropolises their 'home-bases', while they themselves 
were 'colonial bridgeheads', were articulating their sub-imperial 
interests with those of humanitarian, commercial, or, indeed, 
scientific representatives of the process of 'empire-making'. 80 If 
imperial subjects could build bridges between the cultures, then 
the different methodologies and prerogatives of National History 
and Imperial History can equally be bridged. In fact, they must 
be bridged for an appropriate historical consideration of the 
global and local dynamics of empire.81 

Understood in this way, therefore, Imperial History implies at 
least two things: (1) an awareness of different forms of empire 

78 Catherine Hall, Civilising Subjects: Metropole and Colony in the English Imagination, 
1830-1867 (Cambridge, 2002); Birthe Kundrus, Moderne lmperialisten: Das Kaiserreich im 
Spiegel seiner Kolonien (Cologne, 2003); ead. (ed.), Phantasiereiche: ,(_ur Kulturgeschichte des 
deutschen Kolonialismus (Frankfurt am Main, 2003); Christophe Charle, La Crise des societes 
imperiales: Allemagne, France, Grande-Bretagne (1900-1940). Essai d'histoire sociale comparee (Paris, 
2001). 

79 For the British case see Andrew S. Thompson, Imperial Britain: The Empire in British 
Politics c. 1880-1932 (Harlow, 2000), esp. 15-37, 186-95; id., 'The Language of 
Imperialism and the Meanings of Empire: Imperial Discourse in British Politics, 
1895-1914', Journal <if British Studies, 36 (1997), 1471 7; a critical viewpoint is Peter J. 
Marshall, 'Imperial Britain',Journal <if Imperial and Commonwealth History, 23 (1995), 379-94. 

80 John Darwin, 'Imperialism and the Victorians: The Dynamics of Territorial 
Expansion', English Historical Review, II2 (1997), 614-42. 

81 This is the agenda set by Antony Hopkins, 'Back to the Future: From National 
History to Imperial History', Past and Present, 164 (1999), 198-243, a viewpoint, however, 
that was not disputed by late Victorian intellectuals such as Dilke, Froude, and Seeley. 
Benedikt Stuchtey, 'Literature, Liberty, and Life of the Nation: British Historiography 
from Macaulay to Trevelyan', in Stefan Berger et al. (eds.), Writing National Histories: 
Western Europe since 1800 (London, 1999), 30-46, at 36 f. 
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over time and in different regions of the world that can best be 
studied comparatively and under the perspective of the longue 
durée; and (2) what Linda Colley has called the 'connexity, the 
identification and investigation of the manifold connections that 
existed over time between different sectors of the world and 
different peoples'. 82 Here the character of the British, French, 
German, Dutch, or any other colonial power (including Spain 
and Portugal for the early modern period) comes back into the 
picture, underlining that imperialism was not a uni-directional 
phenomenon but one based on complex political, economic, 
cultural, religious, and scientific relationships, among many 
others. Moreover, imperialism meant not simply passiveness on 
the side of the (colonized) receiver, but a willingness to collabo-
rate and co-operate with the colonial power. Both points lead to 
a call for national historiographies to incorporate the imperial 
factor in their stories for a clearer understanding of the differ-
ences between the Western and non-Western worlds. At the very 
least this would result in a transformation in this historiography, 
while at best new questions could be asked, for example, leading 
to a more comprehensive understanding of the colonizers them-
selves. 83 Furthermore, the historical colonial entanglement was 
not only a matter of the relationship between the 'West' and the 
'rest' ( of the world), 84 but also played an important role for the 
path taken by European history itself One needs only to think of 
the internal (English) colonialism of the British Isles, or the 
Lebensraum policy of Germany's eastwards expansionism, both 
claiming colonial power which, one way or another, connected 
different histories within Europe.85 In literature, as Nadine 
Gordimer tells us, there are examples which illustrate the 

82 Linda Colley, 'What is Imperial History Now?', in David Cannadine (ed.), lt'hat is 
History Now? (Basingstoke, 2002), 132-47, at 138. 

83 Two British studies, exemplary in this respect, are Kathleen Wilson, The Sense ef the 
Peopl.e: Politics, Culture and Imperialism in Engfmul, 171s-1785 (Cambridge, 1995) and Kathryn 
Tidrick, Empire and the English Charact,er (London, 1990). 

84 According to Stuart Hall, 'The West and the Rest: Discourse and Power', in id. and 
Bram Gieben (eds.), Formations ef Modernity (Cambridge, 1992), 275-320. 

85 Michael Hechter, Internal Colonialism: The Celtic Fringe in British National Development 
1836-1966 (Berkeley, 1975; New Brunswick, 1999); Michael Burleigh, Germa,ry Turns 
Eastwards: A Study efOstforschung in the Third Reich (Cambridge, 1988); Benedikt Stuchtey, 
'''Westward the course of empire takes its way": Imperialism and the Frontier in British 
and German Historical Writing around 1900', in id. and Peter Wende (eds.), British and 
German Historiography, 1750--1950: Traditions, Perceptions, and Transfers (Oxford, 2000), 
289-334, at 320 ff. 
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psychology of imperial expansion by building categories for the 
concept of the colonial/ colonizer, examples from which histori-
cal studies could well profit. 86 

These new trends in imperial, indeed, in world historiogra-
phy, can be summarized as a historical perspective going beyond 
Eurocentrism. 87 In order to overcome Eurocentrism, it is not 
primarily necessary to outline macrohistories of the world. 
Rather one needs to orientate oneself alongside a historical prob-
lem which, against its global horizon, requires the European 
experience to be qualified and contextualized. At the same time 
the comparative method allows the European experience to 
retain sufficient weight in the narrative: the emphasis on 
'connexity' and interaction does not aim to negate Euro-
centrism, but to de-centralize the West and to question a 
Western teleological viewpoint. Dipesh Chakrabarty has most 
appropriately termed this intellectual claim 'provincializing 
Europe', by which he means that the West and Western thought 
are not to be rejected altogether, but to be put into a universal 
context and thereby 'provincialized'. It is important to take into 
account the heritage of European imperialism, the fact that 
Western Europe was the centre of the global order for several 
centuries, and that without European economic, political, and 
cultural power the history of the world would have gone in a 
totally different direction. Thus although a moral Eurocentrism 
is quite unacceptable, a cognitive Eurocentrism is unthinkable. 88 

In other words, a comparison of cultures and civilizations helps 
to overcome the paradigms of the nation-state which were 
restricted to Europe, while it is especially important that the 

86 See Nadine Gordimer on a new edition of Albert Memmi's The Colonizer and the 
Colonized, in Times Literary Supplement, 12 Sept. 2003, 13-14; in literary studies the repercus-
sions of imperialism on the mother country have also been investigated, especially from a 
post-colonial perspective. See Robert Weimann, Rander der Moderne: Repriisentation und 
Alteri/at im (post)kolonialen Diskurs (Frankfurt am Main, 1997); for a critical perspective see 
James M. Blaut, The Colonizer's Model qf the World: Geographical Diffesionism and Eurocentric 
History (New York, 1993). 

87 See Sebastian Conrad and Shalini Randeria (eds.), Jenseits des Eurozentrismus: 
Postkoloniale Perspektiven in den Geschichts- und Kulturwissenschqflen (Frankfurt am Main, 2002); 
Eckhardt Fuchs and Benedikt Stuchtey (eds.), Across Cultural Borders: Historiography in Global 
Perspective (Lanham, Md., 2002). 

88 Dipesh Chakrabarty, Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference 
(Princeton, 2000), here 6 ff.; Jurgen Osterhammel, 'Ex-zentrische Geschichte: 
AuBenansichten europiiischer Modemitat', Wissenschaflskolleg zu Berlin, Jahrbuch 
(2000/2001), 296-318. 
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comparison also brings out the similarities between the Western 
and non-Western world rather than merely concentrating on the 
differences. 89 

In the context of modernization theories and dependence 
theories, it has been economic history in particular that has so 
far worked with a plurality of developmerits towards modernity 
using a system of individual dynamics. Here Conrad and 
Randeria, for example, identify the question of 'shared' or 
'connected' and 'divided' histories. These histories, they argue, 
illustrate the interactions, ambivalences, and mutual exchanges 
between different pasts. These can be considered as 'shared' with 
regard to cultures and societies in history formed and constituted 
by similar experiences and relatively close interdependence. 
They can be seen as 'divided' when taking into account the 
delimitations they produced and the need for particularity they 
created. Consequently the concept of 'entangled histories' (histoire 
croisee) aims to show the interaction between the Western and 
non-Western world as one of the elements which constitute the 
formation of modernity and modern societies.90 

While the totality of a 'universal history' is certainly not a 
primary concern, the replacement of the paradigm of the nation-
state and its hegemony is part of the larger question of whether, 
with the 'imperial turn', the nation as an ideological and 
methodological concept has the potential to remain an analytical 
category for the understanding of the post-colonial world. Its 
rethinking, reorientating, and rewriting leads to the conclusion 
that, however inadequate, the nation is indispensable for that 
task.91 After all (Western) European nations emerged, at least in 

89 Jurgen Osterhammel, 'Transkulturell vergleichende Geschichtswissenschaft', in 
Heinz-Gerhard Haupt and Jurgen Kocka (eds.), Geschichte im Vergleich (Frankfurt am 
Main, 1996), 271-313. 

9° Conrad and Randeria (eds.), Jenseits des Eurozentrismus, 17-22. The model of histoire 
croisee that was concerned with gender studies before it moved to post-colonial studies has 
also been developed by Michael Werner and Benedicte Zimmermann, 'Vergleich, 
Transfer, Verflechtung: Der Ansatz der Histoire croisee und die Herausforderung des 
Transnationalen', Geschichte und Gesellschefi, 28 (2002), 607-36; Michael Werner and 
Benedicte Zimmermann, 'Penser l'histoire croisee: entre empirie et reflexivite', Annales 
HSS, 58 (2003), 1 36; see also S. Subralimanyam, 'Connected Histories: Toward a 
Reconfiguration of Early Modern Eurasia', in V. Lieberman (ed.), Beyond Binary Histories: 
Reimagming Eurasia to c. 1830 (Ann Arbor, 1997), 289-315. 

91 Antoinette Burton, 'Introduction: On the Inadequacy and the Indispensability of 
the Nation', in ead., Afler the Imperial Tum: Thinking With and Through the Nation (Durham, 
NC, 2003), 1-23. 
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part, in the context of their colonial/imperial projects, and colo-
nial movements were simultaneously shaped by conflicts and 
events within Europe.92 Naturally this idea of the entanglement 
does not suggest an ideal of equality between the colonizer and 
the colonized. On the contrary, their relationship in history has 
rarely been characterized by anything other than colonial 
authority, power, and its misuse, often going as far as racism and 
genocide, in the name of the 'civilizing mission'.93 But most 
importantly, their relationship was complex; it was not a politi-
cal, economic, or cultural cul-de-sac in imperial terms. In their 
mutual interaction, 'imperialist and colonized were each capable 
of openness and insularity, of giving and taking, of actions and 
attitudes both coherent and chaotic'. 94 

How and where does the history of science fit into the story 
ranging from one of the oldest colonies of the Western powers, 
Ireland, to one of the most valuable ones, lndia?95 The fact that 
the mechanics of imperial power were not historically problema-
tized or questioned for quite a long time was largely due to the 
dialectical structure of colonizer/ colonized which the academic 
disciplines themselves fostered. Edward Said's critique of the 
dichotomy between Europe and the non-Western world as onto-
logically given aims to deconstruct those disciplines and sciences 
which cultivated and strengthened mental frontiers.96 According 
to Said, these included not only Oriental studies, but also anthro-
pology, history, sociology, and philology. Basing his approach on 
the theories of Antonio Gramsci (cultural hegemony) and Michel 

92 See Ann Laura Stoler and Frederick Cooper, 'Between Metropole and Colony: 
Rethinking a Research Agenda', in Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (eds.), 
Tensions qf Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World (Berkeley, 1997), 1-56; on the ques-
tion of a modern historiography beyond the nation-state cf. Jurgen Osterhammel, 
Geschichtswissenschafl jenseits des Nationalstaats: Studien zu Beziehungsgeschichte und 
,?,ivilisationsvergleich (Gottingen, 2001). 

93 The topic of racism and racist policies by European colonial powers-also in the 
context of science-has recently been rediscovered as a fruitful field for historical and 
sociological research; see e.g. for the German case Hans-Walter Schmuhl, 'Deutsche 
Kolonialherrschaft und Ethnogenese in Ruanda, 1897-1916', Geschichte und Gesellschafl, 26 
(2000), 307-34; and from a comparative perspective Ann Laura Stoler, 'Sexual Affronts 
and Racial Frontiers: European Identities and the Cultural Politics of Exclusion in 
Colonial Southeast Asia', in Cooper and Stoler (eds.), Tensions qf Empire, 198-237. 

94 Andrew Porter, 'Empires in the Mind', in Peter J. Marshall (ed.), Cambridge Illustrated 
History qf the British Empire (Cambridge, 1996), 185---i?23, at 186. 

95 Nicholas Whyte, Science, Colonialism, and Ireland (Cork, 1999); for the literature on 
India see notes 49-51 above. 

96 Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western Conceptions qf the Orient (New York, 1978). 
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Foucault (discourse theory), among others, Said's interpretation 
saw the 'West' as separating 'the other' from the process of 
modernity by the intellectual means and categories of 
'Orientalism', an ontological and epistemological distinction 
between the Western and non-Western world. Western sciences 
and their 'Orientalist' order conditioned and facilitated authority 
and dominance, from which followed the acceptance of imperial-
ism and its consequences of chauvinism and racism. 97 In the 
eighteenth century, for example, world history was still occupied 
with the academic aim of covering as many aspects of universal 
knowledge about Asia as possible. In the nineteenth century this 
changed with the invention of new disciplines and their specific 
interests and research agendas. Subjects such as Indian, 
Japanese, and Chinese studies emerged, separating and dividing 
the different forms of knowledge from each other. Asia was thus 
deprived of mystique. 98 

Historians of science and imperialism have long been aware 
that the cultural consequences of imperialism were as profound 
for the colonizer as for the colonized. The Saidian problem of 
reciprocity is a problem of enquiry: what roles do the categories 
of ideology, place, time, imperial and local narratives, and the 
experience of the 'other' etc. play? What meanings do the 
colonies' independent histories (that is, without the need to 
respond to or resist the colonial powers) have in the context of a 
modem imperial history that no longer understands the cultural 
traffic between 'here' and 'there' in linear terms but sees it in 
terms of a complex, multidimensional encounter and intercolo-
nial exchange? 

It is nothing new to say that knowledge meant power, and 
power needed knowledge. Building on Foucault as well as Said 
and, more recently, Homi Bhabha, 99 post-colonial studies have 
intensified their preoccupation with the question of the extent to 
which the sciences were engaged in gaining power in the process 
of colonial expansion. Apart from functioning as an instrument 

97 Among the best analyses of Said's concept are John M. MacKenzie, Orientalism: 
History, Theory and the Arts (Manchester, 1995);Jiirgen Osterhammel, 'Edward W. Said 
und die "Orientalismus"-Debatte: Ein Riickblick', Asien----A~Lateinamerika, 25 (1997), 
597-607; and Alexander L. Madie, Orientalism (London, 2002), esp. 25-49 and 102-47. 

98 Jurgen Osterhammel, Die Entzauberung Asiens: Europa und die asiatischen Reiche im r8. 
Jahrhundert (Munich, 1998). 

99 Homi Bhabha, The Location efCulture (London, 1994). 
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in the hand of the colonizer, which was often obvious, the rela-
tionship between knowledge and power in this respect was also a 
product of the cultural and social demands of European acade-
mia and, as such, part of the European intellectual heritage. 
Thus, at least, runs the post-colonial critique of the order of 
Western knowledge. By dividing the world into the active 
subject, the colonizer, on the one hand, and the passive object, 
the colonized, on the other, the sciences contributed to the insti-
tutionalization of (Western) imperial thinking. 

This observation can be made of all major European imperial 
nations, underlining the thesis that 'Orientalism' as developed 
and described by Said was not a phenomenon that depended 
upon the size and historical longevity of any particular power and 
its imperial possessions, but was part of a general European/ 
Western discourse. Despite the academic controversies and wide-
spread critique which Said's theses have inspired since their first 
publication more than twenty-five years ago, their value undoubt-
edly lies in having stimulated the formation of what became the 
influential discipline of post-colonial studies. Few academic 
debates have caused so much fundamental discussion about 
Western representations and adoption of images of 'the other', 
and few have provoked so much constructive opposition. 100 

Against the background of the post-war anti-colonial discourse 
(Aimé Cesaire, Frantz Fanon, Mahatma Gandhi, and others), 101 

Said's theoretical approach was a crucial motivator in the decolo-
nization of the sciences and other academic disciplines. It caused 
a decisive shift in historiographical views and methodological 
paradigms and helped to overcome the artificial dichotomy 
between the 'West' and the 'rest', 'us' and 'them', 'Europe' and 
'the other'. The paradigm of entangled histories as described 
above was a logical consequence that followed upon the cultural 
turn of post-colonial studies. Imperialism can therefore be under-
stood as a project for modernizing and capitalizing the world, as 
well as for the cultural formation of the world applying equally to 
the societies of the colonizer and the colonized. 102 Finally, 

100 See James Carrier, Occidentalism: Images of the West (Oxford, 1995). 
101 Young, U'hite Mythologies, passim. 
102 Cf. Nicholas Dirks (ed.), Colonialism and Culture (Ann Arbor, 1992); Neil Larsen, 

'Imperialism, Colonialism, Postcolonialism', in Henry Schwarz and Sangeeta Ray (eds.), 
A Companion to Postcownial Studies (Malden, Mass., 2000), 23-52. 
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however, the Saidian approach was unmasked as itself part of an 
intellectual ideology which was too one-dimensional and negative 
if the imperial impact on Western culture was not given adequate 
attention. 103 

Structure of the Volume 

The essays in this volume reflect the diversity of the subject to 
the extent that colonial science as well as colonial medicine and 
technology were part of the formation of national identities and 
the construction of cultural traditions in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. 104 From the imperial mandate given to 
science emerged both exploration schemes on the 'periphery' 
and the establishment of research institutes, learned societies, 
and museums at the 'centre'. The sciences as presented in the 
eleven essays in this volume are considered as social constructs, 
forms of social and cultural practice, and, in this respect, ·more 
than mere cognitive activities. The essays focus upon the practi-
cal activities of the scientists and researchers working in 
academic fields as diverse as, to name but a selection, botany, 
linguistics, anthropology, and pharmacology, and in a variety of 
locations as diverse as societies for the exploration of Palestine, 
museums, laboratories, university seminars and institutes, 
libraries, their studies at home, and in the field. Some essays deal 
with the sciences in their colonial surroundings, drawing atten-
tion to implicit as well as explicit colonial science policies and 
colonial responses to Westernization. Problems of Orientalism, 
Western cultural domination, the impact of Social Darwinism 
and industrialization, and the imposition of a Western scientific 
discourse on the colonial world play a crucial role in this respect, 
as do indigenous, 'local' scientific traditions. 105 

103 See Julie F. Codell and Dianne Sachko Macleod (eds.), Orientalism Transposed: The 
Impact qf the Colonies on British Culture (Ashgate, 1998). 

104 For the question of technology still an important book: Daniel R. Headrick, The 
Tentacles ef Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age qf Imperialism, 185er-1940 (Oxford, 1988). 

105 As this volume pays much attention to anthropological questions, cf. also Mark 
Francis, 'Anthropology and Social Darwinism in the British Empire, 1870-1900', 
Australian Journal ef Politics and History, 40 (1994), 203-15; Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism in 
European and American 77zought, 186er-194s Nature as a Model and Nature as a 77zreat (New 
York, 1997); Roy MacLeod, 'Reading the Discourse of Colonial Science', in Patrick 
Petitjean (ed.), us Sciences coloniales:ftgures et institutions (Paris, 1996), 8198. 



Introduction 35 

Questions are raised concerning the manner in which the 
disciplines were objectively constructed yet required legitimiza-
tion, and the complex system of interaction between individual 
scientists, received academic traditions, social structure, and the 
imperial culture as a whole. Thus a selection of the disciplines 
themselves, the question of their internationalization and institu-
tionalization, the problems of science administration, education, 
and organized research, the initiatives of individuals, and the 
application of knowledge form the core of this volume. It bears in 
mind, of course, the impact of the four different imperial situa-
tions of Britain, Germany, France, and the Netherlands, and 
how these can be compared with one another. Further, it asks 
what roles metropolitan mentalités played in London, Berlin, Paris, 
and Amsterdam. Conservative paternalism on the part of the 
colonial powers is not insignificant in this respect, nor what in the 
British context would be termed 'the white man's burden', in the 
French the mission civilisatrice, and in the Dutch a kind of Ethiek. 

The present volume is divided into four parts which address 
the major problems raised above. Part I, 'Western Europe and 
the Colonial World: National Motives and Models', places the 
four West European countries in a comparative perspective, 
concentrating on the issue of whether and to what extent 'typi-
cal' national characteristics, such as national styles, existed and 
developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Studying 
the scientific network in the British Empire, Donal McCracken 
refers to the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew, where this intro-
duction began, and their global influence. 106 Here he finds that 
the British imperial system characteristically relied upon the 
informality of its institutional linkages as a unifying factor, as 
John Robert Seeley had pointed out in his The Expansion of 
England (1886), where he famously suggested that the British 
Empire had been acquired in a fit of 'absence of mind'. The 
botanical and forestry network was no exception in this regard. 
As McCracken points out, it provided valuable economic, scien-
tific, and social functions and held out opportunities for both 
imperial and European scientists from France and Germany, for 
example. Despite jingoistic and nationalistic propaganda in the 
age of High Imperialism, a fraternity in scientific matters was 

106 See by the same author, Gardens ef Empire: Botanical Institutions ef the Victorian British 
Empire (London, 1997). 
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desired. Colonial botanists gave the impression that they were 
pursuing less an imperial than a universal mission. While botany 
became more nationalistic from the 1920s, the period before this 
was dominated by a spirit of co-operation. 

In Berlin, the School of Oriental Languages, founded in 1888, 
had been designed in line with a policy that, in the first instance, 
was not intended to respond to the needs of the Reich's colonial 
power. The School was not, initially, the result of a political 
policy, but the outcome of solid lobbying, especially by its direc-
tor, Eduard Sachau, and ad hoe decisions. It had a practical 
linguistic orientation, which was intended to benefit businessmen 
trading in the Middle and Far East. As Lothar Burchardt shows, 
its relevant departments were later used to train young officials 
and officers for the colonies because they willingly offered their 
services to the state. While the state gladly accepted the offer, the 
School's continued existence depended upon Germany's active, 
indeed progressively expansionist aims, but the Reich's leader-
ship was difficult to convince of the value of a colonial academy. 
Thus this case illustrates how the reluctance of the 'official' mind 
of German imperialism to finance the linguistic skills of its offi-
cers confronted the individual ambitions of a scientific institution 
whose survival was closely linked to the continuation of the 
German empire. Academia, in short, made itself serviceable to 
the state because it derived its very legitimation from the state's 
imperial interests. 

Similar insights can be gained from the idea, arguably the 
ideology, of the mission civilisatrice which was particularly devel-
oped in France. Patrick Petitjean's essay shows that scientific 
colonization as a way of 'civilizing' the hitherto 'uncivilized' 
parts of the world was in the core interest of the French state, as 
was the spread of free trade and the work of Christian missions 
for other European states. Eurocentrism, if not the centrism of a 
belief in the benefits ofFrench culture, was combined with scien-
tism. Both formed an organic part of the (French) colonial enter-
prise which understood the 'civilizing mission' as an intellectual 
construct that was inherent in Western colonial thoughts of 
conquest, control, rule, and scientific development-a conviction 
that did not diminish with decolonization. Petitjean contrasts this 
close relationship between state and science in France in the late 
nineteenth century with a universalism that had been specifically 
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French since 1789. Neither the étatist nor the universalist 
approach, however, was receptive to the scientific knowledge 
gained by scientists living in the colonies. Science was centrally 
directed from Paris, and research institutes were not set up in the 
colonies until the late 1930s. Under the direction of the botanist 
Auguste Chevalier, the Association Colonies-Sciences created a colo-
nial network among the scientific community, which held its first 
conference in 1931 during the Paris Colonial Exhibition. The 
first conference of colonial scientists took place in 1937, the same 
year in which the Office de la Recherche Scientifique Coloniale was 
founded. Gradually, the balance changed away from the scien-
tific wing of the colonial party and in favour of the colonial wing 
of the scientific community. Yet science policy and colonial 
policy were both still considered a national priority, and only to 
a limited extent subject to organized internationalism. 

While the essays on Germany and France are orientated 
towards the metropolitan mind, Suzanne M. Moon discusses 
theories of colonial transformation on the periphery, namely the 
Netherlands East Indies around the 1920s. Focusing on social 
problems, the Dutch scholar J. H. Boeke attempted to set up an 
economic model specifically for the Dutch colony, one which did 
not see the economy in terms of universal laws that could be 
arbitrarily applied, but which was adapted to local conditions 
and thus drew distinctions between Western and non-Western 
economic systems. Moon comes to the conclusion that the 
theory of a dual economy as developed by Boeke introduced 
policymakers to entirely new ways of conceptualizing the differ-
ences between European and colonial societies. 

Finally in this part, Markus Kirchhoff draws attention to 
British, German, and French societies for the exploration of 
Palestine between 1865 and 1920, which also provide insights 

into the scientific traditions of these countries, such as, for 
example, German philology, and British pragmatism. 107 Here the 
European comparative perspective is strongest. The establish-
ment of the Palestine Exploration Fund in London (1865), the 
German Verein zur Erforschung Palästinas (1877), and theJerusalem-
based École Biblique (1890) marked a fundamental shift in the 

107 See further on the German philological tradition Markus Kirchhoff, 'Text zu 
Land-Die Palastinawissenschaft 1865-1919', Tel Aviver Jahrbuchfiir deutsche Geschichte, 28 
(1999), 403-27. 
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European reception of Palestine. Previously, individual travellers 
and scholars researching the country had been the most frequent 
visitors. Now, studies of the country were undertaken by institu-
tionalized and officially financed sources. Archaeology, ethnogra-
phy, historical geography, and other disciplines were supported 
by these scientific societies. They could also be used by those with 
political interests, as the significance of historical atlases in the 
geographical division of Palestine at the peace conference of 1919 
demonstrated. Although institutionalized research on Palestine 
did not directly encourage colonial expansion, its research find-
ings cannot have been without consequences for the European 
understanding of imperialism and its cultural, 'Orientalist' 
dimension. 

The second part of this volume, 'Science and Metropolitan 
Identities', is concerned with the discourse of imperial science 
and scientific imperialism from the metropolitan standpoint. 
Although Roy MacLeod's essay on Archibald Liversidge pres-
ents an example of an Anglo-Australian scholar who was equally 
at home in Sydney and London, his cultural identity can be 
characterized as a 'moving metropolis' on an imperial fron-
tier .108 This means that Liversidge's scientific worldview is an 
example of 'centrist, metropolitan' science, irrespective of its 
global positioning: what mattered was how science was done and 
where it was based, that is, in learned societies, museums, or insti-
tutes, etc. Drawing our attention to the Australian context, 
MacLeod looks at the relationship between knowledge and 
power in a colonial setting that tells us as much about the expan-
sionist consciousness of Europeans as about its colonial outcome. 
To serve imperial interests was both a local and an international 
process. And with scientists mostly coming from the United 
Kingdom it is questionable to what extent a colonial mentality 
could emerge at all on the Australian periphery. As a result, and 
in contrast to America, the separation and geographical distance 
from the mother-country brought about the mere adoption of 
metropolitan standards, rather than the encouragement of inno-
vation or the emergence of a national tradition in Australia 

108 On this motive see also Roy MacLeod, 'On Visiting the "Moving Metropolis": 
Reflections on the Architecture of Imperial Science', in Nathan Reingold and Marc 
Rothenberg (eds.), Scientific Colonialism: A Cross-Cultural Comparison (Washington, DC, 1987), 
217-49, esp. 229 ff. 
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itself. 109 The practice of 'Liversidgean science' was a cultural 
link within the Empire which drew its dynamic and informed 
itself from the British centre: the embodiment of Bacon's 
merchant of light, as the author puts it, as a traveller-scientist 
between the ages and continents. One could, however, also term 
metropolitan science a 'patriarchal science', in whatever 
geographical or national context. llO 

Looking at French anthropology from the International 
Colonial Exhibition in 1931 to the establishment of the Musée de 
l'Homme in 1938, Benoit de L'Estoile argues that both events 
were key moments for the institutionalization and disciplinary 
formation of scientific anthropology and, one could add, its 
popularization. In any case the connection between the disci-
pline and its colonial uses became apparent to a large Parisian 
public, which participated in the instrumentalization of the 
social sciences for the social world. The potential for a critical 
attitude towards French colonization was certainly there, as has 
analogously been shown for British anthropology. 111 And the 
Colonial Exhibition itself attracted many critics from political, 
literary, and artistic circles, including such illustrious figures as 
André Breton and René Char. 112 Thus de L'Estoile argues that 
the Exhibition emphasized the need for the recognition of a 
revised colonial policy founded on the valorization of difference 
between the races and cultures, acknowledging native popula-
tions in their own right. The Exhibition presented itself as a kind 
of 'living museum', offering a comparative humanism, thus 
prefiguring the Museum of Mankind in so far as the latter 
aspired to exhibit the diversity of cultures that were present in 
the French Empire. Above all, however, the capital of this 

109 Ian Inkster, 'Intellectual Dependency and the Sources of Invention: Britain and 
the Australian Technological System in the Nineteenth Century', History ef Technology, 12 
(1990), 40-64; John G. Jenkin, 'British Influence on Australian Physics, 1788-1988', 
Berichte ;:,ur Wissenschaflsgeschichte, 13 (1990), 93-100. 

110 Anne-Marie Moulin, 'Patriarchal Science: The Network of the Overseas Pasteur 
Institutes', in Patrick Petitjean, Catherine Jami, and Anne-Marie Moulin (eds.), Science and 
Empires: Historical Studies about Scientific Devdopment and European Expansion (Dordrecht, 1992), 
307--22. 

111 Paul Cocks, 'The Rhetoric of Science and the Critique of Imperialism in British 
Social Anthropology, c. 1870-1940', History and Anthropology, 9 (1995), 93-119; generally see 
Jack Goody, The Expansioe Moment" Anthropology in Britain and Africa (Cambridge, 1995). 

112 Catherine Hodeir and Michel Pierre (eds.), L'Exposition Coloniale (Brussels, 1991), 
1II-S4· 
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empire presented itself as the centre of social anthropology and a 
distinctive French Africanisme. 113 

Moving from the European centres of London and Paris to 
their colonial peripheries, Part III, 'Science and Colonial 
Identities', picks up the academic study of anthropology and 
African studies and discusses how different were the results 'in 
the field'. Helen Tilley investigates eugenics, social anthropol-
ogy, and biomedicine in the view of the African Research Survey 
between 1920 and 1940. 114 This survey can be used as a focal 
point for exploring the collaboration between scientists and the 
British government and its Colonial Office in so far as discipli-
nary boundaries could be shaped by administrative priorities. By 
producing knowledge, scientific practitioners automatically made 
themselves serviceable to colonial administrators. But their find-
ings on racial prejudice and discrimination also challenged the 
concept of race and existing ideological and epistemological 
beliefs, leading to a reconsideration of biological and sociological 
views of the African peoples.115 Ambiguities remained, however, 
as Tilley shows. Although the authors of the African Survey 
refrained from presenting the idea that African peoples were 
inferior, they none the less did not make clear what they under-
stood by social equality. 

In her essay on ethnographic fieldwork in French Africa 
between c. 1900 and 1930, Emmanuelle Sibeud deals with similar 
questions. She looks at the impact of French colonial officials 
who, thanks to their local experience, had acquired ethno-
graphic and anthropological knowledge in Africa. Some were in 
scholarly competition with the established journals, supported 
the existing research communities, and were widely read. 

113 See by the same author 'Africanisme, Africanism: esquisse de comparaison franco-
britannique', in Anne Piriou and Emmanuelle Sibeud (eds.), L'Afiicanisme en questions, 
EHESS, Dossiers africains, 1 (Paris, 1997), 19-42; for the African context see Lyn 
Schumaker, A.fricanizing Anthropology: FieMwork, Networks and the Making ef Cultural Knowledge 
in Central A.frica (Durham, NC, 2001 ). 

114 For an international comparison with the British case see Mark Adams (ed.), The 
Wellborn Science: Eugenics in Gennany, France, Brazi~ and Russia (London, 1990). 

115 For this problem cf. also Warwick Anderson, 'Immunities of Empire: Race, 
Disease, and the New Tropical Medicine, 1900-1920', Bulktin ef the History ef Medicine, 70 
(1996), 94-u8; Elazar Barkan, The Retreat ef Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts ef Race in 
Britain and the United States Between the Two Wor/,d Wars (Cambridge, 1992); Waltraud Ernst, 
'Introduction: Historical and Contemporary Perspectives on Race, Science and 
Medicine, 1700-1960', in ead. and Bernard Harris (eds.), Race, Science, and A1edicine 
(London, 1999), 1-28. 
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Maurice Delafosse, who worked first on the Ivory Coast and 
later in the Sudan, was outstanding in this respect, as were 
Charles Monteil and Henri Labouret. 116 These authors were 
influential in founding the new subject of 'negrologie' and 
contributed to the journal Revue des Études Ethnographiques et 
Sociologiques, later to play a major part in the foundation of the 
Institut d'Ethnologie at the Sorbonne. According to Sibeud, this 
new scientific discipline of ethnography played a leading part in 
the 'civilizing mission'. Africanism, as already addressed above 
by Benoît de L'Estoile in his essay, was a science dedicated to 
French Africa and dependent on colonial experience. It was a 
'crucial experiment' for a new generation of anthropologists 
entering Durkheimian academic networks. 11 7 

The final part, 'Tropical Medicine at Home and Abroad', 
compares tropical medicine in the metropolitan and peripheral 
contexts. Wolfgang Eckart examines the Hamburg Institute of 
Nautical and Tropical Diseases, an institution which, unlike the 
Berlin School of Oriental Languages described by Burchardt, 
had a strong interest in colonial issues. Founded in 1901, it set 
itself up as a political instrument in the competition for colonial 
positions. These positions were secured in Douala, capital of the 
German protectorate of Cameroon, where, from 1901 to 1916, 
science legitimized the racist separation of blacks and whites in 
the town, and made it possible for medical experiments to be 
conducted with vaccinations, among other things. The German 
Reich had, at last, embarked upon a colonial course, planting its 
flag in the maps of Africa and Asia where most other states had 
claimed their possessions decades or centuries ago. This also 
meant that Germany ran the risk of venturing onto scientific 
terrain that had long since been conquered. A widespread feel-
ing of having to catch up with what other European colonial 
powers had already achieved was a major problem for German 
political and scientific self-esteem. The institutionalization of 
research on tropical medicine, following in the footsteps of the 
London and Liverpool institutes, 118 was therefore a logical result 

116 Jean-Loup Amselle and Emmanuelle Sibeud, Maurice Delajosse: de l'orientalisme a 
l'ethnographie: l'itineraire d'un efiicanisu (Paris, 1998). 

117 See Emmanuelle Sibeud, Une science imperiale pour l'Afaque? La construction des savoirs 
qfricanisus en France, 1878-1930 (Paris, 2002). 

118 P. Manson Bahr, History of the School of Tropical Medicine in London (1899-1949) 
(London, 1956); B. G. Maegraith, 'History of the Liverpool School ofTropical Medicine', 
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of the enthusiasm with which the German Colonial Association 
had campaigned for the acquisition of colonies and for their 
academic and scientific backing. 

It seems that French tropical medicine and pharmacology had 
a much easier start in the colonial world. As Michele Thompson 
shows in her essay covering one hundred and fifty years, the 
institutionalization of medicine in Cambodia, Laos, and 
Vietnam was crucially shaped by the connection with France, as 
was the intellectual worldview of the scientific community. This 
influence is still felt today. In fact, Thompson points out, contact 
between European and, in particular, French scientists and the 
ruling élite in lndo-China preceded political colonization. Thus 
Jean Marie Despiau was the private doctor of Gia Long, founder 
of the Nguyen dynasty in Vietnam, for more than twenty years. 
While the royal family and the colonizers were treated with the 
methods of Western medicine, the majority of the indigenous 
population had access only to highly inadequate care, especially 
as traditional medicine had been suppressed. Generations of 
French scientists systematically studied the countries and the 
peoples of South-East Asia, set up medical experimental stations 
(in Saigon in 1890, the Hanoi School of Medicine in 1902), tried 
out vaccinations, and trained indigenous researchers. These, in 
turn, published in French journals and supported the colonial 
project in which they were integrated, until they eventually 
joined the struggle for independence. 

Science and Empire: Western Europe and the Colonial World 

In his classic book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), 
Thomas Kuhn argued that the most significant breakthroughs in 
the world of science happened when 'paradigms' or hitherto 
undisputed assumptions about the nature of the world were radi-
cally rejected and replaced by new ideas, scientific concepts, and 
interpretations. Not a cumulative advancement of knowledge 
from one generation of scholars to the next, but a revolutionary 
and fundamental overturning of previously held views helped 

Medical History, 16 (1972), 354-68; Michael Worboys, 'The Emergence of Tropical 
Medicine: A Study in the Establishment of a Scientific Speciality', in Gerard Lemaine 
(ed.), Perspectives on the Emergence ef Scientific Disciplines (The Hague, 1976), 75-98. 
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man to distrust tradition, and to see, describe, and explain the 
world. A famous example of Kuhn's thesis, which was by no 
means uncontroversial, is the shift from Newtonian physics to 
quantum mechanics, as radical as the replacement of the view of 
the earth as flat by the view that the earth was round. Yet while 
new perspectives were gained by a change of specific paradigms 
which challenged and ultimately overthrew the dominant ones 
of the present day, the future of scientific knowledge also rested 
on the established institutionalization of (Western) science in 
research and teaching. The value of Kuhn's thesis thus lies in its 
intriguing implications for the analysis of science and empire in 
so far as the politics of imperialism were also characterized by 
necessary changes in the agenda while building on institutional-
ized resources. 

When we seek the significance of science for European 
empires and their construction, and similarly, for the imperial 
aspects of the sciences, both disciplines, imperial history and the 
history of science, profit from the new understanding of their 
phenomena in cultural terms. Because both were united by the 
philosophical concept of improving the world, driven by a 'civi-
lizing mission', both could be seen as 'modern' movements 
directed against the established order. 119 The claim to universal-
ity of the sciences on the one hand, and the national, particular-
istic system of the empires on the other did not represent an 
unbridgeable contradiction, given that imperial sciences worked 
well within the institutional arrangements of their respective 
countries. Moreover, the social framework of scientific engage-
ment made isolation from the non-academic world almost 
impossible: 'science in context' is a science in civil society 
constructed by the social and cultural worlds in which it sets its 
aims and claims. 120 The different scientific disciplines played 
different roles in this, of course, and were of different relevance 

119 Lewis Pyenson, 'The Ideology of Western Rationality: History of Science and the 
European Civilizing Mission', Science and Education, 2 (1993), 329-43. 

120 French research is particularly strong in this field. See e.g. Dominique Pestre, 
'Pour une histoire sociale et culturelle des sciences: nouvelles definitions, nouveaux 
objets, nouvelles pratiques', Annales HSS, 50 (1995), 487-522;Jan Golinski, Making Natural 
Knowledge: Constructivism and the History ef Science (Cambridge, 1998); Lutz Raphael, 'Die 
Verwissenschaftlichung des Sozialen als methodische und konzeptionelle Heraus-
forderung fur eine Sozialgeschichte des 20. Jahrhunderts', Geschichte und Gesellschqft, 22 
(1996), 165-g3. 
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and hierarchical standing. 121 As most of the essays in this volume 
show, however, not only the social sciences, philology, and 
nationally orientated historiography, but also the natural 
sciences quickly offered their advice to politics and society, 
whether asked or unasked. For obvious reasons this applied espe-
cially to times of (national or international) crisis. Consequently 
few events are as well investigated as the world wars, in particu-
lar the First World War. 122 Finally, at times of peace and scien-
tific co-operation, science and imperialism were also serviceable 
to each other. 

Against the background of previous research, this results in 
three problems at different levels for this volume: first, 'metropo-
lis' versus 'periphery' as discussed above, including a compara-
tive perspective; secondly, the institutionalization of the natural 
sciences and medicine as disciplines that were politically, 
economically, culturally and socially useful for the nation-state 
and its colonial imperialism by providing a kind of 'objective' 
justification; and thirdly, following on from the second point, the 
question of the extent to which empire served as a symbolic 
argument for scientific research. Especially in France and 
Germany from the late nineteenth century onwards, an increas-
ingly close relationship between science, political power, and the 
state showed that the institutionalization of the sciences was part 
of the larger process of state-formation and its expansion. 123 

Despite its federal character, Germany experienced similar 
tendencies to Britain and France in its attempt to centralize the 
power for financing and organizing the sciences, and also in 
influencing staff policy. The sciences could thus become an 'offi-
cial' agent in the debate about the justification of imperial 
engagement, and, vice versa, they could hope for state funding 
as long as they guaranteed that their work was in the interests of 

121 On prestige and hierarchy in German universities see Marita Baumgarten, 
Prqfessoren und Universitiiten im 19. Jahrhundert: ,?,ur Sozialgeschichte deutscher Geistes- und 
Naturwissenscheftler (Gottingen, 1997). 

122 On the theoretical background see Rudiger vom Bruch, 'Kulturimperialismus und 
Kulturwissenschaften', Berichte zur Wissenscheftsgeschichte, 13 (1990), 83-92; Wolfgang]. 
Mommsen, 'Die deutschen kulturellen Eliten im Ersten Weltkrieg' in id. (ed.), Kultur und 
Krieg: Die Rolk der Intelkktuelkn, Kiinstler und Schriftstelkr im Ersten Weltkrieg (Munich, 1996), 
1-15; Christophe Prochasson and Anne Rasmussen, Au nom de la Patrie: les intelkctuels et la 
premiere guerre mondiak (Paris, 1996). 

123 Claire Salomon-Bayet, 'L'Histoire des sciences et des techniques', in Fran,;:ois 
Bedarida, L'Histoire et k metier d'historien en France 194.J1995 (Paris, 1995), 379-g2. 
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national industry, the improvement of political life and educa-
tion at home, and the process of 'civilization' abroad. 124 

As a consequence, natural sciences were used in formulating 
what was called 'national styles', the construction of 'typical' 
German, British, French, Dutch, Indian, Arabic, or Jewish, etc. 
characteristics, that is, stereotypes in teaching and research, 
which, indeed, often became part of the stigmatization of the 
international competitor. 125 This was acceptable if the individual 
scientist satisfied the prerequisites of the nation's pantheon like 
Joseph Banks. But it became complicated in a case such as that 
of Alexander von Humboldt, for example, who like few other 
scientists personified the cosmopolitan universal scholar. In sum, 
the connection between science and empire against the back-
ground of an international ethos, language, and universal stan-
dards on the one hand, and the establishment of the sciences 
within their national institutional frameworks on the other, did 
not necessarily form a contradiction, but illustrated phenomena 
that happened simultaneously and were related to each other. 
They were part of the 'entangled' global history (histoire croisee) of 
Western Europe and the colonial world which this volume aims 
to illustrate. 

124 Cf. also the introduction to the volume by Jessen and Vogel (eds.), Wissenschafl und 
Nation, 24 ff. 

125 Mary Jo Nye, 'National Styles? French and English Chemistry in the Nineteenth 
and Early Twentieth Centuries', Osiris, 8 (1993), 30-49; LudmillaJordanova, 'Science 
and National Identity', in Roger Chartier and Pietro Corsi (eds.), Sciences et langues en 
Europe (Paris, 1996), 221-31; Jonathan Harwood, Styles ef Scientific Thought: The German 
Genetics Community 1900-1933 (Chicago, 1993); id., 'National Styles in Science: Genetics in 
Germany and the United States between the World Wars', Isis, 78 (1987), 390-414. 
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Fraternity in the Age of Jingoism: 
The British Imperial Botanic and 

Forestry Network 
DONAL P. McCRACKEN 

In the late Victorian period a German diplomat in evening dress 
called at Kew Gardens one morning to inquire on behalf of 
Prince Bismarck about the 'secret of Kew'. The perplexed assis-
tant curator who had the misfortune to receive the envoy tried to 
explain Kew's success was simply due to 'assiduous attention to 
its business', an explanation which the German chancellor subse-
quently dismissed as 'entirely unsatisfactory'. 1 

I 

Whatever else the nineteenth century might have been, it was an 
age of Nature Study. Learned societies, scholarly journals, and 
popular periodicals flourished and fed the educated public's inter-
est in the natural sciences.2 Moreover, it was a time when the 
dividing line between amateur enthusiast and professional scien-
tist was less stark than today. The collecting of 'novelties' and the 
classifying and pigeonholing of natural history specimens was the 
vogue, not least in the field of botany. But it was also the age of 
imperialism and with it of mass emigration; of colonial subjuga-
tion of indigenous peoples; of the growth of colonial settlements 
and of the advance of colonial agriculture. The immigrant ships 
carried with them the tools of environmental destruction: the 
plough, the saw, and the gun. In 1882, when Sir Joseph Hooker3 

1 W.J. Bean, The Rl!)lal Botanic Gardens, Kew: Historical and Descriptive (London, 1908), 
p. xix. 

2 See e.g. Lynn Barber, The Hryday qf Natural History (New York, 1980). 
3 The latest authoritative life of Hooker is Ray Desmond, Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker: 

Traveller and Plant Colkctor (Woodbridge, Suffolk, 1999). 
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opened the Marianne North gallery in the grounds of Kew 
Gardens, he commented that her evocative paintings 

depict scenes many of which are already disappearing, or are doomed 
to disappear, before the axe, and the forest fires, the plough, and the 
flock of the ever-advancing settler and colonist. Such scenes can never 
be renewed by Nature, nor when once effaced can they be pictured to 
the mind's eye, except by means of such records as these.4 

However, the 'huddled masses yearning to breathe free' were 
not, on the whole, troubled by the concept of environmental 
degradation. In this instance, the farmers (white and black), the 
sawyers, the army, and the acclimatization societies are the 
culprits, and the much-vilified colonial officials are, if not the 
guardians, at least very often the restraining influence on uncon-
trolled environmental exploitation. The Victorian concept of 
Progress in the British Empire did not exclude, in the minds of 
governors, colonial secretaries, magistrates, and district officers, 
the advancement of nature conservation. Perhaps it was as crude 
as this: that many colonial officials distracted themselves with the 
escapism of nature study in the face of belligerent settlers and the 
impossibility of 'solving the native question'. Whatever the raison 
d'etre, there developed a network of British botanic institutions 
across the globe, a network with two distinct faces: botanic 
gardens and forestry departments. 

II 

In one sense the British imperial botanic network did not exist 
for, like the British empire itself, it was a hotchpotch of largely 
unplanned components, run and financed by different mecha-
nisms, established on an ad hoe basis and without a 'centralized 
strategy plan'. 

The imperial forestry network was essentially the Indian 
Forestry Service, which controlled vast tracts of land in British 
India as well as the great teak forests of British Burma.5 However, 
the tentacles of this remarkable service spread in a semi-formal 

4 M. Allan, 7he Hookers ef Kew, 178!JI9II (London, 1967), 235. 
5 Many of the papers relating to the Indian Forestry Service are housed in the India 

Office Collection of the British Library. 
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way throughout the princely states and beyond to the wooded 
kloofs and virgin forests of the rest of the empire. The unifying 
imperial factor was the complex system of staff training rather 
than formal institutional linkage. Thus the Indian Forestry 
Service supplied highly trained specialists to the emerging colo-
nial possessions, either on secondment or transfer, and tasked 
them with drafting forest conservation ordinances, establishing 
forestry sections or departments, surveying forest land, drawing 
up regulations, lobbying colonial administrations for funding, 
and-most importantly-trying to ensure that forest legislation 
was enacted for the colony. 

Often forestry was initially placed under the surveyor-
general's department. Then, during the 1870s and r88os, there 
was a drive to protect indigenous forests in British colonies and 
forestry departments began to take over this work from surveyor-
generals' offices. Forestry had become important to colonial 
administrations because the feeling was that indigenous forests 
were threatened but sustainable assets. The progressive belief 
that deforestation negatively affected climate and led to soil 
erosion also contributed to this development, as did hostility to 
indigenous populations using saplings for building and fencing 
and grazing their cattle in forests. 

Numerous forest ordinances were promulgated, but the pass-
ing of the 1882 Madras forest act proved to be a landmark in the 
progress of forest conservation and this piece of legislation was 
adapted by other colonial possessions. Such legislation was 
usually opposed by colonists. In 1888 in the Cape Colony there 
was stiff opposition to the introduction of a bill based on the 
Madras act. It was said that the Cape bill, if enacted, would mean 
that no one could collect ferns, bulbs, fruits, sap, or roots from 
crown forests. 6 The Gardeners' Chronide drily commented that the 
Cape House of Assembly might as well have legislated to blind-
fold botanists.7 In 1891 a forest Act in the Colony of Natal met 
with such opposition that it failed to get through parliament.8 

The imperial botanic gardens network is easier to define. By 
1902 there were some 318 botanic gardens in the world, 40 per 

6 Cape of Good Hope Act No. 28 of 1888 (Forest Act). 
7 Gardeners' Chronicli1, 19Jan. 1889. 
8 D. P. McCracken, 'The Indigenous Forests of Colonial Natal and Zululand', Natalia, 

16 (Nov. 1986), 19-44. 
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cent of which (c. 120) were in the British Empire. Of these 120, 25 
per cent were in Australia and New Zealand; 25 per cent in 
India; 20 per cent in the West Indies; 20 per cent in Africa; and 
the remaining IO per cent scattered across the globe from 
Canada to Penang, Hong Kong to St Helena, Malacca to Fiji 
and British Guiana to Malta. 9 The greatest and the wealthiest 
imperial botanic gardens were in India and Australia. These 
gardens were of three types: 

1. Botanic departments such as Jamaica, Mauritius, Hong 
Kong, and Madras. 

2. Botanic gardens such as Calcutta, Sydney, Trinidad, and 
Durban. (Such gardens sometimes had satellite gardens.) 

3. Botanic stations such as St Lucia and Antigua in the West 
Indies, and Freetown and Old Calabar in West Africa. 

As with forestry, there was no formal network. Botanic 
gardens were controlled by the Colonial Office, the India Office, 
even the Foreign Office in the case of the Niger protectorate, as 
well as locally by agri-horticultural societies or municipalities. 
Some were financed privately, some by colonial governments, 
and some by the imperial government. Many botanic gardens 
were, however, informally linked to Kew Gardens, which by the 
1890s had a staff of 150 and an annual budget of £30,000. Kew 
often supplied colonial botanic gardens with curators as well as 
exchanging plants and seeds with them. On average one 
consignment was received at Kew per day for the whole of the 
reign of Queen Victoria: a total of 24,541. 10 

Kew also produced publications of an imperial nature, such as 
the Kew Bulletin and the colonial flora series, as well as publica-
tions like Curtis's Botanical Magazine and Index Kewensis, which 
included plants from the colonies which were new to science. But 
perhaps most importantly Kew acted as an adviser to many colo-
nial curators. This was significant given the political clout Kew 
had with the Admiralty, the India Office, and especially with the 
Colonial Office. 11 The intervention of Kew with colonial govern-

9 D. P. McCracken, Gardens ef Empire: Botanical Institutions ef the Victorian British Empire 
(London, 1997), 211-13. 

10 Ibid. 85. 
11 Ray Desmond, Kew: 7he History efthe Royal Botanical Gardens (London, 1995), chs. 16 

and 18. 
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ments and colonial agri-horticultural societies was on many occa-
sions to the benefit of the local botanic gardens and the hard-
pressed colonial curator. He was usually faced with a host of 
problems. These might include drought, hurricane, white ants, a 
small operating budget, the use of convict labour, warfare, volca-
noes, and wild animals including buffalo, crocodile, elephant, 
lion, panther, wild pig, and plenty of snakes. In addition, there 
was no shortage of crassly stupid colonial settlers hostile to a 
scientific gardens. To quote one such citizen: 'You must not take 
our Botanic Gardens seriously. Of course, we must have Botanic 
Gardens, as a child must have measles; and although with us the 
complaint is chronic, it is in such a mild form we don't know 
we've got it.' 12 

Though the functions of colonial botanic gardens varied with 
time and place, generally they can be classified under three 
headings: 

1. Economics. These gardens acted as agricultural research 
stations and grew and experimented with plants of possible 
economic value, such as cinchona, coffee, cotton, rubber, sugar-
cane, and timber trees. 13 Some botanic departments, such as 
Hong Kong and Pamplemousses on Mauritius, also acted as 
forestry departments for the colony, at least for a period. These 
'economics' generally assisted settler agriculture, but not always. 
The botanic stations were geared to help indigenous farmers, 
and in India such botanic gardens as Saharanapur actively 
advanced the lot of peasant farmers. 

2. Science. Many colonial botanic gardens acted as an entrep6t 
for plant hunters. Wardian cases were kept in a gardens to 
receive plants brought in by collectors. 14 Once filled, the cases 
were then dispatched overseas. Sometimes some of the more 
scientific botanic gardens, such as Calcutta and Trinidad, had 
their own herbaria where taxonomic work could be carried out 
by the curator or, if such a post existed, by the colonial botanist. 

3. Social role. A director of Kew in an indiscreet moment 
observed: 'There is nothing like a conservatory to screw money 

12 D. P. McCracken, A New History qf Durban Botanic Gardens (Durban, 1996), 66. 
13 See L. H. Brockway, Science and Colonial Expansion: The Rok qf the British Royal Botanic 

Gardens (London, 1979); McCracken, Gardens qf Empire; and H. N. Ridley, The Dispersal ef 
Plants Throughout the World (Ashford, 1930). 

14 See N. B. Ward, On the Growth qf Plants in Closely Glazed Cases (London, 1852). 
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out of the public for science.' 15 There was a tendency for 
Victorian science to hide behind the facade of a pretty botanic 
gardens. But as the century progressed, the social function of 
botanic gardens increased. In the colonies, science and the grow-
ing of 'economics' gave ground to bedding plants, sunken 
gardens, children's parties, and to 'scandalous goings-on 
amongst the bushes'. 

Colonial botanic gardens were an enchanting kaleidoscope of 
tropical and subtropical plants, of palms and cycads, great flow-
ering trees of India and the Amazon, of jungle pools and large-
leafed waxy climbers, all breeding a cosmopolitan attitude to 
botany, in stark contrast to our own age of botanical national-
ism. This 'internationalism' in botany was emphasized in the 
colonies. In Britain jingoism sometimes reared its head, with one 
MP denouncing the use of Latin rather than English names for 
plants, and another criticizing Kew for its interest in 'dried 
foreign weeds'. 16 

Not all the 'foreign weeds' which arrived at Kew came from 
colonial botanic gardens or enthusiastic amateur plant hunters. 
Some came from beyond the British Empire: possibly from 
continental European or United States botanic gardens, but also 
from one of the European colonial botanic gardens. These 
foreign colonial botanic gardens were not numerous and some of 
them led a hand-to-mouth existence. Yet ironically, for a period, 
the greatest imperial botanic gardens in terms of scientific and 
economic endeavour was Buitenzorg on the island of Java in the 
Dutch East Indies. 17 The Dutch also had botanic gardens at 
Paramaribo in British Guiana and at Tjibodas. The Belgians 
had a botanic gardens at Eala in the Congo, though their 'colo-
nial garden' was, in fact, at Laeken in Belgium itself. They also 
had a colonial museum at Haarlem. 

The great botanic gardens at Rio, in Brazil, limped on under 
the new regime and Spain had gardens in varying states of disre-
pair in the Philippines, Cuba, and the Canary Islands. In the late 
nineteenth century the most active European colonial botanic 

15 W. Shepherd and W. Cook, The Botanic Garden, Wellington (Wellington, 1988), rn. 
16 W. Blunt, In For a Penn:y: A Prospect ef Kew Gardens (London, 1978), 162; and L. 

Huxley, life and Letters ef Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, Based on Materials Colkcted and Arranged by 
Lady Hooker (London, 1918), ii.174. 

17 R. E. Holttum, 'The Historical Significance of Botanic Gardens in S. E. Asia', 
Taxon, 19/5 (Oct. 1970), 707-14. 
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gardens were those of the French and Germans. The old 
Cayenne botanic gardens had been closed by the French by this 
time, but gardens existed in French Pondicherry, St Pierre in 
Martinique, St Denis on Reunion, at Hann in Dakar, and in 
Senegal, and two productive botanic gardens existed in lndo-
China, at Saigon (established in 1864) and Hanoi (1889). 18 

The Germans had botanic gardens at J aluit on the Marshall 
islands, Sebbe in Togoland, Dar-es-Salaam and Usambara in 
Tanganyika, and in 1892 they set up one under Dr Preuss in 
Victoria in the Cameroons. This was particularly active in grow-
ing economics, first with Brazilian rubber (Havea braziliensis) and 
then later, more successfully, with cocoa and coffee, supplying 
great quantities of seed to planters and missionaries. 19 

III 

Plants have no ideology. The story is told of a British man-of-
war captured during one of the eighteenth-century wars with 
Bourbon France. A collection of seeds of rare plants on board 
was sent by the French captain to a botanist in Paris, who 
promptly sent word to Britain promising to forward them when 
times pennitted. 20 But was there such fraternity in the botanical 
world in the period of jingoism a hundred years later? With 
some exceptions, the answer is yes. 

For some twenty years the training of staff for the British 
imperial botanic network was in the case of forestry a truly 
international endeavour. Between 1867 and 1876 young men 
destined for the Indian Forestry Service were trained in either 
Germany or France. From 1877 to 1886 this training, which 
lasted two years and eight months, was given at the École 
Forestière at Nancy. From 1885 to 1904, primarily for financial 
reasons, young recruits were trained at the Royal Indian 
Engineering College at Cooper's Hill, on the edge of Windsor 
Park, but practical training was still done on the Continent.21 

18 McCracken, Gardens ef Empire, 27. 
19 Kew Bulletin, (1894), 411; and (1896), 177. 
20 Ray Desmond, 'Technical Problems in Transporting Living Plants in the Age of 

Sail', Canadian Horticultural History, 112 (1986), 78. 
21 See Brendan P. Cuddy, 'The Royal Engineering College, Cooper's Hill 

(1871-1906): A Case Study of State Involvement in Professional Civil Engineering 
Education', Ph.D. thesis, University of London, 1980. 



DONAL P. McCRACKEN 

Moreover, the professor of forestry at Cooper's Hill was a 
German from Hesse-Darmstadt, William Schlich, who had 
recently been inspector-general of forestry for India and who 
had been the first editor of the informative journal, the Indian 
Forester. 22 

In India itself, forest rangers and deputy rangers, and later 
assistant conservators, most of whom were Indian, were trained 
at the Poona College of Science in the Bombay Presidency and 
at the forestry school established in 1878 by the Rhineland 
forester Dietrich Brandis at Dehra Dun, which was closely linked 
to the great botanic gardens at nearby Saharanpur. 

The training of curators for botanic gardens was much less 
formal. Many did pass through Kew, but equally Kew could 
nominate a gardener from elsewhere for a colonial posting. An 
example was William Keit from Saxony, who was in charge of 
the conservatories at the Royal Botanic Gardens at Glasnevin in 
Ireland. In 1872 he was sent out as curator to the Natal Botanic 
Gardens. 23 But there were many examples of colonial curators 
who were appointed independent of Kew, or who had no formal 
horticultural or botanical training. Keit's successor, the able 
John Medley Wood, was a local farmer who ran a trading store 
for the African population as well as a guest house. 

As one might expect, Scots dominated as curators of British 
colonial botanic gardens. In India, especially at the resplendent 
Calcutta Botanic Gardens, gardens were heavily reliant on the 
Indian Army Medical Corps for directors. But William Keit was 
by no means the only foreign curator in this age of jingoism. In 
Australia, as well as the larger-than-life Ferdinand van Mueller 
from Rostock in Mecklenburg at the Melbourne Botanic 
Gardens, there was Sir Moritz Schomburgk from Saxony in the 
Adelaide gardens. Other botanic gardens in the empire with 
continental European curators included Calcutta, Port Darwin, 
Serampore and Trinidad. The great herbarium at Calcutta had 
the much-travelled, Munich-born William Sulpiz Kurz and, of 
course, at Kew itself was the very able Austrian Otto Stapf.24 

22 Indian Forester was a monthly periodical which was edited from 1875 at the forestry 
school at Dehra Dun. Schlich was editor from 1875 to 1879. 

23 D. P. McCracken, 'William Keit and the Durban Botanic Gardens', Bothalia, 16/7 
(1986), 71-5. 

24 See entries in Ray Desmond with Christine Ellwood, Dictionary of British and Irish 
Botanists and Horticulturists (Basingstoke, 1994). 
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But some colonial botanic gardens also had staff recruited 
from the indigenous population, in non-manual labouring 
capacities, especially so in India and Hong Kong. In Natal the 
local African population were sometimes viewed as a threat, at 
least by outsiders. As one magistrate quipped, foreign botanists 
were nervous about taking 'The plunge amongst savage life, that 
is in localities where possibly instead of collecting they might be 
collected'.25 Yet in fairness to the Natal curators, African plant 
collectors were frequently used and sent to the most dangerous 
of areas. In 1852 curator Robert Plant in the Durban Botanic 
Gardens wrote that one Zulu member of his staff 'I sent to St 
Lucia [Zululand] last year has never returned--probably died of 
coast fever. He was one of my best hands and I regret his 
absence very much.'26 In West Africa Governor Captain Alfred 
Moloney appointed the Jamaican Creolejames McNair as cura-
tor of the botanic station at Ebute-Metta in the Lagos Colony. 
Later, when Moloney was governor of British Honduras, he 
appointed McNair as curator of the botanic station at Belize on 
a salary of £100 a year.27 

As well as being found in some of the botanic gardens of the 
British empire, continental Europeans were frequently promi-
nent in the forest administration of the empire. In India in the 
1850s and 1860s it was claimed that most officials were 'a medley 
of military officers skilled in Shikar [hunting], medical officers 
skilled in botany, plus a sprinkling of tea and coffee planters and 
ex-officers of the Indian Navy'.28 

Only in the 1860s when provincial and presidency forest 
departments were established did matters begin to be put on a 
more professional footing. The appointment of an inspector-
general of forests for India was not perhaps what the title implied 
as the official, at least at first, had control only of the Bengal 
presidency, but it had symbolic importance for the forestry serv-
ice. For the next 36 years all the inspectors-general of forests for 
India were Germans: Dietrich Brandis (1864-81), William 
Schlich (1881-5), and Berthold Ribbentrop (1885-1900). The 

25 Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew Archive, South African letters, 1865-1900, 189, 
Albert B. Allison to Kew Gardens, 16 May 1892. 

26 Private Collection, Papers of Robert Plant, 1852. 
27 McCracken, Gardens ef Empire, 99 and 194. 
28 'The Indian Forestry Service' (London: British Library, n.d.), 2. 
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pioneering work of these three foresters was widely acknowl-
edged at the time and knighthoods were bestowed on Brandis in 
1887 and on Schlich in 1909. 

The cosmopolitan nature of the imperial forestry service is 
also well illustrated by the case of the Cape of Good Hope. Here 
on 7 March 1881 landed the Comte and Comtesse de Vasselot, 
the five mesdemoiselles de Vasselot, three masters de Vasselot, 
and a servant. John X. Merriman, the commissioner for crown 
land and future prime minister of the Cape, was startled when 
this noble Frenchman appeared at his home in the full-dress 
uniform of an officer of the French Forestry Service, complete 
with sword. De Vasselot's struggle to save the ancient forests of 
the Cape Colony was assisted by several able Englishmen and by 
one brilliant young French forester, Georges Henri Fourcade. 29 

De Vasselot was particularly successful in his struggle against 
petty government officials, timber merchants and sawyers-
more so than Friedrich Schopflin of the Baden forestry service, 
who ran the short-lived forestry department in the neighbouring 
colony of Natal. 30 

Perhaps one of the best indicators of fraternity in the botanical 
world in the age of jingoism is the extent to which there was 
inter-colonial co-operation and plant exchange between colonial 
botanic gardens. In truth, this flow was mainly from British colo-
nial botanic gardens to foreign colonial botanic gardens, though 
the import of coffee-leaf disease from Ceylon into German East 
Africa cannot have been appreciated. 

Lagos botanic station was not slow to help its German neigh-
bour in Togoland in the 1890s, and similarly the botanic gardens 
at Calcutta, Durban, and Rockhampton (Queensland) sent trees 
and fruit plants to German East Africa. Aburi Botanic Station in 
the Gold Coast supplied plants and seed to foreign colonial 
botanic gardens in Angola, the Cameroons, Congo, and 
Togoland.31 

Of course, German botanists quickly began collecting in the 
African and New Guinea possessions, 'and the Berlin botanists 

29 See Clare D. Storrar, The Four Faces ef Fourcade: The Biography ef a Remarkable Scientist 
(Cape Town, 1990). 

30 National Archives of South Africa, Pietermaritzburg, Surveyor-General's papers, 
V / 4/J-3. See also annual reports for the Natal Forestry Department in the Natal Blue 
Books for 1891-2 and 189~3. 

31 See Kew Bulletin (1893), 361; (1894), 411-12; (1896), 176 and 180; and (1899), 139. 
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are equally active in publicising the results'. Soon Kew was 
receiving herbaria specimens from Berlin as indeed it was from 
the Netherlands and from Belgium. Occasionally links were 
more direct. In 1883 the Cochin China vine (Vitis martinz) was 
sent from the Saigon Botanic Gardens to that in Hong Kong 
and thence to Kew, which proceeded to distribute it around the 
British empire. 32 

IV 

Where did the fraternity stop? Well, it stopped at 'home' before 
it stopped in the colonies. In this case the metropolitan centre 
tended to be more conservative than the colonial periphery. By 
the 1890s many, from the colonial secretary down, were seeing 
Kew and the botanic network as a symbol of imperial pride. 
Some were getting irritated by the number of waiters in the Kew 
refreshment pavilion (opened in 1888) who spoke only 
German. 33 A few years before, not far away in the Kew herbar-
ium, a particular German had caused annoyance. Hamburg-
born Hermann Crtieger, who was superintendent of Trinidad 
Botanic Gardens from 1857 until his death in 1864, did not hesi-
tate to lecture Kew and accused the institution of making 'a 
regular mess' of introducing cinchona into the island. His pontif-
icating prompted an uncharacteristic outburst from the usually 
diplomatic director of Kew, Joseph Hooker: 'A German scien-
tific man is the most unpractical and impracticable pig in 
Christendom. '34 

Kew could be equally damning about black people. When the 
botanist and mathematician Bishop John Colenso was convicted 
of heresy in South Africa, Hooker wrote to Charles Darwin: 'and 
his going out to convert Zulus, why we have Christians here to 
convert, and the Zulus are not worth a thought'.35 Occasionally 
black gardeners from the empire were allowed to train at Kew 
but the practice was stopped. When the Colonial Office tried to 

32 McCracken, Gardens <if Empire, 136. 
33 See e.g. Hansard, 4 (4th series), 26 May 1892, cols. 1919, 1939-42. 
34 Huxley, Life and Letters <if Sir Joseph Dalton Hooker, i.3. 
35 D. P. McCracken and P. A. McCracken, Natal the Garden Cowrry: Victorian Natal and 

the R(!)lal Botanic Gardens, Kew (Sandton, 1990), 19. 
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reverse the decision, the director of Kew, William Thiselton-
Dyer, was adamant: 'I have reluctantly arrived at the conviction 
that as these young men find themselves treated on a footing of 
equality with young Englishmen, their prospects of future useful-
ness are destroyed. '36 A sequel to this unfortunate story of preju-
dice can be noted. In 1893 a British MP tried to exclude all 
foreigners from being trained at Kew. 

In the empire itself anti-black racial prejudice also existed, 
though, as pointed out, there were notable exceptions. And as 
far as the continental Europeans were concerned, there were 
occasional examples of European botanists being persecuted. 
The controversy around the resignation of van Mueller from the 
directorship of Melbourne Botanic Gardens in 1873 may have 
had an element of xenophobia about it but clearly if this did 
exist it was not a universal prejudice: van Mueller received a 
knighthood only six years later and went from strength to 
strength as colonial botanist for the Colony of Victoria. 37 

William Keit in Natal may well have been forced to resign as 
curator in 1882 in part because he was a foreigner in that most 
English of colonies. But, as with van Mueller, Keit went on as 
superintendent of Durban's parks to do sterling work. 

Though there are notable exceptions, colonial botanists do 
not give the impression of pursuing an imperial mission, either in 
their initial decision to venture to the colonies or in the work 
they undertook there. Of course, these botanists were imbued 
with the idea of empire and few if any questioned its legitimacy, 
but the overriding impression one gets from reading their corre-
spondence and their reports is that their passion was not empire 
but science. This in no small measure explains the apparent 
contradiction in botanical inter-imperial co-operation. 

Where fraternity stopped was in the distribution of the 'high-
profile' plantation crops which were shunted across the empire. 
Usually Britain came out best in this race; however, in two cases 
it was pipped at the post. One was the German success in 
extracting sisal hemp (Agave spp.) from the Yucatan and estab-

36 Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew Archives, West African, 1889-19m, 12567 and 26223. 
37 For details of Von Mueller's resignation, see Helen Coln and Sara Maroske, 'The 

Relief from Duties of Minor Importance: The Removal of Baron von Mueller from the 
Directorship of the Royal Botanic Gardens', Victorian Historical Journal, 67/J (Apr. 1996), 
w3-27. 
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lishing it in its colonies, and the second example was when the 
Dutch undercut the British experiment with cinchona in Ceylon 
by introducing a more adaptable species to Java. But these were 
more acts of commercial one-upmanship than bitter rivalry 
between botanists. 

V 

In the early twentieth century two things happened to the impe-
rial botanic system. First, Kew and its informal network of colo-
nial botanic gardens went into decline. The reasons for this are 
varied, but underpinning them was the sad reality that the plant 
craze of the Victorian era was over. Botanic gardens had once 
been places of wonderment, with their great conservatories 
steaming hot and filled with the flora of the jungle. Now botanic 
gardens began to be seen as quaint relics to be sniggered at by a 
population increasingly hardened in soul by war and the new 
age. 

In the colonies themselves, the economic function of botanic 
gardens and botanic stations was increasingly taken over by 
newly established departments of agriculture, entomology units, 
and experimental agricultural colleges. More and more gardens 
passed from botanical and horticultural societies to municipali-
ties. It was not long before science had gone and they were 
public parks in all but name, the conservatories rotting and the 
ubiquitous bedding plants holding pride of place. 38 

The second development was that, in contrast to the botanic 
gardens, the imperial forestry service entered its heyday. In 1904 
the forestry section at Cooper's Hill was closed and the Imperial 
Forestry School at Oxford University opened. This was followed 
by the establishment of forestry departments at the universities of 
Cambridge and Edinburgh. In the colonies, foreigners in senior 
positions became fewer and local people slowly began to be 
appointed. This was especially so in India from the 1920s 
onwards, as Indians were admitted to more senior positions in 
the Indian Forestry Service. The Great War greatly boosted 
demand for timber and enhanced the prestige of the service. In 

38 See e.g. D. P. McCracken and E. M. McCracken, The Way to Kirstenbosch, Annals of 
Kirstenbosch Botanic Gardens, 18 (Cape Town, 1988), section A. 
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1920 the first British Empire Forestry Conference was held in 
London out of which was born the Empire Forestry Association. 

It is perhaps ironic that forestry should have been boosted by 
the new age when botany went into general decline. The new 
ruling élite of empire, with the notable exception of Field 
Marshal Smuts, cared less about plants and nature than did their 
Victorian predecessors. 39 The austerity and suffering produced 
by two world wars relegated botany to a minor enthusiasm in 
society. 

When it revived in the late twentieth century under the 
umbrella of the green movement and environmental conserva-
tion, it had altered in emphasis. Taxonomy was no longer domi-
nant. But more striking was the advent in former colonial 
regions of botanical nationalism, a stark contrast to the cosmo-
politan approach of the nineteenth century. Thus in Perth envi-
ronmentalists rail against Cape mesembs on the cliffs of Western 
Australia, while in the Western Cape Province of South Africa 
their counterparts rage against the Australian Port Jackson 
wattle among the fynbos. It is a far cry from the Victorian direc-
tor of Kew's dream of having Himalayan rhododendrons grow-
ing wild along the cliffs of the south coast of England. 

39 Mary Gunn and L. E. Codd, Botanical Exploration ef Southern Afiica (Cape Town, 
1981), 326-,. 
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The School of Oriental Languages at the 

University of Berlin-Forging the Cadres of 
German Imperialism? 

LOTHAR BURGHARDT 

I 

Germany in the nineteenth century was a successor state par excel-
lence. It started industrializing decades after Britain, and it created 
a nation-state many years after France, Britain, and Italy; its tech-
nology was modelled on that of Britain, and its technical training 
on that of France. Consequently, its short-lived colonial experi-
ment was also belated. When the first German 'protectorates' 
were established in 1884, Spain, Portugal, Britain, France, and 
various other states had long since been in possession of extensive 
colonial empires. Yet Germany was remarkably quick to catch up 
with foreign competitors and pioneers in a number of fields, and 
it has often been asked how this was possible. It is frequently 
mentioned that the German Reich and the states which consti-
tuted it tried to catch up with their neighbours by means of 
targeted state intervention. Time and again, it is pointed out, the 
state quickly introduced or encouraged by decree things which 
had elsewhere been invented and tried out by lengthy private 
initiatives, or had gradually, over long periods of time, proved 
their worth. 

There are interesting arguments in support of this thesis. They 
raise the issue of whether such attempts were also made in the 
colonial arena. In this essay I will concentrate on a practically 
unknown aspect, on the Seminar für orientalische Sprachen 
(School of Oriental Languages, SOL) at the University of Berlin. 
In particular, it will be asked whether the founding of SOL was 

Trans. by Angela Davies, German Historical Institute London. 
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the outcome of a consistent science, colonial, or even imperial 
policy on the part of the German government, or whether it was 
a spontaneous response by the state to impulses arising from 
within the state apparatus or coming from outside. The subse-
quent development of SOL will also be examined. Was this the 
result of the implementation of a clear policy, or was it the 
outcome of improvisation and internal wrangles over the distribu-
tion of resources, or perhaps simply of a process that had devel-
oped its own impetus plus coincidences? What part was played by 
individuals and institutions, parliaments, and industry? Was SOL 
an example of co-operation, growing out of conviction, between 
science and empire, or did it merely arise out of a temporary 
convergence of interests? Contemporaries liked to explain the 
establishment of SOL by relating an anecdote. In the spring of 
1883, it is said, Bismarck had had to conduct some negotiations 
with the Chinese ambassador. However, the German side did not 
have any interpreters to hand, and Bismarck had been obliged to 
borrow the British embassy's interpreter. This embarrassing 
experience had moved him to push ahead reforms in the training 
of interpreters, and this, in turn, had led to the establishment of 
SOL. 1 

It is true that the supply of competent interpreters for the 
German foreign service was in a sorry state. No organized system 
of training existed in this area. Instead, students in the diplomatic 
and interpreting service who had completed their legal studies 
were assigned to a German consulate where, in addition to being 
taught the day-to-day business, they received instruction in the 
local language and learnt about the country in which they were 
stationed. The linguistic part of this training, however, was mostly 
left to chance, and in any case, instruction was given only by 
consular officials with no qualifications in this area. For this 
reason, the Germans frequently had to turn to other consulates 
for interpreters, which was sometimes a cause of irritation.2 

A number of other countries had long since maintained effective 
language schools which turned out a supply of trained inter-

1 Eduard Sachau, Bericht iiber die Festversammlung ;;:,ur Erifffeung des 26. Studienjahres des 
Seminarsfororientalische Sprachen ... (Berlin, 1912), 12; Arnold Sachse, FriedrichAlthqffund sein 
Werk (Berlin, 1928), 274 £ 

2 Reichstag session of 27 Apr. 1887 (Stenographische Berichte iiber die Verkandlungen des 
Deutschen Reichstages, henceforth cited as RT, 7th legislative period, 1st session, henceforth 
cited as 7/i, 400). 
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preters;3 Germany possessed nothing of the kind. Of course, 
Oriental Studies was taught at German universities, but the 
acquisition of proficiency in a foreign language was not one of 
the discipline's aims. The whole system was highly unsatisfac-
tory, especially as it was also damaging Germany's budding 
economic interests abroad. Bismarck himself on occasion 
supported the principle that 'as a rule in overseas trade relations 
... it is advisable, even for the most powerful nation, to adapt to 
the peculiarities of the various countries and peoples'.4 A knowl-
edge of the language was obviously among the most important 
aspects of such 'adaptation'. 

This was the situation as it presented itself around 1883-4. 
Among its critics was Friedrich Althoff, at that time a relatively 
young Privy Councillor in the Prussian Ministry of Culture, 
Education, and Church Affairs (MoC). 5 Althoff was obviously 
aware of the problem and was looking for a feasible solution. As 
we know from many later cases, he seldom took direct action, 
preferring indirect methods instead. Often he encouraged 
outsiders to submit petitions to the ministry, which he then acted 
upon. This seems to be what happened in this case. Althoff had 
a Privatdozent (professorial candidate) in Sinology at the 
University of Berlin, Wilhelm Grube, petition the MoC asking 
for a Chinese course to be established at the university. 6 The 
justification Grube cited, in addition to his own personal interest, 
was the linguistic training it could off er for staff representing 
Germany abroad. Endorsing this proposal, the ministry passed it 
on to the Chancellor of the Reich, who also headed the German 
Foreign Office.7 As a remedial measure, the Minister of Culture 
recommended the founding of an appropriate school to be 
funded jointly by the MoC and the German Foreign Office. 

3 Cf. the list held in Geheimes Staatsarchiv, Berlin (unless expressly mentioned other-
wise, all references to archive material in the following notes refer to this archive, which 
is therefore not named in each case), Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I no. 28, vol. 1, fos. 66--73, 
which briefly describes individual institutions. 

4 Quoted from Hans-Ulrich Wehler (ed.), lmperialismus (Cologne and Berlio, 1970), 263. 
5 For Althoffs biography, cf. Sachse, Althoff und sein Werk. As yet no academic biogra-

phy of him exists. 
6 Sachau, Bericht fiber die Festversammlung, 12; letter from Wilhelm Grube to the Ministry 

of Culture, Education, and Church Affairs (henceforth cited as MoC), 12 Dec. 1884 (Rep. 
76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I no. 28, vol. 1, fos. 5 f.). On Grube cf. Hans Leussink, Eduard 
Neumann, and Georg Kotowski (eds.), Studium Berolinense (Berlio, 1960), 555. 

7 Letter from the MoC to the Chancellor of the Reich (henceforth cited as CR), 8 
Apr. 1885 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I no. 28, vol. 1, fos. 8 f.). 
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Bismarck agreed immediately. In August 1885 he appended a 
brief memorandum.8 In it, he wrote that the school's objective 
was to be to provide 'the necessary foundation for acquiring a 
knowledge of the respective language', thus relieving missions 
abroad from the task of language instruction. The MoC agreed, 
and it now presented a memorandum in which it stipulated 
three important conditions. 9 First, the proposed institution was 
to concentrate on the more significant Middle Eastern and Asian 
languages; in particular, Turkish, Arabic, Persian, Japanese, 
Chinese, and Hindustani. No mention was made of European or 
African languages. Secondly, the new institution was to operate 
as a Seminar, that is, it would concentrate as much as possible on 
providing practical instruction rather than lectures, which were 
the usual teaching method used in universities at that time. 
Moreover, like all Seminare, it would have an almost autonomous 
director, to whom the teaching staff would answer. The third 
condition concerned the qualifications for entry to the new 
school. In general, the prerequisite for studying at a university 
was the Abitur, the final school-leaving certificate at German 
secondary schools. In this case, however, only the 'necessary 
intellectual and moral maturity' were required, and the mittlere 
Reife, a lower school-leaving certificate, could suffice. In addition, 
attendance at the school was to be free, another deviation from 
the norm. The planners hoped that this circumstance would 
especially encourage students to enrol at the school. 10 

A few days later, the two proposals were co-ordinated, and 
representatives were appointed to pursue further negotiations. It 
is not surprising that the German Foreign Office nominated the 
director of its trade policy department, while Althoff represented 
the MoC. 11 Both of these commissioners followed the work of 
the school after its founding, and long formed the core of SOL's 
steering committee. In later years, Althoff, who was constantly 
over-worked, was replaced by Friedrich Schmidt-Ott. The steer-
ing committee also contained representatives of the Reich 

8 Letter from the Auswartiges Arnt (German Foreign Office, henceforth cited as AA) 
to the MoC, n Apr. and 3 Aug. 1885 (ibid., fo. 10 and fos. 1:,-18). 

9 Memorandum, MoC, 2 Dec. 1885 (ibid., fos. 21a-23). 
10 Letter from the AA and the MoC to the Prussian Finance Ministry (henceforth 

cited as FM), 15Jan. 1886 (ibid., fos. 441 ). 
11 Cf. the correspondence between the AA and the MoC in Jan. 1886 (ibid., fos. 

32-43). 
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Treasury and the Prussian Finance Ministry, but they had little 
to say in anything that went beyond financial questions. Once 
the project had gained a relatively clear profile, the two depart-
ments wrote a joint letter to the Prussian finance administration 
and the Reich Treasury, requesting financial assistance. As the 
Chancellor of the Reich, who was also the Prussian Minister 
President, had already given his assent, the reaction of the two 
financial authorities could hardly be in doubt. Both immediately 
declared that they were 'happy to support' the proposal. 12 

The technical details were quickly clarified. As the federal 
states were responsible for universities and the central, Reich 
government had no powers in this area, the Prussian state was to 
set up the new institution, and its staff would be Prussian civil 
servants. It was envisaged that there would be a director, two 
full-time teachers, two or three German Lektoren Qanguage assis-
tants), and a still indeterminate number of native speakers from 
the countries whose languages were taught. As the Reich 
government would be the major employer of the graduates of 
the proposed institution, it declared its willingness to pay half the 
costs of setting up the institute, and of running it. 13 Over the 
following months, the terms of the contract to be concluded 
were negotiated, and a bill for the founding of SOL was 
prepared. In April it was submitted to the Bundesrat, and after it 
was passed there, it went to the Reichstag for decision in June. 
This passed it on to its budget committee, and Althoff was satis-
fied to note that 'the mood was not unfavourable'. 14 In the 
Prussian Landtag, too, the majority was in favour of the bill. 
Individual Conservative deputies pointed out, however, that 
given the situation, the central, Reich government should be 
responsible for bearing the entire costs of SOL. 15 

Thus there was nothing standing in the way of the official 
establishment of the new institution. Eduard Sachau was named 
its director. Sachau (1845-1930) came from Schleswig-Holstein 

12 Letter from the FM to the AA, 21 Jan. 1886 (ibid., fo. 55); letter from the Reich 
Treasury (henceforth cited as RT) to the AA, 25Jan. 1886 (ibid., fo. 58). 

13 Letter from the AA to the MoC, 2Jan. 1886 (ibid., fos. 32 f.); SOL budget (Rep. 76 
V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X no. 124, vol. 7, fos. 60 f.). 

14 Letter from the CR to the Bundesrat (henceforth cited as BR), 22 Apr. 1886 (Rep. 76 
V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I no. 28, vol. 1, fo. no; quotation ibid. fo. 119); Reichstagsdrucksache, no. 
209 (RT 6/2). 

15 Letter of 20 June 1886 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I no. 28, vol. 1, fo. 127). 
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and, after completing his Ph.D. at Halle, had held an Associate 
Professorship from 1869 and a full Professorship of Semitic 
Languages at Vienna from 1872. In 1876 he had been appointed 
to the Chair of Oriental Studies in Berlin. 16 Sachau was one of 
the pioneers of this subject in Germany. In addition to high 
academic standing he had wide practical experience of the 
Orient, but considered himself primarily an Orientalist and 
philologist. His appointment as director was initially only provi-
sional, and he held the job in addition to his professorship. A few 
years later the directorship was made into a full-time, permanent 
position, and from then until his retirement, SOL was at the 
centre of Sachau's activities. 

The appointment of an Orientalist as director was in line with 
the original plan to establish a school exclusively for Oriental 
languages, but soon a decision was taken that amounted to a 
strategic change of direction. On II March 1887 Carl Peters as 
chairman of the Society for German Colonization ( Gesellschaft für 
deutsche Kolonisation) suggested that Bantu languages should also be 
taught at the school. These languages were spoken in the colony 
of German East Africa that was just being established with essen-
tial input from Peters, and he needed staff who could speak them. 
A flood of petitions from individual branches of the society 
supported this request. 17 The German Foreign Office, which was 
still responsible for German colonies at this stage, not only raised 
no objections, but positively welcomed Peters's idea. The MoC 
thereupon resolved to expand the curriculum of SOL immedi-
ately by offering Swahili, which was especially important in East 
Africa. The proposal to teach other Bantu languages was to be 
'reserved for future consideration' .18 As this was seen as an indi-
cation of new priorities in colonial policy, the commissioners 

16 Gese~ betr. die Errichtung eines Seminars.far orientalische Sprachen v. 23-5.1887 (Law concern-
ing the establishment of a School of Oriental Languages, 23 May 1887) (Reichsgese~blatt, 
1887, 193). On Sachau cf. his personal file in the archive of the Humboldt University in 
Berlin. I wish to thank this archive for its unbureaucratic and helpful assistance. 

17 Letter from the Gesellschqft.far deutsche Kolonisatwn to the MoC, 11 Mar. 1887 (Rep. 76 
V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 28, vol. 1, fos. 15:,5. The petitions by branches of the society which 
refer to this can be found ibid., fos. 168-201). On the origins of German East Africa cf. 
Rainer Tetzlaff, Koloniale Entwicklung und Ausbeutung: Wirtscha.fts- und Sozialgeschichte Deutsch 
Ostaftiko.s 188~1914 (Berlin, 1970), 25-55. 

18 Letter from the AA to the MoC, 15 Mar. 1887 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 28, 
vol. 1, fos. 156 f.); Jetter from the MoC to the Gesellschqftfor deutsche Kolonisation, 23 Apr. 
1887 (ibid., fo. 181). 
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quickly agreed that 'an expansion of the curriculum to include 
the Herero language ... [appeared] highly desirable', 19 and it 
happened a few years later. This was no coincidence, as Herero 
was spoken in the newly acquired colony of German South-West 
Africa. Thus a new field of tasks was opening up-teaching the 
languages of the German colonies. It had become clear that the 
acquisition of colonies made it necessary to have officials, officers, 
and trade representatives who could speak the local languages. 
Over the following years the curriculum of SOL expanded 
further to include a number of other colonial languages. 20 
Besides, several European languages were added in order to 
supplement the curriculum. 

At about the same time as Peters's démarche, the MoC received 
various petitions from interested academics who also wanted 
SOL's brief to be widened. They were not so much interested in 
adding further practical language tuition, but proposed turning 
SOL into a centre for research in Oriental Studies and providing 
research facilities for work on Oriental archaeology.21 None of 
these proposals was even discussed by the government authori-
ties, let alone implemented. The difference between the treat-
ment of these petitions and Peters's demands is striking. 
Although the suggestions made by the scholars were fully in line 
with German academic tradition, they had no chance of success. 
Conversely, Peters's proposal to include the Bantu languages was 
practically unique, but was adopted within a few days. The 
reason is that despite its conventional name, SOL differed 
fundamentally from other Seminare. While other Seminare were in 
the business of conveying knowledge and inculcating academic 
thinking and scholarly work, SOL's prime function was to tum 
out competent linguists. This is made quite clear in the agree-
ment which the central, Reich government and the Prussian 
government concluded in the autumn of 1887 about the running 
of SOL. Paragraph 2 of this agreement reads: 
The function of the Seminar will be to combine theoretical teaching 
in the living Oriental languages with practical instruction, thus 

19 Minutes of the meeting between representatives of the AA and the MoC, 31July 
1887 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 31, vol. 1, fas. 3 f.) 

2o Details in Sachau's letter to the MoC, 12 Mar. 1910 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit X. no. 
124, vol. 7, fas. 419---22). 

21 Cf. e.g. the material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 28, vol. 1, fas. 39-41, 52, and 
218---26. 
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making it possible for future candidates for the interpreting service, 
and members of other professions who possess the necessary intellec-
tual and moral maturity, to acquire facility in the practical applica-
tion of these languages, as well as a theoretical grounding in them. 22 

The syllabuses took this into account. They provided for a 
two-year course of study, which was to achieve four goals: first, 
to impart a basic knowledge of that part of the language 'which 
is most commonly used ... in daily business'; second, to impart 
the ability to read a simple text, with special emphasis on famil-
iarity with 'the types of documents, both public and private, 
which are used most frequently in relations between Europeans 
and Orientals'; third, to impart the foundations for a practical 
speaking knowledge of the language; and fourth, to impart a 
basic knowledge of the 'customs and traditions ... legal and 
trade relations in the relevant language areas'. 23 

II 

SOL started work in the autumn of 1887.24 In his opening 
address, von GoBler, the Minister of Culture, emphasized again 
that the new school was not intended to compete with estab-
lished university linguistics departments. Rather, it was to culti-
vate 'an applied form of the subject' and its goals 'lay outside the 
scope of philology'.25 On a later occasion, the German Foreign 
Office added that the scope of SOL's activities 'went far beyond 
the needs of the foreign service'. 26 Teaching duties were under-
taken by thirteen full-time teachers. A number of foreign Lektoren 
were soon added to the staff, and a number of 'African teaching 
assistants' were appointed in 1905.27 Supplementary subjects 
were taught by contract staff. 

22 Agreement between the Reich and Prussia, 22 Sept./12 Oct. 1887 (ibid., fas. 285 f.). 
23 First draft for a syllabus for SOL, c. summer 1887 (ibid., fas. 275 f.). 
24 For details cf. Bericht iiber die Eroffeung des Seminars far orientalische Sprachen an der 

Koniglichen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitiit zu Berlin ... (Berlin, 1888); Sachau, &richt iiber die 
Festversammlung, 24-8. 

25 Cf. the minister's opening address, 27 Oct. 1887 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit X. no. 124, 
vol. 7, fos. 424,). 

26 Letter from the AA to the MoC, 15 May 1888 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 28, vol. 
2, fas. 39-41). 

27 The handbook for the Prussian court and state contains details for each year. 
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The full-time teaching staff, in particular, were well paid 
throughout. While their salaries were below those of university 
professors, they were higher than those of grammar school 
teachers, for example. 28 This underlines again that SOL was not 
meant to be an insignificant language school, but a high-
powered and efficient institution whose standards were closely 
monitored by the state. Consequently, the language teachers saw 
themselves as academics. As far as their teaching duties left them 
time, they put together a publication series. The Archiv für das 
Studium der deutschen Kolonialsprachen (archive for the study of 
German colonial languages) largely comprised grammars of 
colonial languages and teaching manuals. 29 

Student figures at SOL were not unfavourable.30 In the first 
academic year almost 100 students enrolled. In the following 
years this figure rose to above 100, but then stagnated at this level; 
the average was 105. It seems that there simply was not a demand 
for the languages originally on offer. From the mid-189os the 
range of languages taught was expanded in response to demands 
by industry. European languages were added-Russian and 
Spanish, and later English and French as well. Other European 
languages were also taught on a temporary basis from time to 
time. Student numbers rose again in response to this expansion of 
the curriculum.31 Thus in addition to the students of Oriental 
and colonial languages, there were an additional 200 to 250 
people studying European languages. The composition of the 
student body did not fundamentally change until the First World 
War. There was a corresponding increase in the teaching staff, 
and in the total number of languages taught. Table I illustrates 
this development. 32 

Preferences varied over time. Of the Oriental and colonial 
languages, Chinese was always in the greatest demand, and the 
number of students interested in this language grew steadily. The 

28 Cf. e.g. Sachau's draft budget for 1891 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit I. no. 28, vol. 2, fo. 
229). 

29 Cf. material in Althoff papers (Rep. 92 Althoff A I. no. uo) and Sachau, Bericht iiber 
die Festversammlung, 39 f. 

3° Compiled from the annual reports of SOL (Rep. 92 Althoff A I. no. uo and Rep. 
76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vols. 5 and 6). 

31 During the first decade of SOL's existence, the coefficient of variation was well 
under 10 per cent; during the second decade it was a good 75 per cent. 

32 On the following cf. Sachau, Bericht iiber die Festversammlung, 35 f. 
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TABLE 1: Overview of statistics relating to the School of Oriental Languages 

Winter Winter Winter 
semester semester semester 
1887/88 1900/01 1909/10 

Students 98 171 274 
Teaching staff II 28 46 
Languages taught 7 15 23 

Source: Compiled from Max Lenz, Geschichte der Königlichen Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universität zu 
Berlin, iii (Berlin, 1910), 247. 

same was true of Swahili, which was by far the most popular of 
the colonial languages. Demand for Arabic and Turkish was 
about average, and increased slightly over time. The demand for 
Japanese, by contrast, stagnated at an insignificant level for a 
long time, until the Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5 gave it a 
sharp, but short-lived boost until 1905. Persian and the African 
colonial languages apart from Swahili were the least popular. 

Among the European languages, Russian was quite clearly at 
the top of the list, and was almost as popular as Chinese. 
Although its popularity declined steadily after the turn of the 
century, it was still ahead of the other European languages. To 
be sure, French, and especially English, caught up year by year. 
Spanish, finally, which had had about as many students as 
Russian at the beginning, declined in popularity and ultimately 
ranked far behind the other European languages. 

Analysing the student body of SOL in terms of profession and 
accepting the notions developed by the various enthusiasts for 
colonialism and empire during the period of investigation, one 
would expect a clear predominance of business people among 
students of SOL. The reality was much more complex, however. 
As figures relating to the first academic year show, in 1888 only 
thirteen of seventy-one students came from a business back-
ground. Many more attended out of academic interest, and 
three times as many aimed to enter the government interpreting 
service. 33 This is all the more remarkable as, from the start, 
Sachau used the press to encourage potential employers in 
industry to send suitable young people to SOL. This, he claimed, 

33 Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 2. fo. 42. 
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would equip them, 'as pioneers of the German business world, 
successfully to expand our sales areas'. 34 

Despite this advertising, business interest developed only 
slowly. During the period from 1893 to 1907, SOL students from 
trade and industry averaged II per cent of the total student body, 
and by 1907 the figure had risen no higher than 16 per cent;35 this 
was no higher than the figure for 1888. If we examine the other 
groups from which students came, the following picture emerges: 
candidates for the German Foreign Office's interpreters' exami-
nation made up, on average, about 30 per cent of SOL's student 
body; Post Office officials accounted for 13 per cent; and officers 
for about II per cent. An average of about 16 per cent of the 
students attended SOL for academic or educational purposes, 
and missionaries accounted for, on average, 2 per cent. The rest 
of the students were doctors, agriculturalists, technicians, etc. 
Thus we can roughly divide the students into four user-groups 
relevant in our context-candidate interpreters, officers, Post 
Office officials, and, finally, representatives of trade and industry. 
In addition, there were 'Members of the Philosophy Faculty, 
teachers, and scholars'. However, this group is ofless interest for 
our topic because its members were motivated primarily by 
private academic or cultural interests. 

SOL's student lists allow us to divide the students into individ-
ual language groups and assign them to the user-groups 
mentioned above. For the sake of clarity, the languages on offer 
are divided into four groups: 'languages of the Far East', 'Middle 
Eastern languages', 'languages of the German colonies in 
Africa', and 'European languages'. This allows us to compile 
Table 2 for the academic years 1897/8 to 1906/7. 

More than go per cent of the candidates for the interpreting 
service were enrolled in the languages for whose study SOL had 
originally been set up, that is, Far Eastern and Middle Eastern 
languages in about equal proportions. The small remaining 
percentage studied the languages of the German colonies in 
Africa. There was little demand for European languages among 
this group of people, especially as the German Foreign Office 
assumed that candidates for the interpreting service already had 

34 Cf. newspaper cuttings, ibid., fos. 14, 38, 50, 65, etc. The quotation is from the 
J{orddeutsche Alfgemeine Z,eitung, 18 Sept. 1888, morning edition (ibid., fo. 50). 

35 Compiled from SOL's student lists (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. nos. 28 and 124). 
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TABLE 2. Students' professional backgrounds and choice of languages at SOL, 
1897/8-1906/7 

Translators Business Officers Post Office 

Total number of cases 542 200 194 159 
Percentages of students 
studying languages from 
the following groups: 
Far Eastern 47.8 IO.O 38.1 
Middle Eastern 44.3 9.0 4.6 23.9 
Colonial 7.9 35.5 41.2 11.3 

European 45.5 16.0 64.8 
Total IOO IOO IOO IOO 

Source: Calculated from the figures in SOL student lists. Guest auditors are not included. 
Percentages relate to the totals of the columns. 

a knowledge of English and French. The officers divided into 
two roughly equal groups studying Far Eastern and colonial 
languages. Their interest in Far Eastern languages can be 
explained by the fact that during the Boxer Rebellion, military 
interest in Chinese grew rapidly, and the same was true for 
Japanese during the Russo-Japanese War. The military general 
staff and the naval staff ordered a number of officers to attend 
SOL, where they were expected to acquire the ability to read 
'simpleJapanese printed material about the war'.36 The interest 
of some officers in colonial languages can easily be explained by 
pointing out that young officers who had been, or aspired to be, 
assigned to the colonial forces calculated that their career 
prospects would be enhanced if they had a knowledge of the 
relevant languages. In later years, officers of the colonial forces 
were regularly sent to SOL to study languages. Officers hardly 
studied the Middle Eastern languages at all, and the numbers 
enrolled in European language courses were low. 

If we look at the two remaining groups, business and Post 
Office, it is striking that the members of both primarily studied 
European languages at SOL. Closer examination reveals that in 
the case of Post Office officials, almost all studied Russian. Since 

36 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 15 Nov. 1904 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 
vol. 6, fo. 152. Supplementary material, ibid., fos. 186 f.). 
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the turn of the century, the German Post Office had made a 
point of having at least a few post and telegraph officials who 
spoke Russian in the Eastern territories. For years it therefore 
gave about twenty officials study leave each year to learn the 
language. Only in a few cases were Post Office officials sent to 
learn Turkish or Arabic; somewhat larger numbers studied 
Swahili. The interest in Arabic and Swahili reflects the fact that 
these were the two most important languages in German East 
Africa. It was Germany's intention to build up an efficient postal 
system there; knowledge of the local languages was an obvious 
prerequisite. 

A letter Sachau wrote to his ministry in November 1905 
conveys a snapshot of the extent of state interest in SOL at that 
moment. 37 At that time, eight officers from the General Staff 
were studyingJapanese and three officers from the War Ministry 
were learning Chinese at the School. In addition, there were two 
officers from the naval staff and eleven officers from the colonial 
forces, plus eighteen other officers. The latter two groups were 
almost exclusively studying the colonial languages. Twenty-eight 
officials or candidates for civil service posts in the Colonial 
Department of the German Foreign Office (later the German 
Colonial Office) were students at SOL; the majority anticipated 
working in the colonies. The German Post Office had sent 
twenty-four officials to SOL's Russian Department. 

Of those with a business background at SOL, about 10 per 
cent were taking Far Eastern languages, and about a third learn-
ing Swahili. The remaining 45 per cent were learning European 
languages, mainly Russian. Like the Post Office officials, this 
group was mainly interested in languages which had not been in 
SOL's original brief. Rather, they used SOL as a free educa-
tional facility for learning languages. It was no coincidence that 
Sachau had informed the MoC as early as 1891 that 'the 
German business world' was demanding facilities for learning 
the 'main trade languages of Europe', 38 as well as Oriental 
languages. As the above figures show, these business circles were 
not so much interested in training for trade with the Orient in 
particular, but quite generally in the younger generation gaining 

37 Letter from SOL to MoC, 25 Nov. 1905 (ibid., fas. 191 f.). 
38 Sachau's budget submission, 18July 1891 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 2, 

fas. 229-43). 
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knowledge which it had not yet acquired. In this case SOL was 
to take on more or less the function of a School of Commerce. 
The sentiments expressed in an essay published in the newly 
founded Zeitschrift für Handel und Gewerbe are typical of this view. 
In it we read, among other things, the claim that 'the young 
businessman (too) has the right to a university for his profession', 
and SOL, it was suggested, should fill this gap in the range of 
what was on offer. 39 

On the whole, the demands of only two client groups, candi-
dates for the interpreting service and officers, were in accor-
dance with SOL's original raison d'etre. Almost half of the business 
people and almost two-thirds of the Post Office officials, by 
contrast, enrolled in languages that had been accepted on the 
curriculum only as supplementary subjects. While just under a 
quarter of Post Office officials studied Middle Eastern languages, 
and a good third of businessmen took colonial languages, in 
absolute terms these represented modest figures. We can assume 
that on average about forty to fifty students from a business 
background studied colonial languages at SOL. This is not very 
many considering that at this time the German colonial empire 
was in the middle of its first phase of development. 

In sum, SOL primarily served those for whom it had origi-
nally been founded, that is, the candidates for the German 
Foreign Office's interpreting service. They accounted for almost 
three-quarters of those studying Far Eastern languages, and 
almost four-fifths of those studying Middle Eastern languages. A 
secondary function of SOL was to provide a cheap way oflearn-
ing European languages. Only in third place, by a long way, did 
SOL serve those who were interested in the languages of the 
German colonies. 

III 

From the start, SOL's curriculum had provided for instruction 
to be given in various subjects other than languages.40 Behind 
this measure lay a matter of principle. While the usefulness of 
these supplementary subjects was obvious, they stood in sharp 

39 ,Z,eitschriflfiir Handel und Gewerbe, vol. 2. no. 3 (Sept. 1889) (one copy in Rep. 76 V.a 
Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 1, fo. 282). 

4° Cf. note 23 above. 
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contrast if not to the reality, then at least to the ideology, of the 
German university system. This had traditionally held up a lack 
of practical purpose as the true principle of university work. 
Thus Sachau had originally advocated a purely philological 
training, but the German Foreign Office had immediately 
pointed out that students of SOL needed 'knowledge of other 
subjects such as jurisprudence, political economy, geography, 
and business studies' in addition to languages.41 

Peters's venture had created a new situation. Anyone who 
wanted to trade with the Middle East or Japan could, if neces-
sary, manage without a training in area studies because a rich 
store of information existed about these areas, and it could be 
accessed without great difficulty when required. By contrast, no 
such information existed for anyone who wanted to work in one 
of the newly acquired African colonies. These were unexplored 
areas with no infrastructure to speak of and no culture of writ-
ing. Often not even rudimentary maps or basic information 
about the area were available. Obviously there were additional 
problems here, which demanded a training in subjects such as 
surveying and cartography, tropical hygiene and terrestrial navi-
gation, mineralogy and tropical agriculture. It is no coincidence 
that it had long been the practice in language schools outside 
Germany to at least lay the foundations of these subjects in addi-
tion to providing language tuition. 42 

Sachau's work on his expeditions and excavations meant that 
he certainly possessed the relevant experience. Thus, despite his 
philological tendencies, he did not find it difficult to make the 
mental jump from a pure language school to a more comprehen-
sive training. Consequently, in his next budget submission he 
developed an expanded concept for SOL.43 In addition to 
language tuition, he now called for the teaching of a whole cata-
logue of other subjects, of which he considered at least a superfi-
cial knowledge to be essential for any sort of commercial activity 
in the Orient and especially in Africa. As well as insurance and 
underwriting, business history and the geography of trade, he 
mentioned climatology, soil science, and ethnography, plus the 

4-I AA memorandum, 3 Aug. 18g5 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 1, fos. 15-18). 
4-2 Reichstag session of 4 Mar. 1892 (RT 8/J, p. 4573). 
+3 Budget submission, 18 July 1891 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 2, fos. 

229-43). On Sachau's expeditionary experience cf. e.g. his books Reise in ~rien und 
Mesopotamien (Berlin, 1883) and Am Euphrat und Tigris (Leipzig, 1900). 
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basics of the cultivation of economically useful tropical plants, 
tropical hygiene, and making simple geodesic, climatological, and 
meteorological observations. He referred to a memorandum 
produced at about the same time by the Berlin astronomer 
Friedrich Wilhelm Foerster, in which he advocated turning SOL 
into a 'colonial school'. He suggested that it should neither 
immerse itself in philological subtleties, nor devote itself entirely to 
businessmen. Rather, he proposed, it should also take the colonial 
official into account and, in any case, 'keep in mind the scientific 
tasks of the relevant branches of the service'.44 After the MoC and 
the Ministry of Finance had indicated their agreement, the 
commissioners initially allowed Sachau to introduce four non-
language courses. These were 'modern business history', 'knowl-
edge of economically useful tropical plants', 'tropical hygiene', and 
'geographical position-finding on journeys and making meteoro-
logical observations'.45 The last three of these were offered on a 
regular basis from the late r8gos, while 'modern business history' 
obviously did not meet the needs of the students at SOL, and was 
soon abandoned. 

In subsequent years, many similar suggestions were made to 
SOL.46 Sachau responded by making the appropriate budget 
submissions, and most of them were approved. Thus from 1906 
SOL offered highly successful area studies courses about all of 
Germany's colonies, as well as such noteworthy subjects as 'the 
psychology of the indigenous peoples'.47 In the last years before 
the outbreak of war, the Reich Colonial Office also recom-
mended that SOL should provide its students with information 
'about capital investment in the colonies, the founding of capital 
investments, and colonial stock markets', and offered to subsidize 
the additional costs incurred.48 This, too, proved to be a success-

44 Memorandum by F. W. Foerster, 14July 1891 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, 
vol. 2, fos. 261-6). It is all the more remarkable that this memorandum was written by 
Foerster who, in later years, became a spokesman for the causes of pacifism and anti-
imperialism in Germany. 

45 Letter from the MoC to the FM, 10 Aug. 1891 (ibid., fos. 251 £); minutes of the meet-
ing of SOL commissioners, 27 Apr. 1894 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 31, vol. 1, fos. 
14,9). 

46 C£ the material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vols. 6-8. 
47 Letter from the MoC to the FM, 30July 1906 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 

vol. 6, fos. 238-43). 
48 Letter from the Reich Colonial Office (henceforth cited as RCO) to SOL, 30 Mar. 

1912 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X no. 124, vol. 8, fo. 63a). 
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ful course.49 Given the predominance of lawyers in all public 
administrations, it was inevitable that there should also be calls 
for courses on colonial law. Appropriate courses were developed 
throughout the 1890s, but they were rather modest. Things 
really began to happen in this area after the turn of the century. 
Early in March 1902 Georg Count Herding, a Centre Party 
deputy in the Reichstag, praised the courses offered by SOL as 
an attempt, but criticized their lack of breadth, and called for 
SOL to offer more courses in colonial and consular law. A 
majority in the Reichstag supported him, and directed an 
enquiry to the central, Reich government on 4 March 1902.50 
When the MoC pointed out that there was not enough money in 
the budget, the Reich Naval Office at once offered one of its 
lawyers for secondment, and from then on he gave lectures on 
colonial law at SOL.51 

Startled by this vote in the Reichstag, the Reich government 
enquired at the Prussian Ministry of Culture about the state of 
colonial law in Prussia. 52 The Ministry thereupon asked the 
Berlin Law Faculty, but received an answer only after repeated 
reminders. The reply was negative: it was not worth offering 
more than the existing lecture courses, as to do this would place 
an excessive burden on students. While the German Foreign 
Office endorsed this view, and the MoC took a wait-and-see 
attitude, the Navy again pointed to a need that was not being 
met. It suggested that a permanent chair in practical colonial law 
anchored in a legal faculty was preferable to the lectures 
currently being given at SOL because it would reach more 
students and also 'promote colonial interests among wide groups 
of students'.53 The MoC, however, was obviously loath to 
commit itself to the cost of setting up such a chair. It considered 
the whole matter as falling into the remit of the central govern-
ment. In any case, it did nothing more for the time being. 

49 Cf. correspondence, ibid., fos. 70--3, 85, 101, and 276. 
50 Reichstag session of 4 Mar. 1902 (RT 10/2, p. 4581). The resolution is published as 

Reichstagsdrucksache no. 903 III. 
51 Letter from the MoC to the AA, 3 Oct. 1902 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 

vol. 5, fo. 267); Tirpitz in the Reichstag, 14 Mar. 1903 (RT 10/2, p. 8652). 
52 The following remarks are based on extensive material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 1 Tit. 

VII. no. 4, vol. 4. Space does not permit detailed references here. 
53 Letter from the Reich Naval Office (henceforth cited as RNO) to the MoC, 19Jan. 

1904 (ibid., fos. 88 f.). 
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Therefore in the budget committee Alfred von Tirpitz, Naval 
Secretary, was suddenly confronted by the question of when and 
how the central, Reich government intended to answer the 
parliamentary question referred to above. Annoyed, Tirpitz 
replied to the Minister of Culture that 'as a result of the lack of 
answers to any of the letters directed to Your Excellency on this 
matter . . . I found myself . . . in a difficult situation . . . with 
regard to this question'. Moreover, he went on, the deputies had 
informed him that the previous year's resolution would be 
presented again soon and it would, undoubtedly, be accepted. A 
chair of colonial law in Berlin, he said, was regarded as desir-
able. 54 In the following year the MoC was finally ready to apply 
for at least an Extraordinariat (associate professorship) in colonial 
law for Berlin, and 'to assume responsibility for further develop-
ing the teaching of colonial studies ... at the university here'. 55 

It did, in fact, announce the position, and found a certain degree 
of cross-party support in the Prussian lower house. However, this 
was not enough, and all its applications in this matter failed. 56 

Although the issue was repeatedly raised in later years, the 
Prussian Landtag always rejected it.57 

The process outlined here demonstrates four things. First, it 
became clear that the organizational structure which had been 
selected for SOL in 1887 was highly unstable. At the time, it had 
enabled the central, Reich government to create the training 
institution it needed without intruding onto the territory of the 
federal states. In addition, Prussia's involvement cut the cost of 
the project by half for the central government. Prussia, for its 
part, was able to expand its university in Berlin by the addition 
of an institute with a high potential for growth without having to 
pay the full cost. This organizational structure worked so long as 
there was no serious shortage of funds, and/ or neither side made 
controversial demands. However, as soon as one of these two 

54 Letter from the RNO to the MoC, 23 Mar. 1904 (ibid., fo. 85). 
55 Letter from the MoC to the legal faculty of the University of Berlin, 20June 1905 

(ibid., fo. 124); letter from the MoC to the AA, 19July 1905 (ibid., fo. 126). 
56 Arendt (Free Conservative) in the Prussian lower house, 6 Mar. 1906 (Stenographi.sche 

Berichte iiber die Verhandlungen des Hauses der Abgeordnet~henceforth cited as AH-2oth 
legislative period, 2nd session-henceforth cited as 20/2, cols. 2697~705 and 2712-16); v. 
Savigny (Centre Party) and Friedeberg (National Liberals) in the lower house, 17 Mar. 
1906 (ibid., cols. 3438, 3476 f., and 3513). 

57 v. Liszt (Fortschrittliche Volkspartet) in the lower house, 25 Apr. 1910 (AH, 21/3, cols. 
4667 f.); Bell (Centre Party) in the lower house, 4 Apr. 1913 (AH 21/5, cols. 13349 f.). 
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eventualities occurred, SOL fell between two stools. This was the 
case when various central government authorities and a majority 
in the Reichstag demanded an expansion in training facilities for 
colonial law, which constitutional reasons prevented the central 
government itself from setting up, whereas the Prussian Landtag 
did not acknowledge that Prussia needed such additional facili-
ties. The result was paralysis. 

Second, the course taken by the discussion shows that those 
making the applications were interested more in the additional 
training facilities as such than in their institutional location. In 
other words, they by no means insisted that colonial law could or 
should be taught only within the framework of SOL. In fact, it 
seems that gradually more of them would have preferred the 
subject to be anchored in a legal faculty because they thought it 
would have a wider impact there. SOL had not managed to 
establish its status among the interested political public as the 
natural place to undertake such tasks. Thirdly, the discussion 
demonstrates that the Prussian Ministry of Culture had no clear 
position on this matter. It supported SOL where it did not get in 
the way of the es.tablished university departments, that is, in 
language teaching and in those subjects which were not part of 
the classic curriculum of German universities. When, however, it 
was a matter of establishing colonial law as a subject, the 
ministry did no more than call for appropriate professorships in 
legalfaculties, and even this support was half-hearted. Fourthly, 
the process shows that the Reichstag and the Prussian lower 
house thought differently on colonial matters. The Reichstag, 
shaped by deputies from the bourgeois parties of the centre 
ground, rarely missed an opportunity to demonstrate its enthusi-
asm for colonialism. The Prussian lower house, by contrast, 
elected under the provisions of the three-class electoral system, 
was dominated by agrarian-conservative forces. Consequently, 
colonial matters were regarded there with much less passion, 
and sometimes even with scepticism. This difference was repeat-
edly to make itself felt in the years that followed. 

In SOL's early years, Sachau had been most keen on expand-
ing the range of languages taught by the school. In the mean-
time, he had realized that the limits of what was possible in this 
area had been reached. If SOL was to continue to enjoy popu-
larity in the Reichstag and amongst the public, it would have to 
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offer more, and this could only be in an expansion of the non-
language subjects. In particular, Sachau seems early to have 
developed the idea of turning SOL into a colonial university or 
something similar in the long term. This is why he bombarded 
the MoC with petitions and suggestions, all of which aimed at 
the further development of the non-language subjects. He 
repeatedly declared that SOL could and would competently 
deal with any task with which it was entrusted in this area, so 
long as it received the necessary resources. 58 And he did not 
hesitate to poach good teachers from other institutions if he 
considered it necessary for the expansion of the non-language 
subjects.59 Consequently, the value of the non-language subjects 
taught at SOL changed. Languages were taught by German 
teachers, and practical language work was done by language assis-
tants. For the non-language subjects, Sachau increasingly had 
recourse to outside experts, because as knowledge of area studies 
relating to Germany's African colonies, in particular, grew, 
language teachers could no longer keep an overview and teach 
this subject. These external experts were given the status of 
teaching associates (Lehrbeauftragte). The development of these 
three categories of instructors is an indicator of the relative 
weight of each part of the curriculum within the school as a 
whole. Table 3 puts this information together for the period 
from the turn of the century. 

As the data in Table 3 indicate, SOL had reached a plateau in 
terms of faculty around the turn of the century. In the years that 
followed, the number of teachers and language assistants hardly 
exceeded the figures achieved at that time. After a brief growth 
spurt in 1905, figures in both groups stagnated. The group of 
teaching associates, however, developed quite differently. In this 
case, numbers rose from practically nothing at the turn of the 
century to a level that almost equalled that of the language assis-
tants on the eve of the First World War. This suggests that the 
non-language subjects became more and more important in the 
work of SOL. 

58 Detailed material can be found in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vols. 1-4 and 
in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vols. 11 . Only a general reference can be made 
here. 

59 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 20 Mar. 1903 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 
vol. 6, fos. 36-g). 
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TABLE 3: Numbers of teaching staff at SOL between 1888 and 1913 

Teachers Language Assistants Teaching Associates 

1888 13 
1901 16 9 3 
1903 16 7 5 
1905 20 13 2 
1907 21 12 5 
1909 20 14 5 
1911 19 13 IO 

1913 19 15 13 
Source: Compiled from the individual volumes of the Prussian Staatshandbuch (government 
statistics). The director (who did not teach) and non-teaching administrative staff are not 
included. 

The officers and SOL students from a business background 
had a great interest in them.60 Of the subjects that were offered 
regularly from 1893/ 4, the most popular were tropical hygiene 
and area studies of the German colonies. Hardly less popular 
were courses on economically useful tropical plants, but courses 
on geographical position-finding on journeys and making mete-
orological observations lagged well behind. Sachau the scholar 
had, it seems, vastly overrated the academic ambitions of his 
students. As a rule they were interested not in scholarship, but in 
being able to earn a living in the colonies, or in being able to 
fulfil their duties as colonial or consular officials. Great interest 
was shown in the courses in colonial politics, which were offered 
regularly from the academic year 1901/2. They obviously met 
the needs and interests of many SOL students, whereas the addi-
tional courses in colonial law and consular law, which were 
offered later, appealed only to those students who aspired to a 
career in government service in the German colonies. 

When we attempt to assess the effectiveness of SOL's work, we 
have no details of the quantity or quality of what SOL's students 
learned, but the government departments which sent students to 
the school were obviously satisfied with the results. The mere fact 
that all the relevant departments continued regularly to send new 
officials or officers to SOL for training indicates this. Indeed, 

50 The following remarks are based on a statistical analysis of the progress reports 
submitted each semester by SOL. 
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some departments considered spending some time at SOL as a 
prerequisite for service in the colonies. 61 Another indication of 
satisfaction is that for years the German Navy and the German 
Foreign Office competed for first choice of SOL graduates. 62 

And, not least, satisfaction is expressed in the words of praise 
which its official, state sponsors had for SOL on the occasion of 
its twenty-five-year anniversary.63 Sachau took this opportunity 
to point out proudly that SOL had now become 'a general 
German colonial academy'; all officers in the colonial forces and 
all colonial officials who had received any training appropriate to 
the colonies had received it at SOL.64 

Although the Berlin Chamber of Commerce had friendly 
words for SOL on this occasion, the interest shown by business 
in SOL always clearly lagged behind that shown by government 
agencies. The reason for this was neither a lack of publicity nor 
of state support. From the start, Sachau had put great emphasis 
on recruiting students from business circles, and on tailoring the 
syllabuses and timetables to their needs. 65 He encouraged his 
subordinates to do translation work for German companies 
wanting to establish a foothold overseas. The state deliberately 
kept the prerequisites for entering SOL low, and there were no 
fees. 66 The Technische Hochschulen (technical universities) were 
regularly reminded by the MoC to draw their students' attention 
to the courses offered by SOL.67 And conversely, in order to 
keep students at SOL and other interested people informed 
about complementary events happening elsewhere, a Calendar 
of Lectures in Colonial Studies was published from 1911. It was 

61 Letter from the Colonial Department of the AA to the MoC, 27 May 1903 (Rep. 76 
V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 5, fos. 323 f.). 

62 Letter from RNO to SOL, 22 May 1901 and from SOL to the MoC, 29 May 19m 
(ibid., fos. uo-12). 

63 Cf. the speeches given at the anniversary celebration and printed in SOL's 
Festschri.ft, Sachau, Bericht iiher die Festversammlung. 

64 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 21 Sept. 1912 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 
vol. 8, fos. 118 f.). Sachau, Bericht iiber die Festversammlung contains a list of officers in the 
colonial forces who had attended SOL. 

65 Cf. e.g. the material from the years 1887----g in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 
1, fos. 271 and 276 f., as well as in vol. 2, fos. 2691 1, and in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 
31, vol. 1, fos. 42 and 72 f. For later years cf. Sachau's memorandum of 18 Apr. 1908 
(Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 7, fo. 79). 

66 Cf., in addition to what has been said above, Sachau's memorandum of 18 Apr. 
1908 (as in note 65). 

67 Cf. the material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 3. 
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financed by the MoC, and was distributed free of charge. 68 SOL 
was privileged even in the allocation of scholarships. Whereas 
state scholarships were, in general, very rare, almost all applica-
tions for scholarships which came from SOL were approved.69 

Thus, on the whole, the state did a great deal to stimulate and 
increase interest in SOL-much more than was usual in such 
cases. None the less, the figures speak for themselves. The print-
runs of the Calendar of Lectures in Colonial Studies mentioned 
above also reflect this.70 Initially 1,000 copies were printed; two 
semesters later, this figure had dropped to 600, as demand had 
been wildly overestimated. Another year later the print-run was 
reduced again, this time to 500 copies. Moreover, a considerable 
proportion of this figure was not simply distributed, but was 
mailed to interested authorities and the press etc. In other words, 
at most 300 to 400 copies were available for interested people, 
and the majority of these went to members of SOL. Demand for 
the list among interested people from business who were not 
enrolled at SOL accounted for at most half of this number, and 
even this is probably an overestimate. 

IV 

From the 1890s the idea of using SOL as a 'nursery for all colo-
nial officials', and in the long term perhaps transforming it into 
an autonomous 'colonial academy' appeared ever more 
frequently, at first in the press, and then in Sachau's state-
ments. 71 Sachau obviously had a two-stage process in mind. First 
he wanted to expand SOL's curriculum further, especially in the 
non-language subjects. In a second step, the school was to be 
released from its ties with the Friedrich Wilhelm University and 
be transformed into an autonomous institution. The Reich 
Naval Office, which, since Tirpitz's appointment, had been 
interested in developing the German colonial empire simply to 

68 Memorandum by Schmidt-Ott, 20 Apr. 1912 (Rep. 76 V.c Sekt. 2 Tit. XXIII. Lit. 
G no. 14, fo. 193). 

69 Detailed material can be found in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 31, vols. 1 and 2. 
70 On the following cf. details in Rep. 76 V.c Sekt. 2 Tit. XXIII. Lit. G. no. 14, fos. 

139, 198a, 203, 281, 309, and 363 ff. 
71 Thus Sachau in a letter to Althoff, 13July 1898 (Rep. 92 Althoff A. I. no. 112, fo. 

50). First mentioned in the press from about 1890. 
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indulge its own administrative empire-building, signalled its 
approval of this plan. 72 However, a positive decision could be 
given only via the two funding departments, that is, the MoC 
and the German Foreign Office.73 The MoC had not been able 
to approve any extension of the capacity for teaching colonial 
law at SOL because this would have been contrary to the inter-
ests of its universities. It was better able to live with a 'colonial 
academy' that worked alongside the universities without posing 
any competitive threat, but it was not keen to embark on 
protracted discussions with a Landtag that had little enthusiasm 
for colonialism. 

At the beginning of 1903, however, Sachau presented his proj-
ect in such a concrete form that it could no longer be put aside 
as not fully developed. 74 Thereupon the Minister of Culture 
asked the German Foreign Office for a statement of its opin-
ion. 75 Its Colonial Department replied that a colonial academy 
made sense only if careers existed in the colonial service, and 
that this was being worked on. But it was already time to make 
the training offered by SOL more stringent. As officials and offi-
cers spent only a relatively short time there, it was suggested, 
compulsory attendance, fixed syllabuses, and regular assessment 
were necessary. Draft directives were attached. After the admin-
istration of the MoC and Sachau had indicated their agreement, 
these were implemented. 76 

Conceptually, the stage seemed to be set for SOL to be trans-
formed into a colonial academy. A clear step had been taken 
away from the German university tradition. Sachau's acceptance 
of compulsory attendance, fixed syllabuses, and regular assess-
ment meant that the school was run very differently from univer-
sities at that time, and made it more similar to a vocational or 

72 Letter from the RNO to the MoC, 21 June 1902 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 
124, vol. 5, fas. 246 f.). 

73 The Kolonialabteilung (Colonial Department), which had been created in 1890, was 
the responsible department in the AA. In 1907 it was separated from the AA and trans-
formed into the autonomous Reich Colonial Office. 

74 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 6 Feb. 1903 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 
5, fas. 304 f.). 

75 On the following cf.: letters from the AA to the MoC, 27 May and 12 Sept. 1903 
(Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 5, fas. 323 f. and vol. 6, fas. 48-51); letter from 
the MoC to the AA, 30 Sept. 1903 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 6, fo. 53); 
letter from the AA to the MoC, 22 Dec. 1903 (ibid. fas. 81 f.). 

76 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 27 June 1903 (ibid., fas. 31-4). 
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technical college (höhere Fachschule). There were, of course, impor-
tant justifications for this shift. The liberality of German univer-
sities was based on the assumption that students had as long as 
they liked to study, and that academic work would not tolerate 
any limitations of this sort. Students at SOL, by contrast, neither 
had unlimited time, nor were they expected to do academic 
work. Sachau interpreted the correspondence outlined above as 
a go-ahead to develop the teaching of colonial studies further, 
and he instituted appropriate plans. 77 These turned out to be 
relatively protracted, as Sachau thought he would not be pressed 
for time. Not until the beginning of 1906 did he announce that 
he was ready to submit a relevant memorandum to the 
Ministry. 78 This did not happen at that time, however, because 
the Berlin agencies were overtaken by events elsewhere: 
Hamburg had long been thinking of setting up a tertiary educa-
tion institution, but its nature had at first been controversial. 
These considerations took shape in the course of 1906-7, culmi-
nating in the decision that Hamburg would establish a 'colonial 
institute'. As the new project hardly differed from SOL, it could 
obviously be set up only in competition to SOL. 

The Hamburg move coincided with a new initiative by 
Hertling, who suggested setting up a chair of colonial studies in 
order to stimulate the interest of German business and the 
German public in colonial issues. 79 The budget commission 
agreed immediately, but a lively debate ensued about where this 
chair should be located. Only a few deputies supported Berlin. 
The majority of the participants in the debate (including 
Hertling) voted for Hamburg. A few weeks later the Reichstag in 
plenary session adopted this recommendation. In fact, there was 
already talk of a whole institute rather than a single chair. 80 

Thus it became clear that Sachau's school was facing a serious 
crisis. Despite all protestations to the contrary,81 the Hamburg 
institute was clearly in competition with SOL, and the majority 

77 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 4 Mar. 1905 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 
7, fos. 96-g). 

78 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 24 Feb. 1906 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 
vol. 6, fo. 256). 

79 Werner von Melle, DreijJigJahre Hamburger Wissenscha.ft 1891-1921, 2 vols. (Hamburg, 
1923-4), i. 449. 

80 Ibid. 456; Reichstag session of 4 May 1907 (RT 12/I, pp. 1394 f.). 
8t Melle, DreijJigJahre Hamburger Wissenscha.ft, i. 452. 
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of the Reichstag found it more worthy of support than SOL. 
Sachau replied to the MoC with three counter-proposals. First, 
he asked the Ministry to develop further teaching in the non-
language subjects at SOL so that all training demands could be 
fulfilled. Secondly, he asked that in future SOL should be 
responsible not only to the MoC and the German Foreign 
Office, but also to the new Reich Colonial Office. It could then 
be hoped that future colonial officials would be trained exclu-
sively at SOL. Thirdly, Sachau suggested that, as a sign ofSOL's 
extended functions, its name should be changed to 'Oriental and 
Colonial Academy'.82 

It is important to remember that the Hamburg institute was 
deliberately proposed to rival SOL. Officially, it was called a 
colonial college (Koloniale Fachschule), whereas SOL was described 
as a language school, which, in a division of labour, could take 
over the language-teaching aspects of a colonial training. 
Internally, however, the full development of language-teaching 
facilities in Hamburg was demanded from the start. A report by 
the Hamburg Chamber of Commerce, dated December 1907, is 
characteristic. It pointed out that suitable lecturers would be easy 
to find, but that this 'should be undertaken in a highly discreet 
fashion in order not to arouse resistance on the part of SOL'. 
This is how they proceeded, and, indeed, some of SOL's teach-
ers were headhunted. 83 The Colonial Institute was soon able to 
offer a curriculum to equal that of SOL, including in language 
teaching.84 At the beginning of 1908, the Mayor of Hamburg 
concluded an agreement with Demburg, the Colonial Secretary, 
in which Dernburg undertook to send twenty colonial officials to 
Hamburg for training each year. Years later Sachau still remem-
bered that this had deeply offended him 'and all the members of 
the school'.85 Even the Navy's hitherto solid support for SOL 
now began to crumble, and elsewhere, too, critical voices were 

82 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 7 May 1907 (Rep. 76 V. Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 
7, fos. 19-21). 

83 Melle, DreijJig Jalzre Hamburger Wissenscha.fl, i. 484, 622 f., 632 f. 
84 Ibid. 46!,2; quotation at 468. On the languages offered by the Colonial Institute 

cf. 626 and 632. On the institute's operation cf. the summary in Elsabea Rohrmann, Max 
v. Schinkel, hanseatischer Bankka,ifinann im wilhelminischen Deutsch/and (Hamburg, 1971), 173 f., 
with further bibliographical references. 

85 Text of the agreement of 21 Jan. 1908 in Melle, DreijJig Jahre Hamburger Wissenschajl, 
i. 471 f. For Sachau's reaction cf. the letter from SOL to the MoC, 8 Jan. 1913 (Rep. 76 
V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1, fos. 10-13). 
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raised.86 The main charges levelled against SOL were that it still 
offered unnecessarily academic courses which did not provide 
what people really needed on the spot in the colonies, and that, 
in general, it was orientated too strongly by the educational ideas 
of German academia. A comment made by Dernburg during a 
visit to Hamburg in 1913 was typical: 'What we want in the 
colonies is not lawyers and academic specialists, but efficient 
administrators with common sense and a practical training. '87 

Sachau responded to this development by proposing the estab-
lishment of a Society for Colonial Studies. Its purpose would be 
'to promote . . . colonial studies in the capital of the German 
Reich at all times in a manner that does justice to the demands of 
scholarship'.88 What is remarkable about this proposal is not the 
basic idea of a supporting society, which had long existed in the 
form of a Naval Society, a Military Society, and, not least, a 
Colonial Society. Nor is it surprising that Sachau thought only of 
Berlin as the location of such studies: the choice of any other 
place would have meant the end of SOL. Rather, what is remark-
able is that he continued to insist on an academic training, 
although the signs were piling up that this was not what the colo-
nialists wanted. It seems that in spite of all the criticism coming 
from the practical side, he was unable to break out of the para-
digm of an academic training. In principle, therefore, his 
proposal was not to set up a general colonial society, but a society 
to promote SOL in particular. To be sure, Sachau had learnt 
caution. He did not attempt linguistically to upgrade SOL into a 
'colonial academy' because he feared that this would provoke 
resistance. Instead, he confined himself to asking for SOL to be 
renamed 'School of Oriental and Colonial Languages'. 89 

The MoC considered even this modest upgrading problem-
atic. Given the unclear position, noted the responsible official, 
this seemed risky.90 His superior, Friedrich Schmidt-Ott, did not 

86 Navy: Melle, DreifJig]alzre Hamburger Wissenscha.ft, i. 473. Other critics: letter from the 
Institute of Oceanography in Berlin to the MoC, 23July 1910 (Rep. 76 V.c Sekt. 2 Tit. 
XXIII. Lit. G no. 14, fos. 38 f.). 

87 Quoted in Melle, DreifJig Jalzre Hamburger Wissenscluifl, ii. 258 f. 
88 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 5 Feb. 1910 (Rep. 76 V.c Sekt. 2 Tit. XXIII. Lit. G 

no. 14, fos. 2¥ and 25). 
89 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 12 Mar. 1910 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, 

vol. 7, fos. 419-22 and 435 f.). 
90 Memorandum Brugger, 30July 1910 (ibid., fo. 437). 
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want to embark upon a struggle in support of Sachau's sugges-
tions, yet he vehemently defended the suitability of Berlin as a 
location. The capital city of the Reich, he argued, had much 
more to offer than Hamburg. Moreover, he pointed out, the 
concept of 'languages in Berlin, other subjects in Hamburg, had 
long since been abandoned with the introduction of colonial 
languages in Hamburg, and was not practicable in any case'.91 

Finally, agreement was reached on founding a clearly toned-
down version of Sachau's colonial society in the form of a 
Research Committee for Colonial Studies. Its purpose was not to 
promote SOL in particular, but merely to establish what was on 
offer in colonial studies at Berlin universities apart from SOL, 
and to publicize it. This, Sachau, Schmidt-Ott, and others 
hoped, would give Berlin more prestige as a centre of Colonial 
Studies, and indirectly enhance the status of SOL. 92 The 
Research Committee for Colonial Studies was founded on 23 
October 1910.93 It met once each semester, and edited the 
Calendar of Lectures in Colonial Studies mentioned above. 
Organizationally it was bound to SOL. 

As a press release circulated with this Calendar announced, 
'the wealth of courses and research opportunities on offer in 
colonial and related studies is surprising'. It did, in fact, mention 
more than 100 courses, and the trend was clearly upwards. 94 

This number did not include the courses offered at SOL. When 
the Leipzig publisher, Hans Meyer, additionally endowed a 
Chair in Colonial Geography in 1910,95 the range of courses on 
offer in Berlin was quite respectable. But Meyer's endowment 
characteristically did not benefit SOL; it set up a normal univer-
sity chair. This indicates that even the colonial enthusiast Meyer 
did not consider that developing SOL was a sensible option; he 
preferred to back the university. Undeterred, Sachau continued 
to express new ideas for expansion. SOL, he said, needed to 

91 Letter from Schmidt-Ott to Brugger, 20July 19w (Rep. 76 V.c Sekt. 2 Tit. XXIII. 
Lit. G no. 14, fos. 47 f.). 

92 Memorandum Brugger, 6 Dec. 19w (ibid., fos. 1 f.). 
93 Invitation to attend the meeting, 23 Oct. 1911 (ibid., fo. 76). This also contains the 

names of committee members. 
94 Cf. the statistics, ibid., fos. 45 f and 63-362. The quotation is at fo. 98. 
95 Report of the MoC directly to the Kaiser (Immediatberich~, 28 Sept. 19!0 (2.2.1, no. 

21497, fos. 139 f.); Tiigliche Rundschau, II Oct. 1910 (one copy in Schmidt-Ott papers: Rep. 
92 Schmidt-Ott, no. 12). Hans Meyer was co-owner of the Bibliographical Institute in 
Leipzig. 
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offer courses in overseas history, 'without going into too much 
detail about conditions in the distant past', and international 
law. As soon as these courses had been set up, he went on, the 
German Foreign Office could be asked to make them compul-
sory for its trainee officials. The ministry's reaction was cool, 
which put an end to Sachau's application. 96 Sachau himself 
never even chased it up. Instead, he developed other proposals 
for expansion. In particular, he now wanted to organize lectures 
on the 'progress of all cultural endeavours in our colonies'. 
These were to be aimed not only at the students of SOL, but at 
an 'educated public' in general. He also proposed courses on 
area studies going beyond the German colonies, and, in a some-
what surprising culmination, called for a 'central institution for 
tropical medicine' to be set up.97 The Ministry, although it did 
not reject this application outright, reacted reticently. It seems 
that Ministry officials had begun to understand that for Sachau 
SOL had become an end in itsel£ 

At its founding, SOL had monopolized the market in 
language teaching and colonial studies. In the meantime, 
however, competition had emerged. The colonial institute in 
Hamburg offered a wide-ranging curriculum, and the people in 
Hamburg were already dreaming of setting up an entire faculty 
of colonial studies. The University of Berlin was applying for 
similar expansionary measures.98 Berlin's School of Trade and 
Commerce (Handelshochschule) offered many courses that were 
also relevant to aspiring colonialists and colonial officials, and 
the German Foreign Office, like the Academy of Social Sciences 
Sozialwissenschaftliche Akademie) in Frankfurt on Main, had its own 
training facilities.99 It was little help for Sachau to warn against 
fragmenting resources. 100 It was quite clear that there was a 
growing number of people and institutions who did not see the 

96 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 5 Sept. 1912 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 
1, fos. 1-4); memorandum Brugger, 8Jan. 1913 (ibid., fos. 5-8). 

97 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 8 Jan. 1913 (ibid., fos. 10-18) with Bragger's 
comments (ibid., fo. 19). 

98 Letter from the Philosophy Faculty of the University of Berlin, 13 Mar. 1914 (ibid., 
fos. 326----so). 

99 For Berlin cf. the material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1. For 
Frankfurt cf. e.g. the Nationalliberale Korrespondenz, 17 June 1905 (one copy in Rep. 76 V.a 
Sekt. 1 Tit. VII. no. 4, vol. 4, fo. 135). 

100 Letter from SOL to the MoC, 8Jan. 1913 (Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1, 
fos. 10-13). 
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academically based study of indigenous languages as the opti-
mum preparation for colonial service and trade. Indeed, they 
considered the academic approach as altogether unsuitable, and 
called instead for a broadly based and practically orientated 
training. In short, the times were passing Sachau and SOL by. 

In this situation, a new idea emerged. It came at least indi-
rectly from the teaching staff of SOL. SOL's teacher of Russian, 
Anton Palme, had since 1912 published a number of appeals 
arguing that SOL should be developed not only into a colonial 
university, but a university for the study of all non-German 
countries (Auslandshochschule), which was to 'cover knowledge 
pertaining to all foreign nations'. The main clientele was initially 
to be trainee diplomatic and consular officials who, in Palme's 
view, were at present receiving an outdated training. Beyond 
this, the projected university could offer relevant courses to other 
academic circles. In Palme's opinion, 'the lack of influence of 
German culture' was to be ascribed in large measure to the lack 
of knowledge among German academics of what lay beyond 
Germany's borders, and he wanted to remedy this. He had first 
gone to Sachau with his project, but Sachau had been doubtful, 
especially as Palme had criticized SOL in its present state. 101 

Instead, Heinrich Pohl, Professor of International Law at the 
University of Greifswald, took up Palme's idea and put it at the 
centre of a small book which argued for a reform of training in 
the foreign service. 102 Palme and Pohl, in turn, attracted the 
interest of Erzberger, Centre Party deputy, and von Richthofen, 
a National Liberal, who had both already been concerned with 
SOL previously. On 5 April 1913, when the Budget Commission 
was debating the German Foreign Office's budget, Erzberger 
proposed asking the Reich Chancellor to order the submission of 
a 'memorandum on the development of SOL into a German 
university for the study of all non-German countries' to be 
financed by the Reich. The arguments he used to justify this 
were essentially those put forward by PohL The Commission 
accepted this proposal. After Erzberger had explained it to a 
plenary session of the Reichstag, it was adopted with a large 

101 Anton Palme, Die Auslandshochschule und das nationenwissenscheflliche Studium des 
Auslandes (Berlin, 1914), 13, 18, and 25--go. 

102 Heinrich Pohl, Die deutsche Auslandshochschule (Tiibingen, 1913), 1 and 15-17; Max 
Apt writing in Deutsche Wutscheflszeitung, IO (1914), cols. 325-33. 
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majority on 16 April 1913.103 Thus the Reichstag had displayed 
an active commitment to this idea. It was unable to take it any 
further, however, as it lacked the right to initiate legislation. 

Thus both the Reich leadership and Prussia had to act. As the 
two departments that financed SOL had different opinions 
about its development, they reacted in different ways. While the 
Prussian Ministry of Culture asked Sachau to submit a memo-
randum which would form the basis of all further deliberations, 
the German Foreign Office consulted the departments of the 
Reich government which had an interest in the matter. Their 
votes differed. 104 The Reich Post Office was satisfied with the 
status quo. The War Ministry endorsed the idea of developing 
SOL along the line suggested by the resolution. The Reich 
Naval Office welcomed the resolution as in its opinion SOL was 
no longer appropriate for 'the tasks Germany faces abroad 
today' and Hamburg was no alternative. Tirpitz found the reso-
lution a welcome opportunity 'to meet a strongly felt need in a 
matter of inestimable national significance'. Three departments 
deviated from this rather benevolent line. The German Foreign 
Office was interested only in the language-teaching side of SOL, 
and for the rest went its own way. The Colonial Office voted 
strongly against developing SOL, as this would 'prejudice the 
Colonial Institute set up by the City of Hamburg at great cost to 
itself. Some time later, the Reich Treasury also sent in its opin-
ion.105 The Treasury saw no need to act, and financial concerns 
made it oppose the resolution. Moreover, any expansion of SOL 
would damage the institute in Hamburg. The Reich Treasury 
was sympathetic to the Hamburg institute because it was 
financed by the city of Hamburg and therefore did not cost the 
Reich anything. 

By the end of July 1913 Sachau's memorandum was 
complete. 106 It presented his school in bright colours, and, 
indeed, went so far as to suggest that, essentially, SOL was 
already the Auslandshochschule which the Reichstag wanted to set 
up. All that was required was a few measures to develop it into 

103 RT 13/J, 1913, Drucksache no. 890. Cf. also Reichstag session of 16 Apr. 1913 (RT 
13/J, pp. 4755-4808). 

104 Individual positions are documented in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1, 
fos. 35-42. 

105 Letter from the RT to the AA, 24 Sept. 1913 (ibid., fo. 79). 
l06 Sachau's memorandum, 27 July 1913 (ibid., fos. 43-62). 
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exactly what was required. Sachau rated the future chances of 
an Auslandshochschule developed out of SOL as favourable so long 
as it 'retained and cultivated a close connection with the practi-
cal tasks of life'. 

Building on Sachau's success story, the MoC initiated inter-
ministerial talks on the basis of which an answer to the Reichstag 
was to be composed. In the course of these talks the various 
fronts, whose existence had already made itself felt, emerged and 
separated clearly. 107 For this reason the negotiations came to no 
conclusions. There was not even agreement about whether 'the 
hand extended by the Reichstag should be grasped', as the naval 
representative put it, or whether a stalling answer was enough. 
Finally the latter view prevailed, and the Reichstag was told only 
that further talks were necessary before the required memoran-
dum could be submitted. When the Prussian Finance Ministry 
rejected any solution which would involve additional costs for 
Prussia, 108 the project was practically dead-in any case, it was 
put on ice. None the less, the MoC made one more attempt at 
least to arrive at a more rational decision-making process. 
Immediately after the unsuccessful negotiations, it asked a 
number of professors and businessmen who were experienced 
science organizers for their opinion. 109 Those consulted were in 
the first instance Schmoller, Harnack, Lexis, Sering, and the 
director of the Deutsche Bank, Karl Helfferich-all men of high 
public standing who had already often acted as consultants for 
the ministry-as well as the Bonn economist, Schumacher. 

These experts expressed very different opinions, but there were 
a number of points on which a clear consensus emerged. All 
agreed that there could be no question of founding a separate 
Auslandshochschule; nor was a location other than Berlin considered. 
They also agreed that SOL needed to be thoroughly reformed, as 
it had not kept pace with developments and was no longer 
competitive in its current form. In this context, Schmoller 
expressly said that a change in the leadership of SOL was desir-
able. Those consulted did not agree about what the future rela-
tionship between SOL and the University of Berlin and the rest of 

107 Cf. minutes of the negotiations on 29 Oct. 1913 (ibid., fas. 136-41). 
108 Letter from the FM to the AA, 9 Dec. 1913 (ibid., fo. 151). 
109 Letter from the MoC, 1 Nov. 1913 (ibid., fas. 69 f.). Responses to this letter are in 

the same volume. 
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the academic landscape should be. Lexis favoured separation in 
order to increase SOL's practical orientation, whereas Sering, 
Schumacher, and Harnack advocated as much integration as 
possible, as this was the only way, they believed, to maintain schol-
arly standards. These opinions increased the doubts felt within the 
MoC. When the minister, von Trott, was asked about this matter 
in the Reichstag, he advised against creating a separate course of 
study encompassing all non-German countries (Auslandswissen-
schaft).110 A few days later, speaking in the Prussian lower house, he 
became more specific. 111 He referred to Germany's growing 
'responsibilities abroad', which included exerting 'cultural influ-
ence' on foreign states. He expressed the hope that one day it 
would be possible to have a course of study encompassing all non-
German countries to complement existing courses. Yet, he said, 
this task was too big for SOL. It could only be tackled by all the 
Berlin universities working together, and the Hamburg colonial 
institute would also have to be included. From this time on, the 
ministry does not seem to have changed its opinion. 

Towards the end of the period under investigation, we can 
thus sum up the ministry's position as follows. The idea of setting 
up a colonial university had been given up in favour of a more 
broadly defined training relating to non-German countries. This 
should take the form of a postgraduate course to supplement 
existing courses. It was not to be exclusively a preparation for 
working abroad, but could equally well serve as a training in citi-
zenship. A separate Auslandshochschuk did not seem to be the way 
to achieve this, as it would always run the risk of narrowing 
down to concentrate only on one aspect of this spectrum. The 
promise of better (and certainly cheaper) results seemed to be 
held out by pulling together all the forces already present at the 
Berlin universities, which could be brought together in a loose 
association. SOL was to be part of this loose federation. The 
ministry also signalled that, in future, a larger part of colonial 
training was to take place in Hamburg, whereas Berlin should 
concentrate on the bigger and more important field of general 
non-German studies. 

110 Letter from Helfferich to Schmidt-Ott, 7 Mar. 1914 (ibid., fos. 253 f.). Cf. as a 
supplement, fos. 166 f. 

111 Minutes of the meeting of the Budget Commission of the lower house, 24 Feb. 
1914 (ibid., fos. 317-22). 
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In February and March 1914, when the topic of non-German 
studies was first discussed in the Prussian Landtag, those who 
supported upgrading SOL into an independent Auslandshochschule 
were clearly in the minority. The majority shared the opinion of 
the Minister of Culture. 112 While many speakers in the 
Reichstag supported encouraging non-German studies and a few 
advocated an independent Auslandshochschule, no one spoke in 
favour of Sachau's plans. 113 Instead, the Reichstag passed 
another resolution concerning non-German studies. It picked up 
on the resolution of 1913, and petitioned the Chancellor 'to 
ensure that non-German studies are more fully developed in the 
interests of the foreign service, the colonial service, trade, and 
industry'. 114 It was not specified whether this was to be achieved 
by founding an Auslandshochschule, through the Hamburg insti-
tute, or by some other means. 

Two months later the First World War broke out. During its 
first year, other priorities dictated what happened in science and 
research policy. Thus Palme did not come back to his old 
concern until November 1915. He criticized the German Foreign 
Office's personnel policy and its training courses, and repeated 
his call for an Auslandshochschule which could also promote 
general education in non-German studies. 115 But the ministry 
was not interested in renewing the pre-war discussion. Instead 
Sachau was reprimanded because his subordinate had spoken 
out of tum, 116 and no further measures were taken. 

Finally, a National Liberal deputy, Bassermann, reminded the 
Reichstag about the memorandum which it had asked for and 
asked what, if anything, the Reich government had done in this 
matter. 11 7 Thereupon the discussion was revived, although it 
now took a different direction. Quite a few deputies and journal-
ists subscribed to the view that German diplomacy had failed in 
1914, and that it had been a lack of knowledge of the rest of the 
world that had caused Germany to enter the war under 

112 Ibid. 
113 Cf. Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1, fo. 178. Reichstag session of 24 Mar. 

1914 (RT 13/i, pp. 8232 and 8235). 
114 RT 13/i, 1914, Drucksache no. 1642. 
115 Berliner Tageblatt, 24 Nov. and 26 Nov. 1915 (one example of each issue Rep. 76 V.a 

Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 29, vol. 1, fos. 297 f.). 
116 Letter from the MoC to SOL, 13Jan. 1916 (ibid., fo. 301). 
117 Question no. 21, 26 Mar. 1916 (RT 13/2, 1916, Drucksache no. 251). 
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unfavourable conditions. Moreover, Germany's initial successes 
had allowed a war-aims euphoria to take hold among wide 
circles of the population. This view prophesied a strengthened 
position for the German Reich after the war, and called for citi-
zenship training to prepare the German people for its future role 
on the stage of world politics. 

Harnack, too, looked again at the idea of an Auslandshochschuk. 
In 1917 he submitted a memorandum to the Minister of Culture 
in which he recommended integrating SOL more firmly into the 
University of Berlin, and attaching it to a newly-to-be-created 
Faculty of the Middle Ages and the Modem Period (and their 
Languages). An inter-faculty committee would then be responsi-
ble for seeing that the tasks of an Auslandshochschule were fulfilled. 
Harnack had already suggested all of this in 1913 in the context 
of the consultation of experts described above. What was new, 
however, was the sharpness of the tone in which he added in 
1917: 'It must be clearly spelled out to the nation that it will be 
able to flourish in the new age only if it works abroad in a way 
that is completely different from how it has acted hitherto, and if 
it does not allow the Americans, the British, and the French to 
take away its bread and influence.'118 It seems that even 
Harnack, a moderate man with experience abroad, now held the 
view that Germany would, in future, have to make its mark in 
the world more energetically than before. And this, of course, 
could happen only at the expense of others. 

At this point, the old plans for SOL finally merged with much 
further reaching considerations. At stake was no longer merely the 
training of colonial officials and the officers of a colonial force. 
Now the people were to be prepared for the German Reich to 
take a new role on the world stage. In the spring of 1916 a new 
round of discussions started with these aims in mind. The change 
in emphasis is reflected in the attitude of the famous Orientalist 
and later Prussian Minister of Culture, C. H. Becker. He had 
been among the founders and supporters of the colonial institute 
in Hamburg, and, as such, had repeatedly underlined Germany's 
colonial interests and the need for adequate training facilities. In 
the meantime, however, he had ended up in the Prussian Ministry 

118 Adolfvon Harnack, 'Uber die Zukunft des orientalischen Seminars, die Plane einer 
Auslandshochschule und die Teilung der Berliner Philosophischen Fakultat', in id., 
Eiforschtes untl Erlebtes (Giessen, 1923), 224-42, quotation at 231. 
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of Culture as Schmidt-Ott's assistant, and from this position he 
entered the discussion with a 'Memorandum on the Promotion of 
Non-German Studies'. 119 Its main point was to call for young 
people to be politicized so that they would have a better under-
standing of Germany's position and tasks in world politics. 

A little later, in the lower house von Trott also vociferously 
supported the idea of improving knowledge of the non-German 
world among all classes of the population so that solutions could 
be found to the 'big questions of world politics and the world 
economy'. l 20 He received general approval for these sentiments, 
with the exception only of the Social Democrats. The universi-
ties, too, adopted the course of politicization and international-
ization in the service of Germany's Weltpolitik; indeed, they 
became its prime propagandists. 121 Even the military defeats of 
the final year of the war did little to reverse this trend. As late as 
August 1918, Ludendorff still assured the Prussian Minister of 
Culture of his lively interest in creating an Auslandshochschule. 122 

At the end of the war, the German colonies were occupied, 
the German army and navy had been destroyed, and the Kaiser 
had been deposed and had fled. The formal loss of all colonies, 
as specified in Article 118 of the Treaty of Versailles, set the seal 
on this development. SOL continued to exist, but no longer had 
any colonial duties. Sachau himself soon resigned as director. 
The loss of the colonies put an end to SOL's functionalization 
for imperial purposes, and to the chance of it being developed 
into an independent institution. Things went quiet around SOL. 
From time to time, closure was considered. The Auslandshochschule 
was never created, as everything had turned out so differently 
from what had been expected as late as 1917. Instead, the 
Deutsche Hochschulefor Politikwas set up in Berlin. However, it was 
supported not by the pan-Germans and similar circles, but by 
liberals around Friedrich Naumann, including Theodor Reuss. 
Consequently its aim was not to train Germans to take a role on 
the stage of world politics, but to prepare young people for the 
political tasks of the young German democracy. In other words, 

119 KonradJarausch, Students, Socie!Ji, and Politics in Imperial Genna,ry (Princeton, 1982), 
225; Friedrich Schmidt-Ott, Edebtes und Erstrebtes (Wiesbaden, 1952), 145 f. 

120 Jarausch, Students, Socie!Ji, and Politics in Imperial Germa,ry, 126. 
121 Ibid. 127 f. 
122 Schmidt-Ott, Erlebtes und Erstrebtes, 155. 
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Germany's colonial episode was over, and so was its attempt to 
play a part in world politics. 

Characteristically, the idea of an Auslandshochschule orientated 
towards world power had a brief renaissance during the Third 
Reich. The project re-emerged in 1935-6, but it was initially crit-
icized from two sides. The philologists at the University of Berlin 
protested that they had long since been doing everything that the 
proposed Auslandshochschule was meant to do, and that it was 
superfluous. The other side objected that the whole approach 
was out-of-date: 'Modem goals go further because they must be 
directed towards categories such as Volk and race, and their qual-
ities and regularities.' 123 None the less, the project survived. The 
decisive factor was that Ribbentrop, who was considered the 
foreign policy expert of the Nazi Party, declared that an 
Auslandshochschule was necessary. Thereupon it was established. 124 

A few months later, however, Ribbentrop changed his mind, 
whereupon the critics came back and demanded that it be scaled 
down to a mere 'institute for non-German studies'. Finally, a 
compromise was reached. The short-lived Auslandshochschule was 
transformed into the 'faculty for non-German studies' of the 
University of Berlin. The nature of the new faculty becomes 
clear when we discover that its first Dean was SS-Standartenfiihrer 
Alfred Six. In addition to the new faculty, Six headed a depart-
ment of the Reich Security Main Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt) 
and in 1941-2 was a member of the infamous SS Special Action 
Group (Einsatzgruppe) B, which was so disastrously deployed in 
Russia. It is no coincidence that after the war, Six was sentenced 
to twenty years' imprisonment for war crimes.125 His 'faculty for 
non-German studies' did not survive the Third Reich. 

V 

SOL should not be seen as part of a coherent Prussian policy for 
science and research. Rather, it was the product of chance. 

123 Letter from the Dean of the Philosophy Faculty of the University in Berlin to the 
Reich Ministry for Science and Research, Education, and Adult Education 
(Reichsministerium .ftir Wissenscheft, Er;:.iehung und Volksbildung), 11 May 1936 (Archive of the 
Humboldt University in Berlin, Philosophy Faculty, no. 1537). 

124 Ibid. 
125 Erich Stockhorst, 5000 Kiipfe: Wer wa:r was im 3. Reich? (2nd edn.; Kiel, 1985), 365. 
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Whereas Hamburg set up its colonial institute after a long 
discussion of fundamental principles, and at least believed that 
there was a need for such an institute among the community of 
people who did business abroad, Prussia had no need at all for 
SOL. It stepped in only because constitutional reasons prevented 
the Reich government from acting. Once both institutes had 
been established, however, they kept a wary eye on each other, 
and used each other to support their arguments vis-à-vis their 
respective funding authorities. The Hamburg Senate, for exam-
ple, invested considerable amounts in its colonial institute in 
order to strengthen it against competition from Berlin. And the 
administration of the Prussian Ministry of Culture supported 
SOL not least because it was a Prussian institution and the 
ministry did not want to see it outdone by the competition in 
Hamburg. Here the federal structure of Bismarck's Reich once 
again proved to be beneficial to science policy. 

References to any academic need are not to be found. Neither 
language instruction, nor the non-language subjects taught at 
SOL, could claim to be wissenschaftlich (academic) in the tradi-
tional German sense of the word. Attempts by university schol-
ars to use SOL for their own purposes by changing its functions 
regularly failed because of the state's lack of interest. Something 
similar happened when a demand was made that teachers of 
colonial law should be added to the staff of SOL. The MoC was 
quite clearly not interested in permitting SOL to expand in ways 
which could have offered competition to universities. 

Nor was SOL created as an integral part of German colonial 
policy. It was conceived at a time when Germany did not have 
any colonies, and the reasons for its creation had little to do with 
colonial policy. Soon, however, Carl Peters's initiative in favour 
of the Bantu languages set in motion a clear change of course 
and function. To be sure, the linguistic training needs of the 
German Foreign Office continued to dominate, and these had 
little to do with colonial policy. However, in addition to this SOL 
gradually developed into a training school that was intended to 
serve the needs of colonial policy. Initially this was reflected in an 
increase in the number of languages on offer. Soon non-language 
courses which were considered useful from a colonial perspective 
were added to the language curriculum. Most of this expansion 
was the result not so much of imperialist thought or the urging of 
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private business as of a constant stream of demands which 
Sachau sent to the MoC. As long as they did not impinge on the 
interests of the universities, the ministry was generally prepared 
to support these requests, especially as Sachau justified them first 
by reference to colonial policy, and secondly by pointing to the 
competition in Hamburg. Only during the last years before the· 
war, when Sachau's plans began to assume a life of their own 
and encountered resistance from various other departments, did 
the ministry become more reluctant. 

Thus there is no indication that Prussia or the Reich ever 
believed that by founding SOL they would gain any advantage 
over other colonial powers. While the documents contain a few 
references to language schools elsewhere, Sachau only used them 
to underline the importance of his applications. More detailed 
comparisons with these other schools, it seems, were never 
undertaken, and no professional contacts worth mentioning 
seem to have existed between them and SOL, apart from a few 
foreign experts visiting SOL. 126 If the business world developed 
little dynamic in the matter of training for the colonies, this was 
not because it lacked the power to get things done. The last two 
decades before the First World War, in particular, contain 
numerous examples which show that business could develop a 
considerable level of activity when it perceived a real need, to 
mention only the Physikalisch-Technische Reichsanstalt, the 
Verein Chemische Reichsanstalt, the Gottinger Vereinigung, 
and the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft. Rather, the reason was 
that in the case of the colonies, industry did not perceive such a 
need, and considered the colonies economically irrelevant. This, 
in turn, meant that the proportion of SOL students from indus-
try was always small, although the Prussian government did its 
best to make studying there attractive. 

This was not an isolated phenomenon. Hamburg also suffered 
from a lack of students, and the two institutions competed 
fiercely for students from the public sector because business 
never sent the expected numbers.1 27 It was no coincidence that 

126 Cf. the material in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vol. 7, fos. 35 ff., 153, and 
190, as well as in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 28, vol. 2, fos. 151-s. For supplementary 
material cf. Bernd Bonwetsch, Kriegsallia~ und Wirtscha.ftsinteressen (Diisseldorf, 1973), 56 
andn. 6!. 

127 Cf. e.g. von Melle, DreifJig]ahre Hamburger Wissenscha.ft, ii. 146. 
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the press repeatedly complained that the German people had no 
understanding of colonial issues, and that students of all subjects, 
as future opinion-leaders, should therefore also be trained in 
colonial policy. 128 For similar reasons SOL and the departments 
which financed it carefully maintained the fiction that industry 
needed and wanted people trained in 'colonial studies', and that 
this reflected the great importance of the colonies for Germany. 
As the reality was quite different, however, people from the 
public sector, including officers, made up by far the largest group 
of students from the beginning to the end of the period under 
investigation. Even among these, the majority did not learn the 
languages of the colonies or study the vaguely defined subject of 
'colonial studies', but studied languages that had nothing to do 
with Germany's colonies. 

In essence, therefore, SOL was a vocational college, partly 
financed by the central Reich government, for civil servants in 
the diplomatic, consular, and colonial services, who were occa-
sionally joined by officers and young people from industry or by 
interested private individuals. Thus the Reich had become active 
in tertiary education, which constitutionally was the responsibil-
ity of the federal states. This problem had been clearly perceived 
from the start, and it had led to the mixed financing, divided 
between Prussia and the Reich, which had also initially led to 
occasional criticism in both parliaments involved. 129 It was one 
measure of the increasing centralization of Bismarck's Germany 
that such criticism was not articulated later. Nevertheless, clear 
differences emerged in the attitude of the Reichstag on the one 
side, and the Prussian Landtag on the other. Whereas the Landtag 
treated SOL with more or less benevolent reticence, a large 
majority in the Reichstag (led by the Centre Party and the 
National Liberals) passionately paid tribute to colonialism. This 
is why the various initiatives to expand SOL were regularly 
approved there. However, the constitution set clear limits on 
what the Reichstag could do, in the sense that it did not have the 
right to initiate legislation. It could use its control over the 
budget to slow things down, or prevent them from happening, 

128 C£ e.g. Nationalliberale Korrespondmz, 17 June 1905 (one copy in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 
Tit. VII. no. 4, vol. 4, fo. 135). 

129 C£, e.g. the Reichstag sessions of 20 and 27 Apr. 1887 (RT 7h, pp. 326 and 
400-4); session of the lower house of21Jan. 1887 (AH 16/i, p. 56). 
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but it could not force the Reich leadership to implement specific 
measures. This became especially clear when the Reichstag 
supported the idea of an Auslandshochschule in 1913. As a majority 
of the central government departments considered the project 
dispensable, nothing happened. When the Reichstag took the 
matter up again at the beginning of 1916, still nothing had 
happened. And that is where matters rested. 

Was Germany a reluctant colonial power? The Reich pos-
sessed and administered numerous colonies. It did not hesitate to 
make its claims known and, if necessary, to implement them by 
force against the indigenous population. During the war, the 
Reich leaders even went so far as to dream of a colonial empire 
in central Africa. 130 In short, there can be little talk of hesitation 
on the colonial policy front. It would be more correct to say that 
the Reich leadership was never fully convinced of the value of a 
colonial academy, let alone an Auslandshochschule, and thus hesi-
tated to realize such projects. They obviously believed that SOL 
and the colonial institute were adequate-and this was 
confirmed by the rather infrequent use made of both institutions 
by private industry. For reasons of economy alone, therefore, the 
Reich leadership considered that any further measures were 
unnecessary. 

In conclusion, this essay returns to the question of the extent 
to which SOL was an example of scholarship being appropriated 
for the purposes of colonial policy. SOL was not created in 
response to the needs of colonial policy. Once it was there, 
however, it was used by the relevant departments in the training 
of young officials and officers for the colonies. The fact that the 
biggest group of users were those pursuing goals not in the 
colonies, but in the diplomatic and consular service does not 
change this. Nor does the fact that neither Prussia nor the Reich 
ever undertook any real initiatives in shaping SOL or its curricu-
lum. Initiatives in these areas did not come from government 
departments, but the state was glad to adopt those which it 
considered useful in the context of its colonial policy goals. 
There can be no doubt that a university institution was being 
used for colonial purposes, and not on an accidental or sporadic 
basis, but systematically. The German teachers and the director 

13° Fritz Fischer, Grijf nach der Weltmacht (4th edn.; Diisseldorf, 1971), 791-8. 
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of SOL supported this policy unreservedly. Indeed, they repeat-
edly urged the expansion of facilities to teach 'colonial studies'. 
When there was sporadic dissatisfaction among the teaching 
body, it always concerned the director personally, 131 and never 
German colonial policy and its implications for SOL. 

This appears to be a case of converging interests. There is no 
reason to assume that the German teachers at SOL supported 
German colonial policy from any deeper conviction than other 
comparable groups, such as, for example, the professorate. Yet 
the teachers' professional survival depended on the continued 
existence of SOL-and this was necessarily connected with its 
expansion. It is certainly no coincidence that in this situation, it 
was the teacher of a European language who raised the idea of 
developing SOL not into a colonial university, but an 
Auslandshochschule. This development would bring SOL a new 
clientele, and permanently improve the career prospects for 
teachers of non-colonial languages in particular. In other words, 
such a development would combine what was good for the 
fatherland with improved professional benefits. Unfortunately 
we know too little about the intellectual world of the non-
German language assistants at SOL to say anything about their 
attitudes. 132 

It goes without saying that the state maintained academic 
institutions such as an office of weights and measures, a maritime 
board, and materials testing offices, and used them for its 
purposes. Something similar was true of university hospitals. 
However, during the period under investigation there is no other 
example of a large university institute or school (of a somewhat 
unusual kind, admittedly), the majority of whose work was for 
decades directed towards the state. It was only in response to the 
war that various similar foundations were conceived. I need only 
mention those Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes which were of a type 
close to the state, down to the unsavoury project of a Kaiser 
Wilhelm Institute for Applied Physical Chemistry, which was 
intended to develop materials for chemical warfare and was on 

131 Material on this can be found in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. X. no. 124, vols. 7 and 8, 
and in Rep. 76 V.a Sekt. 2 Tit. I. no. 31, vol. 1. 

132 This issue was the subject of an exhibition organized by Albert Wirz (Berlin) at the 
Humboldt University in 1997. I should like to thank Silke Strickrodt for valuable refer-
ences in this connection. 
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the brink of being established at the end of the war. 133 If an 
Auslandshochschule had been set up, it would have lifted this func-
tionalization to an even higher level. Luckily, all those involved 
were spared this. 

I33 For more detail cf. Lothar Burchardt, 'Die Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft im Ersten 
We!tkrieg (1914-1918)', in RudolfVierhaus and Bernhard vom Brocke (ed3.), Forschung im 
Spannungifeld von Politik und Gesellscha.ft: Geschichte und Struktur der Kaiser-Wilhelm- I Max-
Planck-Gesellschajt (Stuttgart, 1990), 163-g6, at 188-go. 
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Science and the 'Civilizing Mission': 
France and the. Colonial Enterprise 

PATRICK PETITJEAN 

Introduction 

In September 1994 the Office de la Recherche Scientifique et 
Technique Outre-Mer (ORSTOM) celebrated the :fiftieth anni-
versary of its founding with a conference entitled 'Twentieth-
Century Sciences: Beyond the Metropolis'. 1 ORSTOM was the 
name given in 1953 to the former Office de la Recherche 
Scientifique Coloniale (ORSC), founded in 1943.2 This confer-
ence demonstrated an acceptance of the colonial heritage in 
science and technology. Such continuities raise questions about 
the part played by science in the so-called second wave of 
European expansion of the late nineteenth century, which led to 
the partitioning of the world by European powers. 3 

The aim of this essay is to outline the role played by science in 
the French 'civilizing mission' and to describe the central part 
that it occupied in colonial ideology and policy from the 1880s. 
During this period the interests of science were combined with 

1 The proceedings have been published. See Roland Waast (ed.), Les Sciences hors 
d'Occident au xxe siecle, 7 vols. (Paris, 1996). 

2 The project of establishing such an office was conceived by French scientists of the 
Popular Front (1936), set up by the Vichy Regime in 1943, and strongly developed after 
the Liberation. The history of the origin and the early years of the Colonial Office for 
Scientific Research (ORSC) has been studied by Christophe Bonneuil and Patrick 
Petitjean, 'Science and French Colonial Policy. Creation of the Orstom: From Popular 
Front to the Liberation via Vichy, 1936--1945', in Terry Shinn,Jack Spaapen, and Venni 
Krishna (eds.), Science and Technology in a Devewping World, Sociology of Sciences Yearbook 
1995 (Dordrecht, 1997), 1291 8. 

3 In 1800, Europeans controlled 35% of the world's known lands. The percentage 
increased to 67°/o in 1878, and 84°/o in 1914. This second wave of European colonial 
expansion began with the spread of British control in the Indian subcontinent and the 
French conquest of Algeria (1830). Africa was shared following the Treaty of Berlin 
(1885). 
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those of national prestige.4 Colonization was undertaken in the 
name of science. To civilize, in official French colonial ideology, 
was to bring the benefits of science, just as for other countries it 
meant to bring the benefits of religion or free trade. The 'civiliz-
ing mission' thus combined elements of Eurocentrism and scien-
tism. It represented a cultural consensus from the 1880s to the 
1930s, and conditioned the training, scientific practices, and 
mentalities of many generations of French scientists. 

Lewis Pyenson has argued that as far as the exact sciences are 
concerned, the 'civilizing mission' can be understood within the 
frame of cultural imperialism.5 However, it is necessary to have a 
less restrictive vision of the 'civilizing mission' as science was an 
organic part of the colonial enterprise. In the nineteenth century 
it was inseparable from imperialism. Science and the philosophy 
of scientism formed the core of the French 'civilizing mission', 
with repercussions for colonial ideology as well as for colonial 
values. Science claimed to provide a 'rational' basis for hierarchiz-
ing civilizations; in fact, it promoted contempt for non-European 
cultures. Western science did not spread from Europe into a 
scientific vacuum abroad: the context mattered. Colonial science 
was much more than a matter of gathering, exploring, and devel-
oping. Moreover, its role cannot be reduced solely to the pursuit 
of European scientific activities in the colonies themselves. 

This perspective converges more with the analyses of Joseph 
Needham and Michael Adas than with those of George Basalla.6 

4 See Paul Leroy-Beaulieu, De la colonisation chez les peuples modemes (Paris, 1874); Henri 
Brunschwig, Mythes et realites de l'imperialisme colonial jranfais (Paris, 1960 ); Raoul Girardet, 
L'Idee coloniale en France de 1871 a 1962 (Paris, 1972); Agnes Murphy, The Ideology ef French 
Imperialism (Washington, DC, 1948); and Vincent Harlow, 17ze Founding efthe Second British 
Empire (London, 1952). 

5 Lewis Pyenson, Civilizing Mission: Exact Sciences and French Overseas Expansion, 1830--1940 
(Baltimore, 1993). I have discussed Pyenson's arguments elsewhere: Patrick Petitjean, 
'Essay Review on Science and Colonization in the French Empire', Annals ef Science, 52 
(1995), 187-92. See also the discussion in Isis: Paolo Palladino and Michael Worboys, 
'Science and Imperialism', Isis, 84 (1993), 91-m2; and Lewis Pyenson, 'Cultural 
Imperialism and Exact Sciences Revisited', ibid. m3-8. 

6 See George Basalla, 'The Spread of Western Science', Science, 156 (1967), 611-22, but 
also Joseph Needham, 'The Roles of Europe and China in the Evolution ofOecumenical 
Science', first published in the Journal ef Asian History, 1967, and reprinted in Joseph 
Needham, Clerks and Crajlsmen in China and the West (Cambridge, 1970), 396-418. 
Needham's oecumenical science has undergone an important shift from Eurocentric 
conceptions of science and the narrow vision of universality: see the discussion by Aant 
Elzinga, 'Revisiting the Needham Paradox', in S. Irfan Habib and Dhruv Raina (eds.), 
Situating the History ef Science: Dialogues with Joseph Needham (New Delhi, 1999), 73-113. See 
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Daniel Headrick has produced a fruitful analysis of science and 
technology for imperialism, but science and technology were not 
only tools of conquest, control, and development. To understand 
the 'civilizing mission' it is necessary to describe the status of 
science as constructed in the nineteenth century and the role 
that the ideology of science played in France, particularly during 
the Third Republic. This essay therefore examines the combina-
tion of Eurocentrism and scientism, asking how science, with the 
help of racialist theory, was incorporated into colonial ideology. 
It highlights the intellectual and political debates about science 
and the 'civilizing mission' in the metropolis and suggests that 
the marriage of science and imperialism did not disappear with 
decolonization. 

Science and Eurocentrism in the Nineteenth Century 

At the turn of the nineteenth century Western science possessed 
three features fundamental to the colonial enterprise: a universal 
and neutral model of science; the grand partage (the 'big divide') 
between science and beliefs, scientific and empirical or popular 
knowledge, and universal science and local knowledge; and a 
belief in science as the ultimate value for measuring civilizations 
and their place in a hierarchical system. 7 According to this 
model, the achievements of modern science are based on its 
intrinsic features: rationality, objectivity (science as a reflection of 
reality and its order), experimental method, and the mathemati-
zation of nature's laws. The modern sciences are to be under-
stood as unique, and this reflects the laws and the unity of 
nature. 

The universality of science proceeded from a movement that 
found universality (of humankind, political systems, and moral 
values) in nature and reason, and not in religion. At the same 
time, this universality was dominated by hierarchies of power 
also Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men: Sdence, Technol,ogp, and Ideo/,ogies ef Western 
Dominance (Ithaca, 1989), which is a most stimulating and detailed study in scientism and 
colonialism. 

7 See Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men. See also, among many others, John 
Gascoigne, Sdence in the Service ef Empire: Joseph Banks, the British State and the Uses ef Science in 
the Age ef Revolution (Cambridge, 1998); and Michael Worboys, 'Science and British 
Colonial hnperialism, 1895-1940' (unpublished Ph.D. thesis, University of Sussex, 1979). 
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(typically white, European, bourgeois, and male). Thus science 
also claimed to represent a qualitative rupture with the beliefs 
and practices of non-Western peoples, which were rejected as 
superstitions. Given this conception of modern science, indige-
nous cultures could not contribute to different representations of 
nature, and the historiography of science did not have to recog-
nize them as precursors. The results of research, it was argued, 
were not culturally situated. Institutions and practices could 
provisionally delay or even halt the progress of science, but they 
were unable to shape it. They were inessential to science. There 
were ma'ff)I traditional sciences, but there is only one modern 
science. This model is still largely dominant, though it has 
revealed internal limitations as well as an inability to represent 
the historical process. 8 

D' Alembert, Condorcet, and most Enlightenment philosophers 
viewed human history as a succession of stages towards a future 
ideal society.9 Civilizations were ranked in hierarchies according 
to their position on these stages. 'Progress' was the word used to 
qualify the advancement towards a scientific and moral society. 
But unlike the standard account, Enlightenment savants fully 
recognized the non-European origins of classical and modern 
science. Science developed by integrating knowledge from differ-
ent origins. European travellers acknowledged native participa-
tion in scientific enterprise, and sometimes recognized their own 
dependency upon local 'informers'. Cures for tropical diseases 
were found in the tropics and would be known to natives. 
Europeans had no hesitation in integrating non-European learn-
ing.10 European naturalists, visiting the tropics, for instance, 

8 Sandra Harding, Is Science Multicultural? Postcolonialisms, Feminisms, and Epistemologies 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1998), 1-ii2. 

9 See Condorcet, Esquisse d'un tableau historique de /'esprit humain (Paris, 1966), 201. 
Condorcet identified a number of stages leading from barbarian times to the achieve-
ments of civilization in contemporary Europe. Science marked the passage from the 
eighth to the ninth epoch of the 'Historical Tableau of the Progress of the Human Mind'. 
According to this argument, all civilizations followed the same stages. 

10 In the 18th century, non-European societies were often viewed positively. For 
example, the Societe des Observateurs de !'Homme published a leaflet for travellers enti-
tled 'Considerations sur diverses methodes a suivre dans !'observation des peuples 
sauvages'. It gave this advice: 'these peoples are despised by our ignorant vanity but will 
appear to him [the traveller] as ancient and majestic monuments from the origin of 
times; these monuments are a thousand times more valuable and worthy of respect than 
the famous pyramids which are the pride of the Nile.' And 'in order to establish the 
august links of a universal society ... present to them in its name [humankind] the pact 
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brought back not only specimens and collections of animals and 
plants, but also explanatory systems· and nomenclatures. 11 

According to Roshdi Rashed, the progress of science in 
Europe was contingent, not essentialist. 12 At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, however, this conception was affected by a 
complete change of nature and meaning: the 'Westernness' of 
science was based on anthropological considerations. The 
origins of classical science, it was argued, were to be found in 
ancient Greece, and only in Greece. Thus reference was made to 
the 'Greek miracle', which was followed by a scientific vacuum 
until the European 'Renaissance'. 13 This gave science a higher 
status.14 

The consequences of this social reconstruction were profound. 
The integration of non-European knowledge into science was 
masked by a process of disqualification. The part played by local 
informers was forgotten, and has only recently been rediscov-
ered.15 A qualitative difference of status emerged between 
European science and other knowledge systems, which became 
suspect. Beliefs and local knowledge were considered to be static 
systems, unable to progress. 16 European scientists mainly studied 
problems determined by colonization, and, conversely, problems 
considered to be irrelevant to Western expansion were ignored 
of a fraternal alliance! Make them forget that savage adventurers visited their country 
only to subjugate and despoil them. Meet them only to offer benefits.' Quoted by Yves 
Benot, u Demence coloniale sous Napolion (Paris, 1992). 

11 Jacques Barrau, in S. Arom, u Science sauvage: des savoirs populaires aux ethnosciences 
(Paris, 1993), cites the case of Georg Everhard Rumpfs book, Herbarium Amboiense, 
published in the mid-18th century, which explicitly imported taxonomic nomenclature 
from local knowledge (p. 17). 

12 Roshdi Rashed, 'Is Science a Western Phenomenon?', Fundamenta Scientiae, 1 (1980), 
;-21. See also Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men, 95-rn7: non-European contributions to 
science were acknowledged, but their achievements were viewed as belonging to the past. 

13 Against this historical reconstruction, Martin Bernal has shown how our idea of 
Greece is a 19th-century product which minimized Asiatic and African influences. Tiris is 
clearly linked with the development of imperialism and the second wave of European 
colonial expansion. See Martin Bernal, Black Athena: The A.fro-Asiatic Roots ef Classical 
Ciuilii;ation (London, 1987), for a controversial thesis. 

14 The construction of the West was a general intellectual quest in this period. See 
Everett Mendelsohn, 'Science and the Construction of the Idea of Europe', Vest, 8 (1995), 
59-64. 

15 See Kapil Raj, 'La Construction de !'empire de la geographie: l'Odyssee des arpen-
teurs de Sa Tres Gracieuse Majeste la reine Victoria en Asie centrale', Annales HSS, 5 
(1997), n53-80. 

16 They were progressively rediscovered in the 20th century as real knowledge 
systems. This is still an important issue for historians of science. 
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by Western science. Local knowledge systems were destroyed; 
the progress of science in a colonial context produced new 
knowledge but also acculturation and ignorance. 

This nineteenth-century divide between universal modem 
science and local knowledge reflected a wider division between 
societies viewed as the subject of history, and societies viewed as 
the subject of ethnography; between societies that make their own 
history and 'passive' societies to which history simply 'happens'; 
and between progressive and static societies. 17 Colonization 
increased this asymmetry, and deprived conquered people of 
their history. This asymmetry included science, and the history of 
science in the French colonies became the history of colonial 
science and of colonial scientists, written by colonial historians. 

Whether essentialist or contingent, these conceptions of 
science, its status, and function displayed a common faith in the 
white man's superiority, and implied that European civilization 
was the model for all humankind. From the mid-nineteenth 
century, science became the measure of all progress. The 
progress of knowledge, as well as technical and social progress, 
were directly assimilated to the progress of science. 18 Whether 
for cultural or physical reasons, Europeans were presumed to 
have scientific and inquisitive minds, even without a scientific 
training. That is why they practised science when travelling 
abroad. 19 

In the Third Republic, scientisme, promoting the superiority of 
an 'objective' view of nature and reason, became the dominant 
ideology among French elites. 20 This idea was developed by 

17 See Michele Duchet, Le Partoge des sa1Joirs: discours histmique, discours ethnologique (Paris, 
1985). 

18 Adas, Machines as the Measure qf Men, 3, claims this process began before the 
Industrial Revolution. 

19 See George Basalla, 'The Spread of Western Science', for a traditional view. 
20 The establishment of the Third Republic followed the defeat of France in the 

Franco-Prussian war (1870-1), the failure of the socialist uprising (La Commune de Paris), 
and the rejection of the monarchy. A strong state emerged, based on an alliance between 
the peasantry, the state bureaucracy, and the middle classes. Science, education, and 
progress were the flags under which the elites supported the Republic. See P.-M. Bouju 
and H. Dubois, La Troisieme Republique (Paris, 1967); Raymond Aron, us Grandes Heures de 
la Troisieme Republique (Paris, 1968); J.-M. Gaillard, Jules Ferry (Paris, 1989); Anne Petit, 
'Les Mouvements positivistes', in Isabelle Poutrin (ed.), Le X!Xe Siecle: science, politique, 
tradition (Paris, 1995), 473-g1; and Christophe Charle, La Republique des unwersitaires, 
1870--1940 (Paris, 1994). Jules Ferry, prominent Prime Minister in the 1880s, significantly 
promoted both scientism and colonialism. See Papa Amadou Gaye, 'La Diffusion institu-
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positivists in particular, including Ernest Renan, who spoke of 
the need 'to organize humankind scientifically', 2 I and Auguste 
Comte, who conceived a theory of the European 'civilizing 
mission' under French leadership. Comte even proposed a 
'Western positivist committee', which would strictly order the 
contributions of the various European countries by a precise 
hierarchy. Eventually, this committee would be open to white 
women, then to colonial members, and 'finally to delegates of 
various backward peoples. Each country would have to under-
take a final regeneration which only the West could initiate, 
under French Presidency.'22 According to Comte these 'back-
ward peoples' included: 
other white men; Muslim, Turkish, and Persian monotheists; and 
Indian polytheists. Latterly, the committee might be enlarged to 
include representatives of yellow and black races: from now onwards, 
the West will carry on this wise and generous intervention towards our 
backward brothers, and thus open the most noble field to a dignified 
social Art rooted in real science. 

After 1870, such racialist theories gained prominence in 
France, 23 and by the 1880s scientism and Eurocentrism had 
tionnelle du discours sur le microbe au Senegal au cours de la 3e Republique fran~aise, 
1870-1940' (Unpublished thesis, Universite de Paris VII, 1997). 

21 Ernest Renan, 'Dialogues philosophiques', in CEuvres comp/,etes (Paris, 1947), i. 599: 'If 
one wants to imagine something sound, one has to conceive a small number of wise men 
leading humankind by means they keep as their own secret; common people will not be 
in a position to use such secrets, requiring too much abstract science.' Quoted by Jean-
Marc Levy-Leblond, 'En meconnaissance de cause', Le Genre Humain (Paris), 26 (1992), 
611 4. In the 1930s, neo-positivism, the most common ideology among leading French 
scientists, brought these ideas back on to the intellectual scene. 

22 Auguste Comte, Systeme de philosophie positive ou traite de sociologie, vol. i (Paris, 1851). 
Quotations at 372 and 389-g2. 

23 For racialist theories see, among an abundant literature, Pierre-Andre Taguieff, La 
Coukur et le sang: doctrines racistes a laftan;aise (Paris, 1998); Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism 
in European and American Thought, I860-1945: Nature as a Mo<lel and Nature as a Threat (New 
York, 1997); George W. Stocking,Jr., Race, Culture and Evolution (Chicago, 1982); William 
B. Cohen, 7he French Encounter with Afticans (Bloomington, Ind., 1980); Nancy Stepan, 7he 
Idea ef Race in Science: Great Britain IBoo-1960 (Hamden, Conn., 1982); Waltraud Ernst and 
Bernard Harris (eds.), Race, Science, and Medicine (London, 1999); Stephen Jay Gould, 7he 
Mismeasure ef Man (New York, 1981). French theories were developed by Arthur de 
Gobineau, Essai sur l'inegalite des races humaines (Paris, 1853-5); Gustave Le Bon, Lois 
psychologiques <le ['evolution ties peuples (Paris, 1889); and Georges Vacher de Lapouge, Race et 
milieu social· essais d'anthroposociologie (Paris, 1909). Contemporary refutations can be found 
in Armand de Quatrefages, Histoire generate des races humaines (Paris, 1855); and Jacques 
Novicow, L'Avenir de la race blanche: critique du pessimisme contemporain (Paris, 1897). See, 
finally, Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men, 338-42. 
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embodied elements of the contemporary model of science: the 
negation of non-European contributions to science; the idea that 
the mastery of nature is the basis for social progress; and the 
idea that European 'scientific' civilization, as a model to be 
followed by others, was the goal to be reached. Both became 
involved in the claim for a 'vertical' universality, rooted in 
nature. 24 The 'civilizing mission' was thus a joint venture in 
which Eurocentrism and scientism reinforced each other. 

Science, the 'Civilizing Mission', and Colonial Ideology 

This powerful mixture of scientism and Eurocentrism conferred a 
central role upon science in the French colonial enterprise. 
During the first half of the nineteenth century, cultural hierar-
chies based on the model of scientific progress were replaced by 
new hierarchies founded upon racialist theories. These presented 
no contradiction with the Enlightenment, 25 although they were 
not the only possible development. The concept of the 'civilizing 
mission' had a long history. In Spain and Portugal before the 
eighteenth century, it was based on religion. In nineteenth-
century France, science replaced religion as the motive for colo-
nization, with a mission to conduct humankind to a higher stage 
of evolution. Along with economic aims, 26 the mission civilisatrice, 
with science at its core, became not only a powerful motive for 
imperialism and the ideology of colonization, but also a radically 
new way oflooking at the world and organizing human society. 27 

The 'civilizing mission' became part of a new social order that 
spread-and, in a way, is still spreading-throughout the world. 

24 Harding, Is Science Multicultural? See also Aant Elzinga, 'Traces of Eurocentrism in 
Current Representations of Science', Vest, 8 (1995), 85-95. 

25 Alain Ruscio, Le Credo de l'homme blanc (Brussels, 1996), with a preface by Albert 
Memmi,p. x. 

26 See Brunschwig, Afythes et realites and Girardet, L'Idee coloniale, for opposing evalua-
tions of French expansion after 1880. Brunschwig, following Leroy-Beaulieu, De la coloni-
sation and the Saint-Sirnonians, supported the idea of harmony between economic and 
humanitarian aims, with the help of progessive nationalism. For him, there was space for 
progressive colonization. Girardet opposed Brunschwig and saw economic or humanitar-
ian aims as mere window-dressing to hide the quest for prestige and power. See also A. P. 
Thornton, The Imperial Idea and its Enemies (London, 1959); John Roselli, Lord William 
Bentinck: The Making ef a Liberal Imperialist, 1814-1839 (London, 1974); and Eric Stokes, The 
English Utilitarians and India (Oxford, 1959). 

27 See Adas, Machines as the Measure ef Men, 209 If. 
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Racism may be defined as the generalized, systematic, and 
permanent valorization of real or imaginary differences among 
peoples. Colonialism gave racism a global dimension by trans-
forming it into a collective attitude directed against societies 
whose conquest was to be legitimized.28 Few disputed the classi-
fication of humankind into groups according to 'races', even if 
group definitions varied. The French naturalist Virey published 
a natural history of humankind (1801), in which he developed a 
theory of moral and physical differences. For him, such differ-
ences were not merely 'superficial varieties' between human 
species. Although Virey was against slavery, he defended 
European colonization. Virey used the 'facial line' as a classifica-
tion factor: the smaller the facial angle, he reasoned, the more 
the brain is compressed and hindered in its development. This 
theory considered differences, whether physical or related to 
intellectual and moral capacities, as essentially insuperable. In 
this, Virey represented a break with the Enlightenment idea of 
the perfectibility of all societies. 

In the mid-nineteenth century, two major innovations made 
this gap even wider. First, race was transformed into a perma-
nent explanation for the evolution of human societies: the superi-
ority of the white race was scientifically asserted as the 'most 
achieved form of humankind'. Second, the superiority of the 
white race was not a cultural question, but rather a scientific 
question to be demonstrated by measurements of the volume of 
the brain-pan and facial angles. 29 

Two opposed perspectives arose from this view. The first 
considered the inferiority of non-white races to be unalterable. 
Only secondary aspects could be modified. This tenet had its 
origins in polygenism, and within colonial policy it was generally 
linked with the policy of 'associationism'. The second perspective 
originated in monogenism, and viewed racial inferiority to be 
contingent. 'Backward' races could be guided towards civilization. 

28 I have borrowed some of these ideas from Ruscio, Le Credo; Taguieff, La Couleur, 
and Cohen, The French Encounter. 

29 For the Societe d'Anthropologie de Paris (Broca) and the reference to Darwin, see 
Ruscio, Le Credo, 32-3. For Virey and the facial angle, see Yves Benot, La Dimence; and 
Claude Blanckaert 'Les Vicissitudes de !'angle facial et Jes debuts de la craniometrie, 
1765-1875', Revue de Synthese, 3/ 4 (1997), 411 53. See also Cohen, The French Encounter for 
the use and abuse of physical anthropology, phrenology, craniology, and physiogno-
mony; and Taguieff, La Couleur, for the socio-anthropology of Vacher de Lapouge. 
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Within colonial policy, it was generally linked with 'assimilation': 
natives could be guided by education and transformed into 
French citizens.30 A. P. Thornton has explained that with colo-
nization France was following the ideal of universalism, by which 
black people could be transformed into French citizens in a rela-
tively short time. The aim of assimilation was to achieve French 
fraternity. Yet equality is more than fraternity. In the 1920s 
France had millions of subjects in Africa, but its citizens 
numbered only in the dozens.31 

The different colonial ideologies and 'civilizing missions' had a 
common value system, based upon the devaluation of other soci-
eties. The words themselves implied a denial of other civiliza-
tions. 32 The function of science was, in effect, to provide a 
foundation for anthropological racism, whether physical or 
cultural. Without the help of science, racism would not have 
acquired such strength and persistence, either in the name of 
fixed differences between humans, or of progress, perfectibility, 
and unity. 

Jules Ferry, one of the most prominent French Prime 
Ministers of the 1880s, was the first leading politician to intro-
duce the phrase-the 'civilizing mission'-into public debate 
when he used it in 1885, although the Saint-Simonian engineers 
had employed it long before. 33 The identification of science with 
progress gave social weight to the connection, and permitted a 

30 Even Europeans have not reached the ideal of humankind, but they are the closest, 
according to this theory. See Auguste Comte quoted by Ruscio, u Credo, 95-g. See also 
the metaphor of malleable clay used for 'backward' peoples in Albert Sarraut, La Mise en 
valeur des cownies .fran;aises (Paris, 1923). For the debate between 'assimilation' and 'associa-
tion', see Brunschwig, Mythes et realites; Girardet, L'ldee cowniale; Hubert Deschamps, us 
Methodes et doctrines co/,oniales de /,a France, du xvie suck a nosjours (Paris, 1953); Raymond Betts, 
Assimil,ation and Association in French Cownial Theory, 1890-1914 (New York, 1961). See also A. 
P. Thornton, Imperialism in the Twentieth Century (London, 1978). For Thornton, the assimi-
lation/association debate was conducted more strongly among politicians and intellectu-
als in Paris than among local colonial administrators, who were far more pragmatic. 

31 See Cohen, The French Encounter. He argues that French attitudes towards Africans 
were very similar to those of Americans and Britons. Claims of equality were only super-
ficial, and racial prejudices were deeply rooted in French mentalities. In suggesting this, 
Cohen opposes the prevailing view of French attitudes held by American and European 
historians. 

32 See Ruscio, u Credo, 325. See also Brunschwig, Mythes et realites; and Adas, Machines 
as the Measure ef Men, 1994170. (Ch. 4 is entitled: 'Attributes of the Dominant: Scientific 
and Technological Foundations of the Civilizing Mission.') 

33 See Leroy-Beaulieu, De /,a cownisation;Jules Harmand, Domination et colonisation (Paris, 
1910); and Gaye, 'La Diffusion institutionnelle'. 
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new and wider consensus on colonial values, which many 
scientists shared. Through the 'civilizing mission', altruism 
became the ostensible moral basis for colonization. 34 Economic 
exploitation was excused by altruism. This idea reached a larger 
public after the First World War, when the part played by colo-
nized peoples was widely acknowledged. Albert Sarraut noted: 
anyone who speaks of civilization, actually means altruism .... Originally, 
colonization was nothing but an undertaking for private profit; a selfish 
and unilateral enterprise carried out by the stronger against the weaker . 
. . . . Today, only one conception has the right to be maintained in this 
confrontation, facing the world of Law and remote undertakings. Its 
formula is: colonization, a charitable enterprise for human solidarity.35 

According to him, colonization was a moral obligation among 
nations, and was undertaken for the benefit of all humankind: 
Higher than all other rights, stands the total right for humankind to 
spend a better life on this planet, owing to a more plentiful use of 
material goods and spiritual wealth likely to be supplied to all living 
beings.36 

It is in the nature of science to be altruistic, according to Yves 
Goudineau. 37 Colonial science displayed kindness as much as 
rationality: 'methodically, with the detail of a mobilization plan, 
the big science crusade got organized.' For the good of all 
humankind, for the good of the colonized, Europeans had to 
colonize 'backward' societies and to exploit their natural 
resources, which the natives were unable to do. The argument 
was built upon universalism ('the sun in the Indies does not only 
shine for the Indies'38) and racism (natives are lazy people: the 

34 This term was introduced into sociology by Auguste Comte. For him, altruism was 
opposed to Christian charity. See Yves Goudineau, 'L'Altruisme et la science: de la bonte 
des sciences coloniales a !'excellence des sciences du developpement', Joumees des 
Sociologues rk l'Orstom, 17-18 septembre 1991 (Paris, 1991), 56--8. 

35 Albert Sarraut had twice been the Governor-General of lndo-China, where he 
founded the Saigon Scientific Institute (1911) with Auguste Chevalier. A member of the 
Radical Party, he was Minister for Colonies in many governments during the 1920s and 
the 1930s, including the Popular Front government. He published two books: La Mise en 
valeur and Grandeurs et servitudes coloniales (Paris, 1931). 

36 Quoted by Yves Goudineau, 'L'Altruisme', 55-6. Quotations are from Sarraut, 
Grandeurs et servitudes coloniales, chapter on '!'obligation coloniale de la France'. The quota-
tion is from the chapter 'le bienfait colonial', 128. 

37 Goudineau, 'L'Altruisme', 58. 
38 Quoted by Christophe Bonneuil, 'Crafting and Disciplining the Tropics', inJohn 

Krige and Dolninique Pestre (eds.), Science in the Twentieth Century (Amsterdam, 1997), 79; 
the quotation is from A. de Haulleville (1905). 
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colonial world is 'inhabited by sleepy and languid peoples, or by 
tribes who are incoherent, devoid of any sense of progress, and 
unable to exploit the regions in which destiny placed them'). 39 

Science being the highest form of altruism, it is understandable 
that scientists and intellectuals were seduced by the 'civilizing 
mission' into taking an important part in the French Colonial 
Party. 

Unfortunately, whether common or elaborated, whether 
violent or paternalistic, racism always took precedence over 
humanism, not only because of economic interests and chauvin-
istic nationalism, but because colonization was itself rooted in 
violence, subordination, and contempt for other civilizations. 
The consequences of colonialism could not be represented by 
'altruistic' science. Notwithstanding its claims, the trilogy of 
science, altruism, plus the 'civilizing mission' did not change the 
aims or methods of the colonial enterprise. 

Aimé Cesaire, a major poet and leading politician in 
Martinique, left the French Communist Party in 1956. He devel-
oped a radical critique of this 'progressive' imperialism, for which 
he invented the word.fratemalisme: 'for it is actually a brother, an 
elder brother, who, steeped in his superiority, and certain of his 
experience, takes your hand (sometimes a stiff hand, alas !) to 
guide you on the road where he knows you will meet Reason and 
Progress.' Cesaire strongly opposed such an attitude: 'Now, it is 
exactly what we do not want, what we do not want any more. We 
want our societies to reach a higher degree of development, but 
by themselves, through internal growth, with a necessity from the 
inside, in an organic progress, without any outside intervention to 
warp this growth, to modify or even jeopardize it. '40 

These words were directed towards reformist and communist 
politicians who did not oppose independence on principle, but 
who delayed the process indefinitely, until such time as 'elder 
brothers' (Europeans) could assist 'backward peoples' to achieve 
maturity and wisdom.41 Frantz Fanon and many other intellectu-

39 Bonneuil, 'Crafting and Disciplining the Tropics', 80. Quotation from Leroy-
Beaulieu, De la colonisation, 1. 

40 Quoted by Ruscio, Le Credo, 323 and 324. According to Alain Ruscio, tbe word 
.fraternalisme may characterize tbe entire Left, tbe heiress of the Enlightenment, from 
Condorcet to Victor Schoelcher, and also the scientists of tbe Popular Front. 

41 The French Communist Party did not reject tbe 'civilizing mission', following its 
maitre-a-penser Joseph Stalin: 'It is necessary [tbat] tbe victorious proletariat of advanced 
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als denied European civilization the status of a universal model. 
For them, the 'civilizing mission' was no more than another defi-
nition of Eurocentrism, colonialism, and exploitation. 

Expeditions, Learned Societies, and the Colonial Party 

The acquisition of new knowledge by Europeans has long been 
linked with overseas travel. Expeditions to collect data and spec-
imens, organized by scientific institutions or academies, were 
undertaken by individuals or small groups in the eighteenth 
century. Native knowledge was transformed into science by 
European travellers when they returned home. 42 Centralized 
networks of exchange were activated from metropolitan centres. 
These networks played an essential part in creating a fundamen-
tal asymmetry between Europe and other cultures. Another kind 
of travel arose when scientists became interested in studying 
flora and fauna in situ and in studying settings. The history of 
geobotany is typical of this process, which was initiated at the 
beginning of the nineteenth century by Alexander von 
Humboldt, its most representative figure.43 

In France, the State played a crucial role in promoting science 
through the joint participation of science and the military.44 

nations gives assistance to working masses from backward nations for their economic and 
cultural development, helping them to reach a high degree of development' (191!1). 
Quoted by Ruscio, Le Credo, 321~. 

42 Bruno Latour, La Science en action (Paris, 1989), 345-, and 350-4. See also Emma 
Spary, 'L'Invention de l'expedition scientifique: l'histoire naturelle, Bonaparte et 
l'Egypte', in Marie-Noelle Bourguet, Bernard Lepetit, Daniel Nordman, and Maroula 
Sinarellis (eds.), L'lnvention scientifique de la Miditerranee: Egypte, Moree, Algerie (Paris, 1998), 
u9-38; N. Jardine, J. A. Secord, and E. C. Spary (eds.), Cultures of Natural History 
(Cambridge, 1996). 

43 See Marie-Noelle Bourguet and Christian Licoppe, 'Voyages, mesures et instru-
ments: une nouvelle experience du monde au siecle des Lumieres', Annales HSS, 5 (1997), 
I115-51. 

44 Obviously, scientists and the military had worked hand in hand for centuries. But 
the status of modem science and the colonization projects of 19th-century France gave 
their co-operation a new content and direction. It is now well known that the Frencli 
Revolution was not a complete rupture in French history, but preserved continuities from 
the ancien regime. The strong state was not a revolutionary creation. And a marriage of 
interests between the state, the army, and the pursuit of science existed long before the 
French Revolution. The voyages of La Perouse, Bougainville, and others to the Pacific 
Ocean, the Indian Ocean, and Southern Ocean were typical of this alliance. But these 
four scientific and military expeditions were qualitatively different. After them, science 
and the military came to be inseparable constituents of 19th-century imperialism. 
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Expeditions fostered the direct inclusion of science in colonial 
enterprise. It has been said that to know a territory is to possess 
it, but this cannot be achieved without military help. Within this 
framework, four French expeditions were especially important: 
Egypt (1798-1801), Morea (present-day Peloponnese, 1829-31), 
Algeria (1839-42),45 and Mexico (1864-7). Although undertaken 
in different political contexts, these expeditions shared a number 
of features: direct state control, co-operation between science 
and the military, a global perspective on colonization that 
implied the scientific study of nature and society, and the pursuit 
of scientific aims previously defined by academic institutions. 
These expeditions displayed some continuity with Humboldt, as 
they required long stays to study territories, and borrowed from 
the Enlightenment the concept of science as a tool for the libera-
tion of native peoples from ignorance and absolutism. 

In Egypt, the French expedition claimed to be an enlightened 
mission with scientific goals, in which the army had only a 
supporting role. In fact it was a military and colonial expedition, 
with specific political tasks-to open the road to India and to 
capture the heritage of ancient civilizations for Napoleon. The 
French expeditions to Morea and Algeria were similar in nature. 
Bory de Saint-Vincent, who spread botanical geography in 
France, was the head of both. In Morea, most of the military 
mission left before the scientists arrived, but in Algeria, the mili-
tary occupation was at the centre of the expedition. In Mexico, a 
scientific commission was supposed to support a military inter-
vention whose aim was to install and crown Maximilian of 
Habsburg as Emperor. The political intervention (1864-7) was a 
complete failure, but the French-Mexican scientific commission 
continued its studies regardless. 

The second wave of French military expansion in the nine-
teenth century also opened a new period for scientific expansion. 
The pursuit of science abroad gained a new political impulse 
from the conquest and control of new territories. It was no 
longer possible to distinguish between science and empire. After 
1870, an 'exploratory' phase cannot be separated from a 'colo-
nial' phase of scientific expansion. 46 The strong coupling of 

45 For these three expeditions, see the papers in Marie-Noelle Bourguet, L'lnventwn 
scientifique. See also Henry Laurens, L'Expedition d'Egypt,e 1798-1801 (Paris, 1989). 

46 In his three-stage model, Basalla dramatically underestimated the weight of this 
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science and colonial enterprises is a common feature of this 
period, and it gave the various channels for the spread of 
Western science a new direction and meaning. 

As science gained a new function, the learned societies-the 
sociétés savantes47-acquired a new role. Some, in fields such as 
natural science, medicine, and ethnology, were directly linked 
with colonial expansion. They assisted explorers to travel in lands 
already colonized or soon to be colonized. Geographical, botani-
cal, zoological, geological, meteorological, sociological, ethnologi-
cal, and anthropological societies published travel narratives and 
organized public conferences; they demonstrated to the Western 
public the usefulness of overseas countries, seized the interest of 
politicians, and promoted colonial expansion. They published 
instructions for overseas travellers, now within the framework of 
racialist theories.48 Geographical, zoological, and anthropological 
societies were committed to the colonial enterprise. 

A particularly significant part was played by the geographical 
societies.49 Founded in December 1821, the Société Géographi-
que de Paris began as a 'society of minds' whose origins lay in 
the Enlightenment. It supported travel for the purpose of discov-
ery, without any explicit relation to colonization. However, in 
1864, Chasseloup-Laubat, a former Minister of Navy and 
imperial framework and its consequences. His 'colonial' stage also neglected 'scientific 
resistance' and endogenous scientific development. See Basalla, 'The Spread of Western 
Science'. For the case of colonial science in India, see V. V. Krishna, 'The Colonial 
Model and the Emergence of National Science in India: 1876-1920', in Patrick Petitjean, 
Catherine Jami, and Anne-Marie Moulin (eds.), Science and Empires: Historical Studies about 
&ientific Development and European Expansion, Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science, 
136 (Dordrecht, 1992); Deepak Kumar, Science and the R.qj, 185'r1905 (New Delhi, 1995). 

47 Learned societies (whether specialist or generalist) developed in all Western coun-
tries in the 19th century. The origins of such groups and the precise form which they took 
varied, but the global phenomenon reflected the growing place of science and technology 
in Western nations. For the French case see Robert Fox, 'The Savant Confronts his 
Peers: Scientific Societies in France, 1815-1914', in G. Weisz and R. Fox (eds.), Tne 
Organization ef Science and Technology in France, 1810-1914 (Paris, 1980), 241-82. 

48 See Claude Blanckaert, 'Le Manuel operatoire de la raciologie: Jes instructions aux 
voyageurs de la Societe d'Anthropologie de Paris', in Claude Blanckaert (ed.), Le Terrain 
des sciences humaines: instructions et enquires (xviiie-xxe siecle) (Paris, 1996). See also Nelia Dias, 
Le Musee d'ethnographi,e du Trocadero 187~1908 (Paris, 1991). Armand de Quatrefages wrote 
the instructions for the Societe de Geographic in 1875. The Societe de Sociologie and the 
Societe d'Ethnographie published their own questionnaires for travellers in the late 
1880s. 

49 Dominique Lejeune, Les Societes de Geographie en France et ['expansion coloniale au xixe 
siecle (Paris, 1993). See also Daniel Dory, 'Geographic et colonisation en France durant la 
3eme Republique', in Petitjean et al. (eds.), Science and Empires. 
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Colonies, was elected President, and the Société placed geogra-
phy in the service of colonization. The Société developed rapidly 
and became an influential lobby for French expansion over-
seas. 50 The French geographical societies had 9,500 members in 
1881 and 18,700 in 1894. A similar phenomenon occurred in 
other Western countries. The Société was active in supporting 
explorers, but also acted as a scientific and political adviser to the 
Ministry of Colonies and participated in the choice of colonial 
projects. Its aims were clear: 

Abstract science is not enough for humankind. Science is only fruitful 
when it serves progress and production. It is not only inquisitiveness 
which gave rise to exploration and geographical discoveries. The 
discovery of America, exploration in the interior of Africa, and the 
quest for a passage to the North Pole had political and mercantilist 
ends in addition to their scientific goals. 51 

The Société published travel narratives in which its political aims 
were made explicit, and military exploits were reported in detail. 
Its journal was transformed into a justification of colonization: 
geographers prepared the advance of the colonial army and 
administration. They helped to master colonized territories. In this 
way geographers were proud to be at the head of the 'civilizing 
mission'. 

The Société Zoologique d' Acclimatation was founded in 1854 
in the Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle and also played an 
important part in colonization, mainly in Algeria. 52 The Algerian 
branch was the largest acclimatization society outside Paris (135 
members) and had the highest proportion of civil servants and 
military personnel among its members. The Société Zoologique 
established a permanent commission in Paris (with 19 members 
in 1860) to advise the government of the Second Empire on agri-
cultural matters in Algeria. On occasion the Société collaborated 

50 Local geographical societies (Marseille, Lyon, Bordeaux) whose members included 
colonial merchants were even more committed to colonization. They followed the same 
development A new society especially dedicated to colonization was founded in 1876: the 
Societe de Geographie Commerciale. 

51 La Ronciere le Noury (1874), President of the Societe Geographique de Paris. 
Quoted by Brunschwig, Mythes et realites, 23. The London Geographical Society, by 
contrast, chose the pursuit of pure science. 

52 Data from Michael A. Osborne, Nature, the &otic and the Science <if French Colonialism 
(Bloomington, Ind., 1994). 
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with the Museum, but it had a much greater influence than the 
Museum on colonization policy. The Société was also active in 
political debates on the necessity and aims of colonization. As 
Michael Osborne has described, the Société headed scientific 
missions and inspections in Algeria, developed agronomical 
experiments (such as attempts to acclimatize the silkworm), and 
supported agricultural co-operatives. It promoted new scientific 
institutions, including meteorological services and experimental 
gardens. For the Société, the acclimatization of humans, plants, 
and animals was the basis for colonization. 

Another society, the Société d'Anthropologie de Paris, was 
founded by Paul Broca in 1859. It attracted many physicians and 
biologists, but only a few social scientists. In his Manuel opératoire 
de la raciologie, Broca tried to organize anthropological work in 
the field as rigorously as in a laboratory. The planet was the 
space of anthropology, and, in addition to the manual, the 
Société published instruction leaflets for travellers to many coun-
tries. Constructing a new profession, these instructions were 
qualitatively different from the Museum's traditional ones. By 
giving priority to physical and anatomical criteria they bore the 
stigma of racism, unlike those of the Société Geographique de 
Paris, which were more paternalistic and prioritized intellectual 
and moral qualities. Broca's instructions institutionalized the 
more radical racist approach, propagated racialist theories, and 
organized professional norms according to them. 53 

A racist perspective was the Société d'Anthropologie de Paris's 
main contribution to the imperial enterprise. But European 
expansion was a chance for scientific study, and not the opposite. 
Instructions were published for scientists travelling to Senegal 
(1860), Mexico (1862), Algeria (1864), Cochin China (1872), Brazil 
(1860), Canada (1860), Sicily (1864), and the Rocky Mountains in 
the USA (1872). They continued to be used by explorers until 

53 See Blanckaert, 'Les Vicissitudes', and Cohen, The French Encounter. According to 
William B. Cohen, 19th-century France inherited three centuries of beliefs concerning 
the inferiority of black people, and transformed them into convictions. Biologists and 
anthropologists strengthened racialist theories by bringing to them the prestige of 
modern science. Within the framework of Lamarck's theory of the inheritability of 
acquired features, the impact of a tropical climate on native peoples was inscribed in 
their genes. The strength of Lamarckism in F ranee also helped to spread racialist theo-
ries. By the end of the 19th century such theories were widely accepted because they were 
allegedly backed by science, and because science was the new religion: see Cohen, The 
French Encounter (French edition, 294). 
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well into the twentieth century. The Société thus both prepared 
and accompanied the colonial expansion. 

Learned societies retained their leading position in promoting 
science for colonization, far more than the universities and acad-
emies in Paris. The Muséum National d'Histoire Naturelle had a 
long colonial tradition which contributed to its scientific fame. 
But in the second half of the nineteenth century it faced compe-
tition from the Faculte des Sciences and other institutions. 54 To 
reclaim its lost position, the Museum had to find a new strategy. 
Without being solicited by colonial groups, but responding to its 
own internal needs, the Museum chose to renew its colonial 
functions, 55 and thereby to reinforce its institutional position in 
Paris. The Museum established classes for training explorers 
(attended by up to 200 people), a colonial garden in Nogent (a 
suburb of Paris) in 1893, and a colonial laboratory (1900), which 
became famous under the direction of Auguste Chevalier. The 
Museum also participated in producing colonial propaganda. 56 

It took part in colonial exhibitions and published edifying narra-
tives of colonial travels in its journals, extolling the benefits of 
colonization for humankind. 

Through their learned societies and overseas missions, scien-
tists emerged as the chief actors in colonization,57 and gained 

54 See Camille Limoges, 'The Development of the Museum d'Histoire Naturelle of 
Paris, c.1800-1914', in Weisz and Fox (eds.), The Organization 'If Science, 2u-40. For the part 
played by museums in colonial expansion see Susan Sheets-Pyenson, Cathedrals ef Science: 
The Development ef Colonial Natural History Museums during the la/8 Nwteenth Century (Kingston, 
Ont., 1988); Maria Margaret Lopes, 0 Brasil descobre a pesquisa cientgica: Os museus e as cien-
cias naturais no seculo XIX (Sao Paulo, 1997); John MacKenzie (ed.), Imperialism and the 
Natural World (Manchester, 1990); Lucile H. Brockway, Science and Colonial Expansion: The 
Role ef the British Royal Botanic Garden (New York, 1979). 

55 Camille Limoges described this attempt as a failure. Ten years later, the Ministry of 
Colonies took direct control of the colonial garden. The idea of 'failure' has been chal-
lenged by Christophe Bonneuil, 'Mettre en ordre et discipliner les tropiques: Jes sciences 
du veg{:tal dans !'empire fran~ais (1870-1945)' (thesis, Universite de Paris VII, 1997, to be 
published by Editions des Archives Contemporaines). See also Christophe Bonneuil, 'Le 
Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle et !'expansion coloniale de la Troisieme 
Republique (1870-1914)', Revue Fran;aise d'Outre-Mer, 86 (1999), 143-68. 

56 See Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle, Nos richesses coloniales (Paris, 1918). These 
lectures were given in 1917 by Museum professors, mostly Acadeinicians, including Alfred 
Lacroix, who was already Secretaire Perpetuel of the Acadeinie des Sciences and a colo-
nial geologist who travelled to French colonies many times from the beginning of the 
20th century. His Figures de S(ll)ants: L'Acadbnie des Sciences et l'etude de la France d'Outre-mer de 
la fin du qe au debut du 19e siecle, 4 vols. (Paris, 1932-8) is a good example of pro-colonial 
propaganda. 

57 See de Martonne, Le S(ll)ant colonial (Paris, 1931), for a tentative typology of French 
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important institutional positions (including election to the 
Academie des Sciences) after the First World War. In France, a 
Colonial Party developed after the Franco-Prussian War (1870-1) 
as a lobby for colonial expansion, 58 especially in the Parliament. 
Members of the learned societies joined immediately. Of the 200 
main colonial figures, 108 were members of the Societe 
Géographique de Paris. Though their interests might differ, 
traders, bankers, businessmen, military men, MPs from all polit-
ical parties, colonial civil servants, geographers, naturalists, and 
technicians, were found side by side within this loose alliance. 

By the 1920s, the Colonial Party had acquired an active scien-
tific wing. The Academie des Sciences Coloniales was established 
in 1922, and in January 1925 prominent scientists from the 
Museum National d'Histoire Naturelle (Achalme, Chevalier, 
Perrot) and from the Institut Pasteur (Calmette) set up a new 
Association Colonies-Sciences (ACS). 59 Auguste Chevalier was 
elected General Secretary and remained the leading scientist of 
ACS until the War.6° Colonial scientists formed the great majority 

colonial scientists. Murphy, 77ze Ideology ef French Imperialism, 41-I02, quotes Francis 
Garnier, who explored Tonkin in the 1860s. His conceptions were typical of scientists 
fighting for a new French expansion and a civilizing mission based upon science: 
'Nothing durable can be founded on force. Today, the true, legitimate conqueror is 
science. Only those populations who have been initiated into civilization, whose well-
being or intellectual joys one has augmented, can without anger or shame recognize 
conquerors. For this reason France can from this day take brilliant revenge. The victories 
which she will score will, if she can remember and so desires, enrich humanity and cost 
her not a drop of blood or a tear.' From Francis Garnier, Viryages d'exploration en Indochine 
(Paris, 1873), 550. 

58 The Colonial Party was less a formal, well-organized body than a loose alliance of 
interlinked organizations: the French Alliance (1883), the French Society for Settlement 
and Colonial Agriculture, the Committee for French Africa (1890), the Colonial 
Parliamentary Groups (1892 for the Assembly and 1898 for the Senate), the French 
Colonial Union (1893), the Committee for Madagascar (1895), the Maritime and Colonial 
League (1899), the Committee for French Asia (1901), the Colonial Cotton Association 
(1903), and the Committee for Morocco (1905). According to Brunschwig, the first 
mention of a Colonial Party occurs in 1894. See Brunschwig, Mythes et realitis, 111-38; 
Girardet, L'Idee coloniale, uo-19. See also Stuart Michael Persell, 77ze French Colonial Lobby 
188g-1938, Hoover Colonial Studies (Stanford, 1983). 

59 Christophe Bonneuil, Des savants pour /'Empire (Paris, 1991); Christophe Bonneuil and 
Patrick Petitjean, 'Science and French Colonial Policy'. 

60 Auguste Chevalier worked for many years in French Africa and Inda-China before 
becoming the colonial agronomical adviser to the Ministry of Colonies and the head of 
the colonial laboratory in the Museum. No systematic study of him has been undertaken. 
For a first approach see Christophe Bonneuil, 'Entre science et empire, entre botanique 
et agronomie: Auguste Chevalier, savant colonial', in Patrick Petitjean (ed.), Les Sciences 
coloniales:figures et institutions, vol. 2 of Les Sciences hors d'Occident (Paris, 1996), 16-35. 
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of ACS members. Some colonial administrators also joined ACS, 
among whom a Senator, General Messimy, a former Minister of 
Colonies, was elected President. For fifteen years, ACS fought for 
the co-ordination, funding, and organization of colonial sciences, 
and for the professional recognition and training of colonial scien-
tists. The issues of science and colonization were broadly discussed 
in the ACS journal (Actes et Comptes Rendus de l'ACS), which was 
published monthly until 1940. To promote colonial agronomy, 
ACS published a more scientific journal, the Revue de Botanique 
Appliquee et d'Agriculture Coloniale, edited by Auguste Chevalier.61 

ACS also organized two influential colonial scientific conferences, 
held in Paris in 1931 and 1937.62 A new generation of young colo-
nial scientists participated in the second of these, which directly 
preceded the establishment of ORSC (later renamed ORSTOM) 
and was supported by such leading French scientists as Jean 
Perrin, Henri Laugier, Frédéric Joliot, and Paul Rivet. This 
heritage remains. 

Yves Goudineau has argued that 'France had a national 
policy for scientific co-operation, when most big industrialized 
nations were satisfied by funding specialized agencies, specific 
projects, or grants'.63 He sees in this a continuity with the idea of 
a 'civilizing mission' rooted in science and with the notion of the 
'universal duty of scientific solidarity' as a national mission. For 
him, science is a paradigm of French colonialism. This percep-
tion is shared by the Canadian historian Edwige Lefebvre in her 
studies of Tiers-Mondisme in France, 64 and of the Health 
Department of ORSTOM.65 She shows that the Marxist and 

61 This journal is still published by the Museum under the name Reuue d'Etlmobofanique 
et d'Ethnozoologie. 

62 The 1931 conference was organized during the Colonial Exhibition, which marked 
the high point of public approval for colonization. See Michel Pierre and Catherine 
Hodeir, L'Exposition coloniale de r93r (Paris, 1991). Scientific conferences in a number of 
disciplines took place during the Exhibition, while hundreds of participants, including 
Alfred Lacroix (Secretaire Perpetuel de l'Academie des Sciences}, attended the confer-
ence on colonial science. Important editorial activity accompanied the Exhibition. 
Among the books published were de Martonne, Le Savant colonial (de Martonne was a 
military geographer); and Sarraut, Grandeurs et servitudes coloniales. 

63 Goudineau, 'L'Altruisme', 53-64, at 63. 
64 Edwige Liliane Lefebvre, 'French Ethnocentricity: The Epistemological Circum-

stances of the Third World Concept', in Shinn, Spaapen, and Krishna (eds.), Science and 
Technology, 9g-126. 

65 Edwige Liliane Lefebvre, 'L'Orstom au sein du mouvement tiers-mondiste: conver-
gence, rupture et persistance', in Anne-Marie Moulin (ed.), Medecines et sante, vol. 3 of Les 
Sciences hors d'Occident (Paris, 1996), 119-42, at 120. 
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the revolutionary Christian components of French Tiers-
Mondisme developed just after independence, in the 1960s and in 
the 1970s, when the international vocation of France was reaf-
firmed in order 'to overcome the traumatism of decolonization' 
and to 'perpetuate the memory of the "civilizing mission"'. This 
time, the specificities of Third World countries were respected in 
partnerships for development. The Ministry of Colonies was 
transformed into a Ministry for Co-operation, still acting in the 
same geographical zone. Co-operation became the logical 
continuation of colonization. Tiers-Mondistes scientists, almost all 
anti-colonialist, joined ORSTOM, the former colonial institu-
tion, en masse in the 1980s. 

Conclusion 

Science played a major part in European expansion and in colo-
nial ideology during the nineteenth century. Far from being 
strictly instrumental or specifically cultural, Eurocentrism and 
science were twin sources of colonial ideology and practice. 
Moreover, in the second half of the century, the 'naturalization' 
of the social and human sciences contributed to racialist theories 
which left a lasting mark on the colonial enterprise. 

For France, the interdependence between colonization and 
science was particularly visible in the concept of the 'civilizing 
mission'. Science was deemed altruistic, and placed at the core 
of this mission. The 'civilizing mission' endorsed and sustained 
racial hierarchies among colonized and colonizers. Science was 
seen as bringing the virtues of progress to colonized peoples, the 
permanent national mission of France under the flag of univer-
salism. Scientism and Eurocentrism sailed in the same boat. 

The 'civilizing mission' called progressive scientists and social 
improvers to the colonial enterprise. The white man believed in 
his mission to civilize the world, and white scientists had an even 
stronger belief in this. 66 Colonial scientists became central char-
acters in the fanciful tales eulogizing colonization: for the public 
they embodied the 'civilizing mission' and the altruism of colo-
nization. In the nineteenth century the 'patient work of modest 
and silent scientists' tended to be hidden behind the 'brilliant 

66 Ruscio, Le Credo, 93-9 and 317-24. 
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achievements of conquerors'.67 This changed in the 1920s, when 
the 'civilizing mission' became official governmental ideology.68 

Long after decolonization colonial scientists kept this emblematic 
position. They still have a positive image. In fact, colonial 
science and scientists are often considered the only positive side 
of the colonial experience. To colonize was both to civilize and 
to advance science. However, Aimé Cesaire's warning remains: 
the continuity between colonial science and modern scientific co-
operation recalls the common colonial origins of the 'civilizing 
mission' and the theory of development. Today 'globalization' 
has followed imperialism and neo-colonialism. Perhaps 
European scientists still believe in their altruistic and scientific 
'civilizing mission'? 

67 Lacroix, Figures de savants, iii. 3. After visiting the Paris Colonial Exhibition of 1931, 
Alfred Lacroix published two volumes about French colonial scientists whose biographies 
he presented to the Academy. His conclusion (vol. iv) carried an appeal for the develop-
ment of colonial science. 

68 Sarraut, La Mise en valeur. Sarraut's programme was adopted in 1921 by the French 
Parliament. 
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Development and the Dual Economy: 
Theories of Colonial Transformation in the 

Netherlands East Indies, c.1920 

SUZANNE M. MOON 

Introduction 

A key component of many varieties of the 'civilizing mission' 
practised by European colonizing powers was the notion that 
modern science and technology brought with it the power of 
uplift for indigenous peoples. This equating of colonization with 
uplift, and the technological change it promoted, became a signif-
icant moral justification of colonization among both colonizers 
and the indigenous peoples of the colony. 1 While many have 
rightly noted the self-serving nature of civilizing missions and 
ideologies of improvement in the colony, there is more that can 
be said about the practice of introducing science and technology 
as part of a moral, economic, and social programme of improve-
ment. The technologies and narratives of improvement incorpo-
rated in colonial development schemes rested on definitions of key 
differences between the colony and Europe. As experts worked on 
projects to transform the colony they continually questioned the 
underlying goals of transformation. At issue were two related 
questions. What differences between the colony and European 
societies accounted for differing levels of prosperity and technical 
dynamism? Were these differences like a chasm to be bridged 
without fundamentally affecting them, or were they something to 
be obliterated as much as possible, moving the entire colony in 
the direction of a European model? While this questioning is 
certainly revealing of interesting cultural assumptions about both 

1 Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men: Science, Technology and Ideologies of Western 
Dominance (Ithaca, 1989). 
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Europe and colonial society, it was far more than a cultural exer-
cise. The answers to such questions shaped the ways in which 
colonial officials defined the socio-economic problems in the 
colony and materially affected their socio-technical solutions. 

This essay will look at the relationship between ideologies of 
improvement, definitions of difference, and technologies of 
'development' in the setting of the Netherlands East Indies in 
and around 1920. Of specific interest are two streams of 
economic thought that posited the colony as a unique setting: J. 
H. Boeke's formulation of the colony as a dual economy, and 
related work on the field of colonial agricultural economics 
developed by A. M. P. A. Scheltema. These analyses of the 
economic implications of the colonial relationship informed 
major changes in the work of scientists and agricultural exten-
sion workers engaged in 'Native development', technological 
programmes that were meant to improve the welfare of the 
indigenous people in the colony.2 Throughout the period of this 
study, officials maintained a belief that Natives could transform 
their economic sphere along a linear path of change. However, 
they dramatically changed their thinking about the ultimate goal 
of development, the limits of Native participation, and the tech-
nologies they advocated for bringing about development. 

The Promise and Disappointments of the Ethical Policies 

The work of Boeke, Scheltema, and other reformers was in large 
measure a response to earlier efforts by colonial officials to 
address what was termed the 'declining welfare of the Native 
peoples'. 3 Officials in the government of the Netherlands East 
Indies initiated a set of programmes at the turn of the century 
that came to be called the Ethical policies. These were specifi-
cally designed to improve the economic well-being of Natives in 
the colony.4 This policy turn, validated by the Queen in 1899, 

2 Throughout this essay I will use the term 'Native' with capitalization intact in the 
same sense as colonizers did at the time-as a legal category for those of indigenous 
Malay descent. By using the capitalization, I want to highlight the socially constructed 
nature of the category (which excluded locally born people of acknowledged Chinese or 
European ancestry). 

3 Onder;:,oek naar de Mindere Welvaart (Batavia, 1905), x. 1-10. 
4 For an overview of the Ethical policies see Merle Ricklefs, A History <if Modem 
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stemmed from growing concern among officials and residents in 
the colony and interested Dutch officials alike that the practice of 
colonization had impoverished the Native peoples at the same 
time as it had made the Dutch nation wealthy. While some 
argued that the Dutch government was morally obligated to 
raise the Native peoples out of the economic morass in which 
they found themselves, 5 others raised more pragmatic concerns. 
Natives with little income or spending money could neither 
create a useful market, nor pay much in the way of taxes. Both 
pragmatic and moral complaints informed the implementation 
of the Ethical policies. While many policies embraced forms of 
education and 'enlightenment' among Natives in a broad sense, 
most addressed economic growth for Natives. 

The Netherlands Indies Department of Agriculture, estab-
lished in 1905, was the foremost example of the victory of Ethical 
thinking in the colonial government. The primary mission of the 
Department was to improve Native development by bringing the 
science and technology of Europe to bear on the foremost site of 
Native production, agriculture.6 By improving Native agricul-
ture, they expected at the same time to improve the economic 
situation of the majority of Natives. Melchior Treub, the first 
head of the Department of Agriculture, established a small 
number of demonstration fields scattered across the island of 
Java, and research laboratories and experimental fields in 
Buitenzorg (now Bogor), a small town near Batavia that was also 
home to Java's world-famous Botanical Garden, also run by 
Treub. 

Treub's philosophy of development focused on increasing the 
yields of Native crops, especially rice. The superficial logic of this 
choice was straightforward. With more rice, the staple of the 
Javanese diet, farmers would have more to eat and sell, a higher 
income, and therefore a higher standard of living. To increase 
yields, Treub favoured plant breeding, or the selection of high-
yielding plant varieties. Treub's scientists worked first to identify 

Indonesia since c.1300 (Stanford, 1993). P. Brooshooft applied the term 'Ethical' to these 
policies retrospectively in his short work, De Ethische Koers in Kolonia/,e Politiek (Amsterdam, 
1901). 

5 Brooshooft, De Ethische Koers in Kolonia/,e Politiek. 
6 Melchior Treub, Schematische Nota over de Oprichting van een Agricultuur-Departement in 

Nederlandsch-/ndiif (Buitenzorg, 1902). 
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the varieties of rice in use on Java (nearly 800 as of 1907), and 
then to subject the best producers to a process they called 'purifi-
cation', which would create a stock of homogeneous seed. 7 Once 
higher-yielding varieties were identified, the government would 
encourage farmers to adopt these better seeds through demon-
stration fields. The Department by no means limited its work to 
rice research, or to plant breeding. It also investigated and 
successfully introduced other vegetables into crop rotations, and 
experimented with fertilizers, and methods of cultivation. 
Nevertheless, under the leadership ofTreub and of his successor, 
Herman Lovink, the Department pinned most of its hopes on 
dramatic increases in rice harvests made possible by the 
Department's better seeds. Successful purified varieties, it was 
believed, would raise rural standards of living and tax revenues 
simultaneously, satisfying both the moral and pragmatic aspects 
of the Ethical reforms. 

While not treating difference as explicitly as Boeke and 
Scheltema later would, promoters of the 'better seeds' philoso-
phy of development, including Treub and Lovink, shared key 
assumptions about the distinctions between Natives and 
Europeans within the colony, and the significance of those 
distinctions. Both qualified the differences between Native and 
European society mainly in terms of the sophistication of techni-
cal practices and social organization. Neither Treub nor Lovink 
imagined that any but the technological differences needed to be 
addressed in order to improve the economic life of Natives. The 
'better seeds' philosophy appealed to both leaders because at 
least superficially it promised an improved standard of living 
without making any significant changes to the social and political 
organization of the colony, one in which Europeans sat at the 
top of a rigid hierarchy. 

In this view, the improvement that 'better seeds' would 
encourage could happen unproblematically on the Native side of 
the imagined divide. Neither Treub nor Lovink gave much atten-
tion to the relationship or interactions between Native and 
European production, viewing even the often tense situation 
between farmers and planters in districts where rice and sugar 

7 A description of some of the scientific work done during this period can be found in 
J. E. van der Stok, 'Onderzoekingen omtrent Rijst en Tweede Gewassen', Mededeelingen 
uitgaande van het Departement van Landbouw, no. 12 (Batavia, 1910). 
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were grown in rotation as something to be managed, not revolu-
tionized. Treating Native farming as reasonably independent of 
European production, they paid most attention to the technical 
issues of selecting efficacious seeds and distributing them to as 
many Native farmers as possible. The seeds were egalitarian. 
They would increase yields at any level of Native society-from 
the largest to the smallest landowner. Native farming itself, 
including village organization, traditions, and social relations 
within the villages and between farmers and European adminis-
trators and planters, could remain constant. Neither Treub nor 
Lovink advocated any radical social or economic changes-
increased yields would bring increased welfare within the param-
eters of existing colonial social organization. In the short term the 
divide between Native and European society was a basic and 
even necessary part of colonial life and needed only to be bridged 
(not eliminated) for the transmission of better seeds to produce 
development. Natives could remain 'native' and prosper. 

Despite optimism, and scientific and educational efforts to 
make the 'better seeds' philosophy work, officials did not see the 
yield increases in Native farms that they had hoped for. By 1920, 
many scientists and officials were taking a second look at their 
approach to improvement, and trying to isolate the causes of its 
failure. Some blamed poor implementation, the lack of efficacy 
of purified varieties of seed, or argued that education had failed 
to deliver.8 An influential group of scholars argued in contrast 
that the entire approach to development was based on mistaken 
assumptions about the nature of economic life in the colony, 
assumptions that did not take into account the key differences 
between Natives and Europeans, and between the colonial econ-
omy and the European economy. Analysts took another look at 
the differences between Natives and Europeans and posited that 
these differences defined a unique economic environment within 
the colony. In order for development to succeed, it would have 
to meet the needs of this unique environment. By redefining the 
significant differences between Natives and Europeans, and 

8 See e.g. reports in Jaarverslng van den Landboumvoorlichtingsdienst over 1922 (Weltevreden, 
1923), 45; Jaarverslng van den Landbouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1919 (Weltevreden, 1920), 103; L. 
Koch, 'Onderzoekingen Betreffende de Praktijkwaarde and de Lijnenselectie Methode 
voor Verschillende Eenjarige Landbouwgewassen', in Trysmannia (Batavia, 1918);Jaarboek 
van het Landbouw, Nijverheid, en Handel, 1920 (W eltevreden, 1920 ), 93-5. 
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between the colonial and European economic environments, 
reformers at the same time redefined what development was to 
achieve with respect to the colonial economy, and who in the 
colony could be expected to develop. 

Boeke and the Dual Economy 

Julius Herman Boeke was one of the strongest voices calling for a 
change in attitude towards development planning. He first 
formulated his ideas in his doctoral dissertation at Leiden 
University, whose title, Tropical-Colonial Economics: The Problem, 
already suggested his views that the colony might have an 
economics all its own.9 In his work, Boeke suggested that devel-
opment projects failed primarily because officials insisted on 
applying to the colony economic principles proven only in the 
European context. The fundamental belief informing Boeke's 
work was that the laws of classical economics were not truly 
universal. He argued that the uniqueness of the colonial setting 
stemmed from the existence of not one dominant economy, as 
was the case in Europe, but two: the Native economy indigenous 
to the region that continued to operate more or less as it had 
since pre-colonial times, and the European economy that oper-
ated according to a European logic of production, generating 
raw materials of high value on the world market. Existing devel-
opment plans, according to Boeke, assumed that the Native 
economy would unproblematically respond to certain kinds of 
stimuli, such as education and infrastructural change, in the 
same way that a European economy would respond to such 
initiatives. These plans would always fail, he claimed, because 
Native notions of economic rationality differed from European 
economic ideals. 

While Boeke proposed a marked difference in economic 
rationality between Natives and Europeans, he made it quite 
clear that he did not see the difference as a rational/irrational 
divide. On the contrary, he argued that each economic 
approach was rational for its respective environment. It was the 
social and economic environment of the two that accounted for 

9 J. H. Boeke, Tropische-Koloniale Staathuishoudkunde: Het Probkem (Amsterdam, 19m). 
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their very different types of rationality. In defining the socio-
economic environments of the two, Boeke did not put technical 
differences in the forefront as did Treub or Lovink. Instead he 
looked at the balance of what he defined as two different kinds of 
needs in societies: social needs and economic needs. Economic 
needs he defined as needs basic to the lives of individuals and 
their immediate families, including food, shelter, and clothing. 
Social needs were those things that a person required based on 
social expectations-for example, the need to make the hadj in 
Muslim society was a social need, designed to confer spiritual 
and social prestige. Economic growth, according to Boeke, 
required the translation of purely social needs into economic 
needs. Boeke defined the European economy as one in which 
economic needs had expanded rapidly and spontaneously in the 
past, as evidenced by the growth in trade, transition to individual 
ownership, and the collapse of feudal relationships. Boeke used 
the example of ownership of livestock to illustrate his point. 
During feudal times, when there was much group ownership, 
there had been little motivation to improve livestock. After the 
transition to individual ownership however, farmers found that 
particularly robust cattle would help them work more land, 
thereby increasing their harvests, or the amount of land they 
could hold. Accordingly, well-bred cattle started to become an 
economic need, and a new area of economic growth resulted. 
Boeke argued that such spontaneous economization of social 
needs had created dynamism and growth in Europe. 

By comparison, he claimed that the 'primitive' Native econ-
omy was dominated by social needs. Boeke blamed this on the 
relative ease with which indigenous peoples could obtain their 
basic needs like food and shelter, and the continued existence of 
villages with communal tenure. Faintly echoing a familiar narra-
tive of climate and progress, Boeke stated that the Native econ-
omy had not expanded its economic needs because it had not 
been pressed either socially or naturally for creative solutions to 
problems of survival. Boeke suggested that in order for the 
Native economy to develop, or to become dynamic in the way 
that the European economy had, economic needs had to emerge 
and outweigh social needs. Going back to the cattle example, 
Boeke noted that many people kept cattle simply for prestige-a 
purely social need. Those same people would have to start to see 
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those cattle or buffalo as a means of better fulfilling their 
economic needs before the Native economy would start to 
develop. Social needs, in short, had to become economized. 

From this groundwork, Boeke argued that most development 
plans failed because they tried to satisfy economic needs which 
did not yet exist in the Native economy. The 'rational' response 
to development plans expected by policy makers never material-
ized because the economic needs that prompted those responses 
were absent. In Boeke's opinion, Ethical policymakers (Boeke 
cited H. H. van Kol, a prominent advocate of Ethical develop-
ment) suffered from a 'historical material optimism', 10 assuming 
that improved work organization and modern relations of 
production (including individual ownership of land and freedom 
from corvée labour) would produce development. These policies 
stemmed from classical economics which, Boeke noted, simply 
did not apply in the very different economic rationality of Native 
society. For example, policymakers assumed that providing 
roads would stimulate trade, when in fact it was the desire for 
trade that stimulated road building. Until Natives felt the desire 
to carry on long-distance trade, the presence of roads themselves 
would do little or nothing to improve their economic position. In 
a purely European economy, according to Boeke, there were 
only small differences in the social perception of what was 
needed, and what the policies would provide. People might 
disagree as to the wisdom of particular policy approaches, but 
they would not argue about the social utility of the professed 
goals. It was the fundamental agreement on the problems that 
needed to be solved, an agreement based on a set of shared 
perceived economic needs, that Boeke argued was missing in the 
dual economy of the colony. 

Boeke made two implicit assumptions in his discussion. First, 
he assumed that, with some nudging, the Native economy could 
gain economic needs and develop along the same lines as the 
European economy. For Boeke, development would proceed 
linearly-the Native present was in some ways equal to the 
European past. Second, and more importantly, he made it clear 
that this was precisely what ought to happen. That is, Boeke 
implied that in order for Natives to develop economically they 

10 While this term certainly seems related to Marx, Boeke does not cite Marx for the 
term. 
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needed to gain a more European-style rationality and cross the 
boundary that currently existed between the European and 
Native economic worlds. Boeke did not claim that there was 
anything inherently wrong with indigenous economic traditions, 
only that the continued presence of the European economy 
forced Natives to adopt European economic practices for their 
own survival. 

Boeke's notion of development is therefore subtly different 
from that of either Lovink or Treub. Both Lovink and Treub 
saw development efforts as a kind of bridge or channel into 
Native society. They imagined their projects travelling into 
Native production and improving it, without jeopardizing the 
basic political and productive divisions in colonial society. Not so 
for Boeke. In Boeke's model development could only take place 
as indigenous economic behaviour became more and more 
European. The only possible development was that which would 
ultimately eliminate the Native economy through attrition. 

Many policymakers adopted Boeke's construction of the 
colony as a unique site characterized by a dual economy, even if 
they did not necessarily adopt his analytical distinction between 
economic and social needs. These reformers rejected older 
approaches to development, deeming them ineffective in the 
Native economic world. Officials in the Department, which, by 
1920, had expanded into the Department of Agriculture, 
Industry, and Trade, drew on Boeke's model to reconstruct their 
development approach, questioning and redefining both the 
technologies of development and who in Native society would be 
most able to start to cross over from the Native to the European 
economy. 

Theorizing Colonial Production: Agricultural Economics and the Dual 
Economy in Native Development 

An important area of study that provided some evidential justifi-
cation for the arguments of Boeke and his supporters was the field 
of agricultural economics. While Ethical thinkers had assumed 
increased productivity would unproblematically lead to prosper-
ity, agricultural economists working in countries around the 
world had started to question that relationship by the late 1910s as 
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they sought to analyse and codify the economic implications of 
agricultural production. Agricultural 'panics' and depressions, 
especially the worldwide agricultural depression of the 1890s, had 
spurred interest in this area of study in Europe and the USA, as 
seriously declining farm prices had destroyed the livelihood of 
farmers whose production had continued to expand. Clearly, a 
farmer could not guarantee a higher standard of living by 
increasing production alone. Agricultural economists argued that 
farmers had to learn to evaluate the true costs of production, 
including capital and labour, in comparison to the expected 
market value of the crop, in the same way that other businessmen 
looked at industrial production. If crop prices were too low to 
compensate for the farmer's investment of time, labour, and 
money, then farmers could not hope to improve their positions. 

Interest in agricultural economics first came to the Indies 
Department of Agriculture in 1918, although at first they were 
more interested in using it to promote plantation production, not 
indigenous farming. 11 However, scientists and extension workers 
in the Inspectorate for Native Agriculture were exposed to agri-
cultural economics during their training in the Netherlands, and 
found the grounding of agricultural economics in the concern for 
farmer welfare sympathetic to their own interest in Native 
welfare. Extension specialists began to critique themselves, no 
longer questioning only the suitability of a crop to land or water 
resources, as was typical of existing practice, but also the suitabil-
ity of the crop to the market or the fiscal interests of farmers. 

In the early 1920s when Dutch experts considered how to 
apply the principles of agricultural economics to Native agricul-
ture they confronted the same question that Boeke had raised: 
was agricultural economics a universal discipline, or was it some-
how based on assumptions about Western society and culture? 
Could agricultural economics be applied unproblematically to 
Native agriculture? A. M. P. A. Scheltema, a prominent 
supporter of agricultural economics, addressed precisely this 
question in an influential talk given at a meeting of agricultural 
consultants in 1923. 12 Drawing on his fieldwork and theoretical 

11 Jaarboek van het Departement van Landbouw, Nijverheid, en Handel, r9r9 (Weltevreden, 
19!20). 

12 A. M. P.A. Scheltema, 'De Ontleding van het Indlandsche Landbouw Bedrijr, 
Mededeeli11gen van de Afdeeling Landbouw, no. 6 (Batavia, 1923). 
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studies that formulated economic development in a series of 
stages marked by modes of production, Scheltema suggested that 
agricultural economics as practised in Europe did not easily 
apply to the Indies. For the ideals of agricultural economics to 
promote Native development, they had to be reconfigured and 
take into account the specific social and economic conditions of 
colonial life. Like Boeke, Scheltema advocated policy and prac-
tice based on the assumption that economic theories were not 
universally applicable, and specifically were inapplicable to the 
Indies. 

Scheltema, like Boeke, turned to the realm of economics and 
social organization to define the essential characteristics that 
distinguished a colonial from a European society. Scheltema did 
not use the term 'dual economy', positing instead a spectrum of 
agricultural production methods with family-based production 
and consumption at the 'primitive' end of the scale, and a 
European-style free market at the other, marking a society as 
'developed'. For Scheltema, the key difference between a 
European society and a colonized society like the Indies was the 
multiplicity of coexistent stages of development in the colony. 13 

Across the Indies, modes of production within Native society 
differed sharply and covered Scheltema's spectrum of develop-
ment. He compared Native rubber growers on Sumatra as exam-
ples of the highest level achieved in Native development, with the 
Oringgoeps of Western New Guinea (West lrian), who exempli-
fied the most primitive stage of economic development. 
Scheltema summed up his view by quoting the colonial commen-
tator]. W. Meyer-Ranneft: 'Here we live in all centuries at once', 
to which Scheltema himself added 'and that sometimes in a very 
small area'. 14 

Although Scheltema defined the colony as a 'multiple' rather 
than 'dual' economy, he nevertheless reintroduced duality into his 
analysis by focusing on the differences between the economy of 
self-sufficient, or almost self-sufficient farmers, and the market-
orientated economy of European and Native producers of export 
crops. According to Scheltema, agricultural economics as prac-
tised in Europe assumed the farmer had a strong tie to the 
market. The process of estimating the value oflabour, equipment, 

13 Ibid. 5-g. 14 Ibid. 8. 
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and crops with these assumptions was well understood, if not 
entirely uncontroversial. In the Indies, analysts could use similar 
methods to understand European plantations, and to a lesser 
degree Native export crop production, and expect the results to 
be valid. Scheltema argued that self-sufficient Native farms did 
not behave according to the expectations of economists, and 
therefore would not be helped by their interventions. This state-
ment is more than a little reminiscent of Boeke's claim that 
Ethical welfare planners had failed because they tried to satisfy 
needs that did not exist in Native society. 

Scheltema's most striking example of the inadequacy of 
European economic models, and therefore of the Department's 
preference for yield-increasing technologies, was his analysis of 
the use of labour on those farms. Scheltema noted that the prof-
its from a larger harvest were often diminished by the increased 
cost oflabour to raise such a crop.15 Native farmers often hired 
outside labourers to help with land-clearing and harvest. In some 
areas, these outside workers ( especially the bawon, or women 
harvesters) typically received a portion of the crop as a wage, 
rather than a monetary payment. In the West, analysts could 
always equate time with money; farmers would pay themselves 
and their workers a wage to determine true labour costs on their 
farms. But on Native farms, the wage would fluctuate along with 
the value of the rice, and the cost of harvesting the crop 
increased proportionally with the size of the yield. The profits 
from increased harvests were often eaten up by the increased 
cost of labour. Here was an explanation of why Native prosper-
ity (at least that of the farmers) did not seem to increase, even 
when rice harvests increased. Furthermore, improved harvests 
could even damage farmers financially because taxes were levied 
based on the level of the harvest and the price of rice, not the 
level of the farmer's profits. 

Scheltema's analysis, and similar work by others, convinced 
many within the Department that they needed to re-evaluate 
their approach to development. The notion of the colony as a 
multiple or dual economy caught on among experts and policy-
makers, and the Department supported multi-year studies of the 
workings of the Native economy on a regional basis. Experts 

15 Ibid. 38-g. 
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began to consider how to tailor development efforts to a farmer's 
economic behaviour. The more similar to Europeans or 'devel-
oped' a farmer, the greater the chance that he would benefit 
from yield-increasing technologies; the less developed, the 
greater the possibility that the technology might actually prove 
harmful. Gradually, some experts began to consider develop-
ment not as a practice that would improve the Native economy 
in isolation, but one that would push farmers along a path lead-
ing from the Native economy to the European economy, making 
'crossover' into the European economy (and therefore the grad-
ual disintegration of the Native economy) the most important 
objective of development work. Under the leadership of J. 
Sibinga-Mulder, and later H. H. Rutgers, the Department 
considered what combination of technologies and farmers would 
make this crossover happen. 

The Native Élite and Technological Choice for Development 

With their emphasis on the economic behaviour of farmers 
(including use of labour and technologies), development policy-
makers began to envisage development as the adoption not 
merely of particular technical practices, but of a particular form 
of economic rationality. Experts began to advocate a different 
technological approach to development, one that was explicitly 
intended not to be a 'one-size-fits-all' solution. The choice of 
technologies had to be targeted specifically towards those who 
could benefit in order for development to be a success. 16 

A comprehensive report entitled 'Native Agriculture', 
produced for the Governor-General in 1926, combined a narra-
tive of dual economy with agricultural economics in order to 
argue precisely this point. 17 The authors (whose names do not 
appear on the document) added a sociological interpretation to 
Scheltema's labour analysis to show why the Department's 
efforts to encourage development would face an uphill battle in a 

16 Frans Hilsken and Benjamin White, '.Java: Social Differentiation, Food Production, 
and Agrarian Control', in Gillian Hart, Andrew Turner, and Benjamin White (eds.), 
Agrarian Transfannations: Local Processes and the State in Soutkast Asia (Berkeley, 1989), 235-65. 

17 'De Inlandsche Landbouw', copy of report in Mailrapport 34/r926, original dated 
23 Dec. 1925, Algemeen Rijksarchief, The Hague, The Netherlands. 
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truly Native economy. They explained that in villages, work co-
operation (that is, traditional labour relations) paid off in social 
stability (which Natives valued) at the expense of progress (which 
they did not). The authors claimed that neither new technologies 
nor agricultural education, the mainstays of the Department's 
development efforts, would be able to force change when change 
was so fundamentally disliked. 18 

They suggested instead that the Department should focus on 
communities in which farmers were more regularly involved 
with the European plantation economy. They reasoned that 
whether working as a labourer or leasing his land to Europeans, 
a successful farmer in this environment was likely to have 
broader economic insights and to be less frightened of the 
changes inherent in economic dynamism. In an environment 
like this, the authors claimed, education and the extension of 
new technologies stood a much better chance of making positive 
changes. 19 Farmers living on the boundary of Native and 
European societies were best positioned to benefit from techno-
logical and economic change. 

This analysis seemed to suggest that farmers in plantation 
regions, especially in the sugar regions themselves, should 
already be showing greater prosperity than others, which was 
hardly the case. The authors dealt with this contradiction by 
noting that farmers needed an education to overturn traditional, 
ingrained economic practices. Without this education, develop-
ment would be slow in these regions as well. Farmers living close 
to the European economy could develop only if they changed 
their economic thinking in ways appropriate to the changing 
circumstances of production. The authors went back to the 
example of labour relations on Javanese farms to make their 
point. If a Javanese farmer bought more land, he would be 
unlikely to benefit from the purchase in the same way that a 
European would because instead of experimenting with technol-
ogy to achieve economies of scale, the Javanese farmer would be 
more likely to let the land to tenant farmers, in the traditional 
practice. This system, by sharing the profits among more people, 
would produce little economic gain for the farmer. Native farm-
ers had to be taught to make new kinds of decisions about labour 

18 Ibid. 37. 19 Ibid. 
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and profits on their farms, and thereby keep their technical and 
economic development moving towards the same goal of 
increased production practised according to European economic 
rationality.20 In this analytical framework, the élite in Native 
society, those who owned more land, and who had more expo-
sure to Western economics, would be the best possible audience 
for development projects. Wim Wertheim called a similar 
approach made by the Indonesian governments in the late 1960s 
'betting on the elites', a term that fits this earlier case equally 
well. 21 In the narrative of dual economies, élite farmers were 
clearly positioned to accomplish the new goal of development 
and to adopt completely a European economic rationality, 
diminishing in the process the gap between Native and 
European economies. 

A good example of the ideological shift towards more well-
heeled farmers is provided by the Department's efforts to 
promote fertilizers in the 1920s. While the Department had 
investigated the use of fertilizers in the rgros, both in the labora-
tories at Buitenzorg and in experimental fields across the island 
of Java, extension specialists consistently did not recommend the 
widespread encouragement of fertilizer use before the 1920s. The 
synthetic fertilizers they tested most intensively were expensive, 
and extension specialists felt that they were not cost effective for 
typical farmers. They focused most of their work in areas where 
soil depletion was particularly marked, as in the districts in 
which farmers and plantations rotated sugar and rice on the 
same land. Moreover, they experimented with loan schemes, 
backed in part by the Agricultural Credit Service, to help smaller 
farmers obtain fertilizers. This effort did not, by and large, result 
in the widespread adoption of fertilizer in these regions, and the 
specialists noted that the schemes, even with discounted f ertiliz-
ers, often did not pay.22 

In the early 1920s, however, the Department acted on the new 
recommendations to concentrate on wealthier farmers by notice-
ably increasing its field testing of fertilizers across the island. It 

20 Ibid. 38. 
21 W. F. Wertheim, 'Betting on the Elites or Betting on the Poor? The Indonesian 

Case', Occasional Paper no. 9, Southeast Asian Studies Committee, James Cook 
University, 1980. 

22 See e.g. regional reports from Pasuruan and Surabaya in the Verslag 
Landbouwvoorlichtingsdienst, The Report of the Agricultural Extension Service, 19II-15. 
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tested the act1v1ty of fertilizers on many Native crops, and 
compared the behaviour of fertilizers in relation to soil composi-
tion in different areas. 23 The Department did not encourage 
wide use of fertilizers, fearing that small farmers defaulting on 
loans would start a cycle of debt from which they might not 
escape. Rather, Department experts set up programmes that 
would appeal mainly to wealthier farmers. Extension specialists 
worked with the Agricultural Credit Service and private banks to 
set up loan schemes, but did not try to supply especially easy 
terms. Only farmers who owned and operated relatively large 
plots of land fell into the category of 'acceptable risks' for the 
banks and the credit service. Much of the research on the bene-
fits of fertilizers, extensive as it was, targeted a select group of 
farmers who, the extension service hoped, would be able to use 
their increased yields to develop more profitable farms run 
according to European notions of economic rationality. 

The Department's changed attitude towards synthetic fertiliz-
ers points to the change in development thinking influenced by 
new economic theories. While in the 1910s the Department 
found artificial fertilizers of questionable use for development, in 
the 1920s those same fertilizers became a central element of 
development planning because the Department had re-evaluated 
who should be the primary target of development. élite users 
justified élite technologies. Furthermore, only élite users could 
drive development. 

The extension service did not abandon small farmers entirely 
during this process, searching instead for solutions that would 
help them in an appropriate way. This included continuing to 
experiment with higher-yielding varieties of rice and searching 
for useful natural fertilizers. One success was the so-called 'green 
fertilizer', crotolaria. Growing this crop between the regular crop 
rotations showed some benefit for the soil and had the advantage 
of being fairly easy to propagate, reducing the cost of seed. The 
low-cost green fertilizers seemed an ideal solution for Natives 
whom experts deemed as functioning entirely in the Native 
economy. Ironically, these farmers often lived in close connec-
tion with the European plantation economy, as the farmers most 
in need of crotolaria were those who grew rice only part-time on 

23 E. C.Julius Mohr, Grond van Java en Sumatra (Amsterdam, 1922). 
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their own land, the rest of the time leasing it to sugar planters. In 
the very regions in which farmers were probably most exposed 
to European economic life, they were for the most part not 
wealthy enough to justify the use of artificial fertilizers, and were 
implicitly judged as furthest from European economic rational-
ity. 24 This point was not lost on the economist and critic J. van 
Gelderen, whose work on tropical-colonial economics was based 
on the fundamental assumption that the relationship between 
the European and Native economies was inimical to Native 
prosperity. 25 

Despite these efforts to find solutions for farmers outside the 
elite, the Department made the élite the focus of its mainstream 
work. In education, for example, the Department introduced 
reforms that effectively limited educational opportunities to the 
upper stratum of rural Native society. T. J. Lekkerkerker, the 
Department's sub-director of agriculture, had complained that 
the education system was creating highly trained Natives who 
seemed to be uninterested in pursuing farming. In 1919 and 1920 
he advocated a two-pronged change to agricultural education. 
First, he suggested, theoretical training in plant sciences should 
be reduced or eliminated, and the pedagogical emphasis shifted 
to practical agricultural training on the land. Students would not 
have to meet the same high entrance criteria, and would spend 
less time in the classroom and more time working the fields 
attached to the school. Students would be trained to run their 
farms as businesses in the Western sense (drawing on the ideas of 
farm management that came from agricultural economics), and 
would practise by using the school fields as a business, rather 
than as a site for agricultural experiments, as had been the case 
throughout the 1910s. Business training would prepare them to 
accept European economic thinking with respect to labour use, 
profits, and technologies. 

Lekkerkerker's second recommendation was to limit school 
enrolments to those students who would have the best chance of 
putting their education to use on their own farms. He suggested 
that schools accept mainly sons of landed farmers who either 

24 Jaarverslag van den Landbouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1924 (Weltevreden, 1925), 77; and 
Jaarverslag van den Landbouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1925 (Weltevreden, 1927), 148. 

25 J. van Gelderen, Voorlezingen over het Tropisch-Koloniale Landbouwhuishouakunde 
(Haarlem, 1927). 
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had the means and the opportunity to buy their own land after 
their graduation, or who could be expected to take over their 
fathers' lands.26 Lekkerkerker's plan effectively limited the reach 
of agricultural education to those who came from prosperous 
families, or who were eldest sons and could show some proof 
that they would have access to land upon graduation. 

Both the work on artificial fertilizers and the changes in agri-
cultural education illustrate the shift in the Department's vision 
of development away from the masses and widely adoptable 
technologies towards Native elites and technologies of more 
narrow application. The result is ironic, given that earlier critics 
of colonial society had characterized élite members of Native 
society-village heads especially-as tyrannical, and one of the 
primary causes of the low levels of welfare in peasant society. 
Under the new philosophy of development, the Department 
directed much of its work towards this rural aristocracy, reinforc-
ing rather than overturning the Native hierarchy. The ordinary 
practices that might allow the benefits of higher yields to accrue 
to poorer members of the village, such as portions going to 
harvesters or tenant farmers, were discouraged by the 
Department precisely because they increased labour costs and 
endangered the Department's goal of making Native farms more 
profitable in Western terms. 

Conclusion 

Boeke's theory of a dual economy, and the work of agricultural 
economists like Scheltema, gave policymakers an entirely new 
way to conceptualize the crucial differences between colonial 
and European society, and to theorize about the causes of 
poverty among Indies Natives. Focusing on a sociology of 
economic activity, they began to define the problem as an 
inevitable result of the coexistence of European and Native 
economies. This view, while new, did share some important 
assumptions with those that came before. As before, analysts 

26 See early statements in Jaarverslag van den Landhouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1919 
(Weltevreden, 1920), pp. v-vi, and later statements showing the implementation of this 
policy, e.g. in]aarverslag van den Landhouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1922 (Weltevreden, 1923), 87; 
Jaarverslag van den Landhouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1923 (Weltevreden, 1924), 152,; Jaarverslag 
van den Landhouwvoorlichtingsdienst over 1924 (W eltevreden, 1925), 206. 
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defined Native society as lagging behind on a linear path of 
development (although that path was now more likely to be 
defined in terms of economic organization than technological 
achievements), or stagnating in a no longer viable tradition. 
Technology and education remained important instruments for 
bringing about development and, most importantly, develop-
ment remained the moral obligation of the colonial state. What 
had changed was the underlying goal of development projects. 
Development had to do more than build a bridge between still 
separate European and Native spheres in the colony: it had to 
bring Natives into the European economy, gradually eliminating 
the Native economy in the process. 

This change in philosophy provoked much analysis, and not 
all officials in the Department were entirely prepared to accept 
the implications it held for policy. J. van Gelderen, for instance, 
strongly advocated the expansion of Native participation in the 
production of export crops, an idea that European sugar planters 
strongly opposed. While not determining policy outcomes, 
however, the theory of the dual economy nevertheless strongly 
informed a major change in the Department's approach to 
Native development. Perhaps most important was the reinter-
pretation of who could develop. According to these new theories, 
those still deeply entrenched in the Native economy might actu-
ally experience hardship if they tried to use technologies without 
adopting fully the economic and social relationships ( especially 
labour relations) that needed to accompany them. Officials in 
the Department defined the potential beneficiaries of develop-
ment as those who lived on the boundary between the two 
economies. By transforming these people first, they would spread 
the front of the European economy deeper into the countryside, 
bringing ever greater numbers of peasants into contact with new 
ways, and spreading by example the economic and social knowl-
edge of development in conjunction with the technologies of 
development. Those who embraced this new approach implicitly 
advocated development less as a quick technological fix for the 
impoverished masses than as a tool suitable only for elites. 
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Surveying the Land: Western Societies for 
the Exploration of Palestine, 1865-1920 

MARKUS KIRCHHOFF 

Introduction: Palestine Studies and the Politics of Palestine-an Example 

In the course of the Paris peace negotiations in 1919-20, a sig-
nificant moment came for the findings accumulated from 
decades of research on Palestine, as discussion turned to the 
proposed future frontiers of 'Palestine' 1 as a new political and 
territorial entity. The British Prime Minister, David Lloyd 
George, made particular use of work on the historical geography 
and cartography of Palestine in the deliberations. Well-known 
for his recourse to the biblical formula 'from Dan to Beersheba' 
in response to the question of the future boundaries of the 
Palestinian entity under British auspices, Lloyd George was 
indeed determined to use the discourse of the historical geogra-
phy of the Holy Land as a source of legitimization. This emerges 
clearly from the minutes of an internal discussion of the British 
delegation at the peace conference. In that meeting, held on 10 

September 1919,2 two works by the Scottish theologian George 
Adam Smith played a key role: his widely popular Atlas of the 
Historical Geography of the Holy Land and the highly successful The 
Historical Geography of the Holy Land, first published in 1894, which 
had gone through twenty-five printings by 1931.3 Although this 
book has a distinctive and unmistakable individual voice, it is 
Trans. by William Templer. 

1 As I intend to show, the concept of'Palestine' is a social construct based on historical 
and biblical geography. Given this, Palestine will appear below without quotation marks. 

2 Public Record Office (hereafter PRO)/CAB 21h53, quoted in the following accord-
ing to Doreen Ingrams (ed.), Palestine Papers 1917-1922: Seeds efCoriflict (New York, 1977), 
75-8. 

3 Robin Butlin, 'George Adam Smith and the Historical Geography of the Holy 
Land: Contents, Contexts and Connections', Journal ef Historical GeograpJry, 14/ 4 (1988), 
381-404. 
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closely bound up with the findings of general Palestine research 
over the preceding decades, especially in its institutional form. 
This applies even more to Smith's atlas, which was based largely 
on the survey work of the Palestine Exploration Fund (founded 
1865) and the twenty-six maps issued by this organization as its 
Map of Western Palestine.4 This large project to compile a compre-
hensive cartography of Palestine conducted in the 1870s will be 
dealt with in greater detail below. 

In the above-mentioned discussion on the future shape of 
Palestine, British government representatives and leading mili-
tary figures generally paid tribute to biblical geography. Thus 
Lord Allenby reported at the beginning of these deliberations 
that a locality called Banias had been identified as the ancient 
Dan and had been recognized as such by the War Office.5 In an 
apparent bid to argue against competing French claims resulting 
from the secret wartime Sykes-Picot understanding (1916) on 
carving up territory in the Middle East, Lloyd George gave 
instructions that along with a map of this agreement, the follow-
ing should be sent from London to Paris: 'Adam Smith's Book 
on Palestine' as well as 'Adam Smith's Atlas (containing the 
boundaries of Palestine at different periods) ... He wanted a 
map showing what actually constituted Palestine. He was 
convinced that this would include Lake Tiberias. '6 Later docu-
ments show that Lloyd George was especially fascinated with the 
map in Smith's atlas indicating the frontiers of the kingdoms of 
David and Solomon. 7 

Following this internal British discussion, Smith's The Historical 
Geography of the Holy Land was actually used in Paris in February 
1920 as the basis for the tough negotiations between the British 

4 George Adam Smith, Atlas ef the Historical Geography ef the Ho{y Land. Prepared under 
the Direction ofJ. G. Bartholomew, [ ... ) Cartographer to the King, at the Edinburgh 
Geographical Institute (London, 1915). Smith refers to the importance of the Survey ef 
Western Palestine in the introduction: 'But the foundation of all the geography of the Holy 
Land are the Maps and memoirs of the Palestine Exploration Fund', p. vii. 

5 Ingrams (ed.), Palestine Papers, 75. 
6 Ibid. 76. 
7 See PRO/FO 972/84 Foreign Policy Document No. 83. Palestine and Transjordan: 

1914-1923, Oct. 1982,J. P. Bannerman, Research Department Note No. 23/I982, u: 
'Both the Prime Minister and Mr. Balfour talked in terms of a Palestine within the 
ancient limits of Dan to Beersheba, and throughout discussions at the Peace Conference 
on this issue, Mr. Lloyd George used as a basis Map No 34 (Palestine under David and 
Solomon) of Adam Smith's Atlas ef the Historical Geography ef the Ho{y Land.' 
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and the French on Palestine. This book, said Lloyd George to his 
French negotiating partners, 'had been written before the War, 
and, although the work of a theologian, was so accurate in 
matters of geography that it had been used by Lord Allenby 
during his campaign'. The publishers of Lloyd George's 
memoirs attributed such importance to this work that on the 
corresponding page, they inserted the marginal note: 
'Boundaries settlement by Scottish theologian.'8 And the discus-
sion did indeed return to this work. Lloyd George was in any 
case only prepared to accept the mandate for a 'real Palestine, 
the Palestine of ancient history'. 9 In his eyes, the real Palestine 
had to be an undivided one, an argument grounded on historical 
geography, for which the Bible represented a veritable title deed. 
The French side did not seem able to ignore this line of reason-
ing. In order to reject Zionist demands that appeared to him 
exaggerated, the French representative, Berthelot, stated 'that 
the historic boundaries of Palestine had never extended beyond 
Dan and Beersheba and he was quite prepared to recommend to 
his Government that these should be recognised as the correct 
boundaries' .10 In the end, one of George Adam Smith's maps 
was recognized as a fair delimitation of the boundaries of 
Palestine. 11 

This is probably the clearest example of a nexus between 
scientific research on Palestine and Great Power politics. Yet one 
cannot postulate a causal relation between research and ambitions 
to grab territory or establish dominance there. In terms of the 
history of culture and mentality, 'Palestine Studies' was part of 
the broader framework of Western relations with the Holy Land. 
Its goal was systematic knowledge of the land by means of 
archaeology, geography, cartography, geology, ethnography, 
and an array of other disciplines, including meteorology and 
botany. The aim was not colonization, later a distinctive feature 
of the encounter with the land in practical Zionism. And while 

8 David Lloyd George, The Truth about the Peace Treaties (London, 1938), ii. 1176. For 
the reference to the Lloyd George memoirs, I am indebted to Gordon C. Smith, 'The 
Geography and Natural Resources of Palestine as Seen by British Writers in the 
Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Century', in Moshe Ma'oz (ed.), Studies on Palestine 
During the Otroman Period (Jerusalem, 1975), 8,-100, 98. 

9 Lloyd George, Truth about the Peace Treaties, 1177. 
10 Ibid. 1180. 
11 Ibid. 1181. 
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the vision of political Zionism as espoused after 1896 by Herzl 
was orientated to the future, interest in the scientific exploration 
of the land was largely geared to Palestine's past, in particular, as 
the land of the Bible. In the nineteenth century, the ancient 
Orient became an object of great fascination for Europe, and in 
the case of Palestine, there was the added dimension of scholarly 
interest in the Bible and in Christology. Depending on the indi-
vidual instance, this interest in archaeology and historical geog-
raphy could be secular, religious, or an amalgam of the two. 

The institutionalization of research on Palestine in the last third 
of the nineteenth century marked a new stage in Western inter-
est in the Holy Land. The knowledge of historical Palestine now 
required made necessary large-scale, ambitious studies, corre-
sponding logistics, and adequate funding. Initially, such financial 
support could be provided only by metropolitan organizations. 
Any list of such institutions would have to be topped by the 
Palestine Exploration Fund (PEF), founded in London in 1865. 
This association was not only the first of its kind, but the most 
important. It was deliberately conceived as a public fund to 
locate and raise finance for its large research programme. 
Immediately after it was established, the PEF conducted impor-
tant archaeological excavations, especially in Jerusalem. It 
gained renown through its team-based survey work, which 
produced cartographic works that met the highest European 
standards. The PEF became a model that led to the founding of 
a number of similar European and American institutions. One of 
these was the short-lived American Palestine Exploration Society 
(PES, 1870-7) based in New York. Far more successful was the 
German Association for Palestine Exploration, founded in 1877 
and based in Leipzig (see below). And even the Russian Imperial 
Orthodox Palestine Society, established in 1882, declared 
research on Palestine to be one of its chief tasks. Yet this Russian 
society's principal concern was to support Russian pilgrims and 
promote Russian Orthodoxy in the Holy Land. 12 The École 
Biblique, originally established by Dominicans inJerusalem in 
1890, not as a French institution but as a French-speaking one, 

12 See Theofanis George Stavrou, Russian Interests in Palestine, z882-z9z4: A Stutfy ef 
Religious and Educational Enterprise (Thessaloniki, 1963); Derek Hopwood, The Russian 
Presence in Syria and Palestine z84:rz9z4: Church and Politics in the Near East (Oxford, 1969), 
96-158. 
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can be regarded as a response by the Catholic Church to the 
archaeological work in Palestine, which until then had largely 
been Protestant in affiliation. 

A number of other similar organizations entered on the scene. 
Larger societies such as the Deutsche Orientgesellschaft (founded in 
1898) or the American School(s) of Oriental Research (1900) also 
undertook research in Palestine. Growing Jewish interest in 
conducting excavations was expressed just before the First World 
War in the founding of the Jewish Palestine Exploration 
Society13 injerusalem. 

Contexts: The lnformal European Empire in the Middle East, the 
Rediscovery of Palestine, and Palestine Exploration 

The discipline of Palestine Studies, as described here, was territo-
rial in the narrower and wider sense. It had a certain 'imperial' 
tinge, since these researches centred on a non-European area 
under Ottoman rule. Diplomacy and Europe's 'informal empire' 
in the Middle East provided the political-historical context for 
the exploration of Palestine. Omitting detail, a recapitulation of 
some major events and developments will suffice to outline the 
framework in this respect. The Ottoman Empire, whose nominal 
independence and integrity Britain in particular tried to main-
tain as a bulwark against penetration by Tsarist Russia, was 
being drawn ever more into the sphere of European diplomacy. 
In 1856, it was even 'admitted to participate in the advantages of 
the public law and system (concert) of Europe' .14 At the same 
time, however, Ottoman financial and military dependence on 
Europe became more central in the Eastern Question. In 
connection with research on Palestine, the Crimean War marks 
a milestone: now more than before, as allies in that war against 
Russia, England and France were able to count on the Ottoman 
authorities being favourably disposed toward such enquiry. Of 
course, alliances did not prevent the increasing presence and 
domination of Europe in areas proximate to Palestine. It suffices 
to recall here the French intervention in Lebanon in 1860, the 

13 See [entry] 'Israel Exploration Society', in Encyclopo,edia]udaica Oerusalem, 1971), ix. 
rn60-1. The founding date given there is 1914. 

14 A L. Madie, The Eastern Qyestion q74-1923 (rev. edn.; London, 1996), rn7. 
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British annexation of Cyprus in 1878, and the British occupation 
of Egypt in 1882-expressions of Britain's well-known imperial 
designs as a naval power. 

The many-sided 'rediscovery' of Palestine entered a more 
intensive phase in the second third of the nineteenth century. 
True, after landing in Egypt in 1798, Napoleon and his troops 
had penetrated to the gates of Acre, but they had been repulsed 
there by Ottoman units bolstered by British aid. Later often crit-
icized for his lapse, Napoleon had ignoredJerusalem, strategy 
trumping religious sentiment. The conquest of Syria by the 
Egyptian military under Mehmed Ali (1831-40) provided an 
important point of departure for a European presence in 
Palestine, especially because the Egyptian ruler, friendly to 
modernization, opened up the country to Western influences. 
This period is marked by a rise in political and religious interest. 
After Palestine had become an arena for Protestant missionary 
activity earlier on, a joint British-Prussian diocese was estab-
lished inJerusalem for the first time in 1841. Britain had already 
led the way in setting up a consulate inJerusalem in 1838, and 
most of the European Great Powers soon followed suit in the 
decade thereafter. The dispute between the Roman Catholic 
and Orthodox Churches over rights to Christian holy sites 
underscored Europe's growing interest in Palestine and the 
possible consequences of events in the Holy Land. That dispute 
broadened into a French-Russian conflict and provided the 
tinder box for the Crimean War. Four decades later, as part of 
its Weltpolitik, Germany had become most interested in the 
Ottoman Empire as a field of economic expansion. When in 
1898 the German Kaiser, accompanied by a huge entourage, 
undertook a prestigious, yet pompous trip to the Holy Land, this 
was regarded with mistrust in various European capitals. 

Alongside religious, economic, and strategic interests, the 
exploration of Palestine represented one of the forms of growing 
Western penetration of the region. In terms of the history of 
science, the initial tone of modern Palestine Studies was set by 
the Protestant perspective on the Holy Land. The 'Bible coun-
tries' in particular, that is, Britain, the USA, and Germany, each 
in their own distinct manner, injected new energy and ideas into 
the intellectual encounter with the Holy Land. Right from the 
early years of Protestantism, Luther had opposed the whole busi-
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ness of pilgrimages. Also, in Palestine, there was no separate 
Protestant tradition of holy places-rather, those sites were 
under the recognized authority of the Roman Catholic or 
Orthodox Churches. In this context Luther's emphatic sola scrip-
tura is important: the exclusive or predominant concentration on 
Scripture brought Protestantism on to a collision course with the 
tradition of the Church fathers and papal doctrine. As a rule, 
Protestants were better versed in the Bible, especially the Old 
Testament, whose study Rome tended to leave to the clerics 
rather than open to the flock of simple believers. The specific 
Protestant criticism of the formation of religious legend and the 
fascination with the Old Testament were part of the ambience 
when the actual Palestine was discovered. The new impetus was 
most clearly expressed in the words of Edward Robinson, an 
American theologian who visited Palestine in 1838. Robinson 
wrote about the generations of pilgrims and travellers before 
him: 
[Very] few of the travellers have ventured to depart from the general 
authority of their monastic guides. . . . Whoever has had occasion to 
look into these matters for himself, will not be slow to admit, that the 
views here expressed are in no degree overcharged. It follows from 
them,-and this is the point to which I would particularly direct the 
reader's attention,-that all ecdesiastical tradition respecting the ancient places 
in and around Jerusalem and througlwut Palestine, IS OF NO VALUE, except 
so far as it is supported by circumstances known to us from the Scriptures, or from 
other cotemporary [sic] testimony. 15 

Explorers in the Enlightenment, such as Carsten Niebuhr, 
had shown little appreciation of, or understanding of, the tradi-
tional Christian attitudes to the holy places. Generations of 
aesthetes and classicists preferred Greece as the classic land of 
identification for the West. Progressive Protestants now saw it as 
their obligation to redefine the importance of Palestine for the 
West. Robinson's iconoclastic zeal, directed against Latin tradi-
tion, was an expression of this new spirit now in the Protestant 
air. His Biblical Researches, a travel account which was soon 
regarded as a standard work, was conceived as a new beginning, 

15 Edward Robinson, Biblical Researches in Palestine, and in the At!jacent Regions: A Journal ef 
Travels in the rear 1838 (2nd edn.; London, 1860), 253, emphasis in original. Excerpts also 
printed in Robert T. Handy (ed.), Tlze Hol,y Land in American Protestant life 1800--1948: A 
Documentary History (New York, 1981), 25---:36, for relevant quotation see 33-4. 
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ready to sweep away centuries of Christian tradition on this 
question. 

The Palestine Exploration Fund-Programme and Practice 

The PEF seized on this new approach. Among its initiators were 
men of encyclopaedic bent like George Grove, editor of Grove's 
Dictionary of Music and Musicians, and also the author of articles on 
biblical studies. He put forward certain new, even controversial, 
theories about localities in Palestine, especially concerning the 
location of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre and the history of 
the Temple Mount. Thanks to his numerous contacts, he was 
able to assemble a distinguished founding committee for the 
PEF. In 1865 it consisted of seventy-one members, including 
prominent members of London society, such as representatives 
of the aristocracy, the Church, science, politics, and the mili-
tary.16 Quite intentionally, the committee had decided on the 
form of a fund: its primary aim was to present its extensive 
programme as something that concerned a broad public. In the 
first three years of its activity, the PEF attracted 1,150 
subscribers. Most paid their annual dues, some contributed 
much more. Along with individuals, a number of institutional 
subscribers soon signed on, among them the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science, the Society of Antiquaries, 
Oxford and Cambridge Universities, the Grand Lodge of 
Freemasons, the Merchant Taylors Company, the Syria 
Improvement Committee, and others. Local branches of the 
PEF were set up in several cities. 1 7 

An instructive source for the aims and self-presentation of the 
ambitious project is the documentation of the first, well-attended 
meeting of the PEF in Willis's Rooms, StJames's, London, on 
22 June 1865. A research plan was formulated on a scale 
unmatched by any other organization in Palestine research. The 
Archbishop of York had agreed to serve as chairman of the PEF. 

16 V. D. Lipman, 'The Origins of the Palestine Exploration Fund', Pakstiw Exploration 
Journal Gan.-June 1988), 45-54. 

17 Extracts from the Report of the Public Meeting Held at Willis's Rooms, II June 
1868, in PEF (ed.), Proceedings and Notes 186!]1869 (n.p.). The Proceedings and Notes from the 
years 1865-9, originally published individually, are stored in bound form in the PEF 
archive. 
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His inaugural address expressed the sacred and scientific charac-
ter of the endeavour: 

My Lords, Ladies, and Gentlemen ... It has been thought by many 
persons interested in science and history, and especially in sacred 
history, that the state of our knowledge of Palestine, in spite of all that 
has been done, is very far from what it ought to be ... [There] can be 
no doubt that an accurate examination and a better knowledge of the 
Holy Land would throw a light on many important parts of the sacred 
text. (Hear, hear). 18 

The Bible itself was declared a fundamental focus of interest. 
In order to gather together people with differing views to work to 
further this end, it was essential 'that our object is strictly an 
inductive inquiry. We are not to be a religious society; we are 
not to launch in any controversy; we are about to apply the rules 
of science.' 19 There had, indeed, been speculative disputes about 
the historical authenticity of certain sites in Jerusalem, and these 
had also come to the attention of an interested public. Research 
on Palestine was now to be a national and religious task carried 
out by scientific means. Given such a noble purpose, the arch-
bishop was the first choice to inform those in attendance that 
Queen Victoria had become patron of the fund. And the arch-
bishop described the endeavour as a kind of sacred religious 
trust: 

This country of Palestine belongs to you and to me, it is essentially ours. 
It was given to the Father of Israel in the words: 'Walk through the 
land in the length of it, and in the breadth of it, for I will give it unto 
thee.' We mean to walk through Palestine in the length and in the 
breadth of it, because that land has been given unto us . . . [It] is the 
land to which we may look with as true a patriotism as we do to this 
dear old England, which we love so much. (Cheers)20 

Taken literally, in its invocation of Genesis 13: 17, this was a 
claim to proprietorship. It was not a call for a repeat perform-
ance of the crusades in a literal sense. Ambiguously, a common 
discourse in the nineteenth century spoke of Europe undertaking 

18 Report of the Proceedings at a Public Meeting Held in Willis's Rooms, StJames's, 
on Friday, 22June 1865, in PEF (ed.), Proceedings and Not.es 1865, 3~3, 3. 

19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 4· 
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a 'peaceful crusade' in Palestine.21 But in reality-and this is 
why these words should not be underestimated-they reflected 
Britain's special identification with the land of the Bible. The 
metaphorical occupation of the Holy Land was a highly 
pronounced feature, specifically in Anglo-Saxon Protestantism. 22 

Just a few decades previously, that attitude had been purely 
mental and abstract. Now here was an opportunity to make the 
divine word literal reality. From text to deed, from mental image 
(or 'mental mapping', to use a current term) to actual land 
surveying--that was the task as formulated here. And although, 
or perhaps precisely because, the country was to be surveyed in a 
secular manner, there was an explicit element of the practical 
transposition of the religious into something patriotic, tethered to 
the rhetoric of 'my country' and its national interests. Thus the 
secular concept of 'Palestine' was infused with national-religious 
connotations. 

Following the archbishop, who also spoke of the special inter-
est the Church had in strengthening religious belief through 
research on the Holy Land, a number of secular PEF members 
ascended the rostrum. The list is impressive, and reflects the 
archaeological, geographic-imperial, and diplomatic establish-
ment of Britain in the Victorian era. Henry Austen Layard, the 
prominent archaeologist in excavations in Mesopotamia, and at 
the time an MP, accorded the archaeology of Palestine an 
important role in strengthening religious identity and deepening 
understanding of Western civilization. The anticipated findings 
of excavations could help to 'throw light upon the history, 
manners, and civilisation of the Jews'. Clearly articulated here is 
the special bond with ancient Israel, 'the history of that most 
remarkable people, with whom our own faith and the history of 
all civilized nations is so intimately connected'. 23 Layard under-
scored the urgency of this task by noting that the French govern-
ment had always been more inclined than the British to finance 

21 Titus Tobler, a Swiss researcher on Palestine and bibliographer, noted in 1865/68: 
'Der friedliche Kreuzzug hat begonnen. Jerusalem muss unser werden.' (The peaceful 
crusade has begun.Jerusalem must become ours.) Quoted in Alex Carmel, "'.Jerusalem 
muss unser werden": Titus Tobler und der "Christenstaat'", in Reiko Haumann (ed.), 
Der Traum von Israel· Die Urspriinge des modemen ,<,ionismus (Weinheim, 1998), 65-88, at 65. 

22 Barbara W. Tuchman, Bible and Sword: England and Palestineftom the Bronze Age to 
Balfour (New York, 1956). 

23 PEF, Proceedings and .Notes 1865, 6. 
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excavations. However, at the same time he pointed to the good 
diplomatic relations between Britain and the Ottoman Empire. 
Lord Stratford de Redcliffe, influential former British ambassa-
dor to the Sublime Porte, was a member of the PEF 'who 
obtained from the Sultan the firman [permit] which secured the 
British nation the collection of Assyrian monuments now in the 
British Museum'. Based on his own experience, he was also 
convinced that the working classes were interested in archaeol-
ogy: 'if there is any subject in which the working man takes an 
interest, it is one connected with the illustration of the Holy 
Scriptures. '24 So Layard did not find it disturbing that the British 
government, 'leaving such things, as usual, to private enter-
prise', 25 would probably not be providing any financial backing. 
As will be shown below, there was, in fact, some clandestine state 
support for the cartographic survey of Palestine. 

Sir Roderick Murchison, head of the Royal Geographic 
Society, had been persuaded to join the committee of the PEF 
as the representative for geographical questions. Through 
Murchison, the 'Scientist of Empire', 26 contacts were forged 
with the most important geographical agency of the Empire. 
Those ties would prove valuable on numerous occasions, espe-
cially in the form of financial support. Other members of the 
committee encouraged more research on geology and the local 
population-significantly, not as a topic of general scientific and 
ethnographic interest, but in order to provide a better under-
standing of the Bible. Thus the idea of enquiry relating to bibli-
cal geography was part of the picture, as was the view that 
knowledge of the land's present inhabitants would permit schol-
ars to draw conclusions about biblical times. 

The PEF had a definite sense of just how significant selected 
aspects of classical antiquity were for Western identity. Indeed, it 
was not unrealistic to assert that Palestine had been neglected as 
a reference point for enlightened Western identification, espe-
cially in comparison with classical Greece: 'educated men know 
so much of Athens, and so little of Jerusalem. But we hope that 
the existence of this society will cause it to come home some 

24 Ibid. 7. 
25 Ibid. 8. 
26 Robert A. Stafford, Scientist ef Empire: Sir Roderick Murchison, Scientific Exploration and 

Victorian Imperialism (Cambridge, 1989). 
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day', the committee noted. 27 The land of the Bible was to be 
elevated to that pre-eminent cultural rung that had been 
ascribed to the 'classical' lands since the Renaissance, 
Enlightenment, and the Romantic period. The PEF's aim thus 
was to promote an intellectual affinity for 'Jerusalem', at the 
same level as the widespread Graecophile attitude toward 
'Athens'.28 

Virtually simultaneously with its founding, the PEF had begun 
to commission research projects in Palestine. The early basic 
research sponsored by the PEF there was carried out in the main 
by Royal Engineers made available by the War Office. By dint 
of their training, military engineers were particularly well suited 
to the technical side of cartography in the field and archaeologi-
cal exploration. Initially scientific amateurs, they generally 
worked with a selected canon of historical literature regarded as 
valid, and with which they compared their new findings. 
Military engineers such as Warren, Wilson, Conder, and 
Horatio Herbert Kitchener (later 'Kitchener of Khartoum' and 
War Minister in the First World War) thus contributed publica-
tions to the discipline of Palestine Studies, as did scholars. By the 
First World War, the PEF had published sixty volumes and thir-
teen cartographic works along with its periodical Quarterly 
Statements. 29 

Yet this success is somewhat delusive, since the entire under-
taking was often threatened with collapse. For example, Charles 
Warren, a Royal Engineer who conducted excavations in 
Jerusalem after the PEF was founded, complained of a lack of 
equipment and money. Reality was to show that public appear-
ances and heart-rending appeals were not enough. It was neces-
sary to ·professionalize and streamline the management of the 
PEF through a small executive committee, and to secure suffi-
cient funds. Once these prerequisites were met, as in the PEF's 
heyday after 1870, its performance was impressive. At times, the 

27 PEF, Proceedings and Notes 1865, 21. 
28 On Western perceptions of Greece see Martin Bernal, 'The Image of Ancient 

Greece as a Tool for Colonialism and European Hegemony', in George Clement Bond 
and Angela Giliam (eds.), Social Construction ef the Past: Representation as Power (London, 
1994), n9-27. 

29 Not including new editions, see 'PEF /Bibliography of the Palestine Exploration 
Fund', compiled by Rupert Chapman (1990, revised 1996; unpublished). In addition, the 
researchers involved published numerous studies elsewhere. 
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excellent contacts it maintained with the British Foreign Office 
and War Office proved decisive.30 

Other Institutions and Profiles of Research on Palestine 

A brief examination of other institutions will throw light on the 
specific profiles of additional enquiries on Palestine. The 
(American) Palestine Exploration Society (PES) had a pro-
nounced religious orientation. The society was founded in New 
York in 1870, and most of its committee members were theolo-
gians and clerics. It was headed by the churchman Jos. P. 
Thompson, while Howard Crosby, theologian and chancellor of 
New York University, served as secretary. In the first three years 
of its existence, the PES gained 360 subscribers, some 250 of 
whom were from New York.31 Significantly, they included a 
number of Sunday Schools. 32 

While their programme clearly took its cue from the British 
example, the American PES sounded a militant tone in its 
approach to biblical research. The PEF in London spoke of 
'illustrating the Bible' as its principal objective, but its counter-
part in New York championed the 'defense of the Bible': 

The work proposed by the Palestine Exploration Society appeals to the 
religious sentiment alike of the Christian and theJew ... its supreme 
importance is for the illustration and defense of the Bible. Modern 
skepticism assails the Bible at the point of reality, the question of fact. 
Hence whatever goes to verify the Bible history as real, in time, place, 
and circumstances, is a refutation of unbelie£ 33 

However, this committee was not professional enough to initi-
ate truly significant investigation. It was of little use merely 'to 
recall Americans to their duty in a field where their own coun-
trymen were pioneers, and where American scholarship and 
enterprise have won such distinguished merit', as Dr Thompson 

30 See the notes of the committee, PEF/MIN 1 (18651 6). 
31 Palestine Exploration Society (ed.), Second Statement (New York, 1873), see the list 

after p. 76. Contributions ranged from $10 to $500. Between 1871 and 1877, four such 
statements appeared, containing learned contributions, news, and announcements. 

32 See also 'List of Subscribers', PES, Third Sto.tement (New York, 1875), 143-8. 
33 'Concluding Appeal', PES, First Statement (New York, 1871), 34-6. 
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put it with reference to Edward Robinson. However, plans at the 
start were quite promising. In accordance with an agreement 
with the British PEF, which had expressly welcomed the found-
ing of an American sister organization, the PES was to take over 
the exploration of the areas east of the Jordan River and thus 
supplement the survey of Western Palestine. But the expeditions 
in 1873 and 1875, undertaken with the help of their own local 
committee made up of representatives from the American 
colony in Beirut, and employing surveyors trained by the mili-
tary, produced only inferior maps. After their publication, the 
PES disbanded in 1877.34 Better logistics were required to 
advance American research on Palestine successfully, as was the 
case after 1900 in the illustrious work of the American School(s) 
of Oriental Research in Jerusalem (ASOR), which gained the 
support of more than fifty American and Canadian institutions 
(mainly universities and theological seminaries), and represented 
Protestants, Jews, and Catholics of liberal and fundamentalist 
orientation alike. 35 

The German Association for Palestine Exploration (Deutscher 
Verein zur Eiforschung Palästinas), also known as the German 
Palestine Association (Deutscher Paliistinaverein, DPV), was founded 
in 1877, with its seat in Leipzig. Its approach was characterized 
by scientific exactitude. The DPV's founders viewed the role 
which Germany had previously played in this field as secondary. 
Though German scholars had travelled to Syria, 36 no large-scale 
funding had been available for serious research. Thus scientists 
had largely been dependent on the research findings of scholars 
from other countries. Now the Germans would enter the 
exploratory fray directly, with expeditions of their own. The 
initiators, Zimmermann, Socin, and Kautzsch, were soon able to 
point to prominent champions of the idea, including Legation 
Secretary Baron von Alten, the Leipzig publisher Baedeker, the 

34 Warren J. Moulton, 'The American Palestine Exploration Society', Annual ef the 
American Schoolr <if Oriental Research, 8 (1926,), 55,8. 

35 See Neil Asher Silberman, Diggingfor God and Country: Exploration, Archeology and the 
Secret Strogglejor the Ho(y Land 179g-1917 (New York, 1982), li1-9; Handy (ed.), 7he Ho(y 
Land in American Protestant Life, 48-51. 

36 Such as Burckhardt, Prokesch von Osten, Schubert, Tobler, Strauss, Wolff, 
Fallmerayer, and Wetzstein. On most of these and others, see Haim Goren, 'Go View the 
Land': German Study ef Palestine in the Nineteenth Century (Jerusalem, 1999 [Heb.]); in German 
trans., id., ',<,ieht hin und eiforscht das Land': Die deutsche Palastina-Forschung im 19. Jahrhundert 
(Gottingen, 2003). 



Societies for the Exploration of Palestine 163 

eminent cartographer Kiepert, and Field Marshal Graf von 
Moltke. Also useful were its close contacts with the oldest 
German institution for Oriental research, the German Oriental 
Society (Deutsche Morgenländische Gesellschafl). In terms of numbers, 
it never grew into a really large organization. Yet by constant 
work, the committee managed to interest a circle of paying 
members, and also received funding from the government. 
There were some 230 members in 1878, the most prominent of 
them the German emperor. On the basis of its membership rolls, 
the DPV can be described as a German-speaking scholarly soci-
ety, non-denominational (though Protestant-dominated), and 
open to international contacts.37 

The DPV believed that the now demonstrably reinforced 
presence of a newly united Germany in the Levant would 
provide a favourable basis for research in the field. Along with 
their own excursions, they sought ties with the German commu-
nity resident in Palestine. 38 This consisted mainly of a small 
number of Germans in Jerusalem and the so-called Templers, 
settlers who had migrated from southern Germany to Palestine 
and founded agricultural settlements. These provided the first 
modern demonstration that the country could be colonized by 
establishing agriculturally based communities. 

As was customary for such scientific societies, associations, 
and foundations, the DPV maintained ties with the German 
government via the Royal Prussian Ministry of Culture.39 The 
ministry supported the association with small annual contribu-
tions. Its expedition fund, to which the Austrian emperor also 
contributed, was granted significant sums from time to time. For 
the DPV as well, Jerusalem was initially the most fascinating 
arena for excavations, which began with work on the southern 
slope of the Temple Mount. It also had excavation sites in 
ancient Samaria. After helping to financing small-scale research 
projects, the DPV expanded its activities in the decades that 
followed. 

37 Among itsJewish members were scholars such as the Orientalist Ignac Golclziher 
(Budapest University), the historian Heinrich Graetz (Breslau), and Dr A. Berliner from 
the Rabbinical Seminary in Berlin. 

38 See the statutes in ,?,eitschrift des DeuJschen Paliistina-Vereins, 1 (1878), end of the volume. 
39 Geheimes Staatsarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz Berlin (henceforth cited as 

GStPK), I. HA Rep 76, Ve, Sekt. 1, pt. 1, no. n, vol. 1, Acta betreffend den deutschen 
Verein zur Erforschung Palastinas ... von August 1878 bisJuni 1904. 
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As mentioned above, this new research constituted a challenge 
to the older-established Catholic position, which was dead set 
against the historical-critical method. In the Holy Land itself, 
this meant acting to preserve the tradition of the holy places 
(even today, the Franciscans style themselves the 'custodians of 
the Holy Land'). The French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs, 
renowned for his theories on collective memory, investigated the 
traditional 'legendary' topography related to individual sites. 
Among other sources, Halbwachs utilized the work of the 
Dominicans Hugues Vincent and Felix-Marie Abel.40 This work 
by the two monks represented the Catholic Church's openness 
to an approach through which tradition (as 'collective memory') 
could be frankly but carefully compared with the new findings. 
This late Catholic shift was institutionally anchored within the 
École Pratique des Etudes Bibliques. This institute, founded by 
the Dominican Marie Joseph Lagrange injerusalem in 1890, can 
be regarded as an attempt to absorb impulses from Protestant 
Bible studies into Roman Catholic biblical scholarship, and to 
make use of them. The aim was to further exegesis by means of 
its own historical, geographical, and archaeological research. 
Yet, for Lagrange, the historical-critical approach was not justi-
fied without dogmatic reflection, linking new results back to 
traditional Catholic positions. The Dominicans conducting 
research injerusalem none the less found themselves in a diffi-
cult situation. Although the founding of the École Biblique in 
Jerusalem had initially been welcomed by Pope Leo XIII, after 
the turn of the century Rome condemned any form of 
'modernism'. Père Lagrange, whose theory of sources differed 
from the official view on authorship of the Pentateuch, was 
forced to withdraw his approach. 41 Through its publication 
series, the École Biblique continued to represent Catholic bibli-
cal studies on the exploration of Palestine. In 1920 this institution 
was recognized by the French government as the École 
Francaise Archeologique de Jerusalem. 42 

40 Maurice Halbwachs, La Topographie legendaire des evangiles en Terre Sainte: elude de 
memoire collectwe (2nd edn.; Paris, 1971; 1st edn. 1941). 

41 Hans Joachim Kraus, Geschichte der historisch-kritischen Eiforschung des Allen Testaments 
(2nd rev. edn.; Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1969), 290-4. 

42 New Catholic Encyclopedia (San Francisco, 1967), v. 41-3. 
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The Imperialism of Scientific Exploration of Palestine 

The institutionalized exploration of Palestine, with its array of 
new impulses and possibilities, made significant contributions to 
new knowledge of the geography, history, and present situation 
of the country. From the standpoint of a conventional histori-
ography of science, focusing on the progress made in given disci-
plines, it is clear that the publications of the various associations 
in the nineteenth century are a veritable treasury of knowledge 
about specialized research problems. Much of the work, espe-
cially the descriptive studies, still provides useful sources today.43 

Thus it may at first glance seem totally unwarranted to raise the 
question of the possible imperial character of research on 
Palestine. 

Yet if we seek to establish critically just what components of 
this research endeavour were imperial, a number of questions 
are relevant. What was the territorial extent of Western archae-
ology in the Holy Land? What significance did archaeological 
and geographical findings have for collective memory and the 
identity of Western civilization? What were the geographical and 
strategic-imperial interests of the governments involved? In what 
way did interests overlap? How did one legitimate the other? 

While archaeological finds generated excitement and interest, 
and the great national museums that competed for representa-
tive collections of antiquities enjoyed great popularity, it appears 
that only few contemporaries considered it problematic that (a) 
these excavations were being conducted in foreign countries, and 
(b) the finds were quite naturally being transported back to 
Europe as national property, until regulations on antiquities 
were introduced by the 'donating' governments. The poorly 
developed interest in antiquities among the local population 
contrasted with Western knowledge about ancient cultures, in 
this way legitimizing European dominance. In a debate on the 
continuing British occupation of Egypt, Arthur Balfour claimed, 

43 Thus a first description of the Azazime Bedouin and their region (by Tawfik 
Canaan), based on field research in 1915-16 and 1917 and published in the ,?,eitschrifl des 
Deutschert Paliistina-Vereins, 51 (1928), was recently published for the first time in English 
translation by The Arab World Geographer, 2/ 4 (1999), 305-20 as an important descriptive 
contribution to the geography of the Negeb Bedouin. 
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in a speech to the House of Commons in 1910, that the British 
now had a picture of Egypt's entire history: 'We know the civi-
lization of Egypt better than we know the civilization of any 
other country. We know it further back, we know it more inti-
mately, we know more about it.'44 By and large, researchers on 
Palestine kept their political views to themselves. None the less, it 
was a widely shared view that with the demise of the Ottoman 
Empire, a new order was looming in the Levant, one in which 
the West would, of course, play a key role.45 

The relations between Europe and the Ottoman Empire 
impinged directly on excavation activity in Palestine; it was 
customary for the Ottoman government to issue afirman (permit) 
in response to such requests. But these permits did not allow any 
excavations which might disturb the peace between the religious 
communities. In the face of the internal Christian dispute over 
the holy places that had expanded into a European conflict, this 
position taken by the Sublime Porte was completely justified. 
Thus the firman issued by the Ottomans to the PEF excavators in 
Palestine specified that their activities must not off end the feel-
ings and sensibilities of local believers, no matter what their reli-
gion. In practical terms, this excluded digs directly at sacred 
sites. Yet it was the holy place most problematic in this respect, 
the Haram-as-Sharif (or Temple Mount), which attracted the 
greatest interest among excavators in Jerusalem. Charles 
Warren, one of the leading PEF archaeologists, got around the 
regulations by digging shafts at a certain distance from the wall. 
Through these shafts he then proceeded to descend some eighty 
feet, down to the foundation walls and the internal areas, 
extending to beneath the Dome of the Rock. John MacGregor, 
alias the Scottish adventurer Rob Roy, who paid a visit to 
Warren's excavations in Jerusalem, reported in The Times on 
fifty-two such shafts. In one of them, an American woman, 
sitting in a chair, had been lowered in order to inspect ancient 

44 Quoted in Edward W. Said, Orientalism: Western Concepts efthe Orient (repr. London, 
1995), 32. 

45 See e.g. Claude R. Conder, Ten/ Work in Pakstine: A Record ef Discovery and Adventure, 
publ. for the Committee of the Palestine Exploration Fund (one-vol. edn.; London, 1885), 
387. Conder hoped for a state 'whose alliance might be of the highest value to England 
and Europe generally'. The best way to serve the most diverse interests in the 'Holy 
Land' was 'not by annexation or colonisation, but by the building up of a strong friendly 
intelligent native state, and a wise honest government in the place of a decrepit tyranny'. 
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markings at the foot of the walls (several PEF publications 
contain a pictorial representation of this descent). It was obvious 
to Rob Roy that religious sensibilities had been affected: 

What management and diplomacy had to be used to open a shaft in 
such a place! Nor can we wonder that the Turk should refuse a 
stranger leave to dig quite close to his cherished sanctum. Even the Dean 
of Westminster, so valuable a co-operator on the committee of the 
Palestine Exploration Fund, would be reluctant to allow a Turkish offi-
cer of Engineers to dig by the east buttresses of Westminster Abbey.46 

Since archaeology is never free from larger, more encompass-
ing discourses, and is frequently also a matter of public interest, 
researchers during this period often pressed for interesting, 
phenomenal discoveries. These initially were sought at sites 
densely infused with meaning-in some cases not only for the 
various Christian denominations, but for other religions as well. 
Thus it was not only the Muslims who opposed archaeological 
excavation at the Haram: the local Orthodox Jews were also 
ambivalent about archaeological digs inJerusalem. By contrast, 
many believing Christians considered the biblical narrative to be 
their 'own' story (and for certain Protestants, most specifically 
the Old Testament narratives). From that perspective, excava-
tions on Ottoman soil appeared legitimate, and part of the 'free-
dom' or 'equality of the religions' that European diplomacy was 
working to guarantee in the Ottoman Empire. 

In terms of discourse analysis, the Bible as a hegemonic text 
was so dominant in the archaeology of Palestine that initially it 
seemed almost inconceivable that there could be any 'Palestinian 
archaeology' in its own right. Textocentric approaches can also 
be found in other archaeologies of this era. Analogously, at 
about the same time, Schliemann saw Troy as a confirmation of 
Homer. The relationship between literature and archaeology, 
text and artefact, remains a complex problem. David G. 
Hogarth's Authority and Archaeology is a source reflecting contem-
porary perceptions: priority was accorded not only to the Bible, 
but also to other literary documents important for Western iden-
tity. In 1899, Hogarth, then director of the British School in 
Athens, clef ended reference to literary documents since 

46 "'Rob Roy" on the Works at Jerusalem', The Times, 5 Apr. 1869, in Palestine 
Exploration Fund Qyarter!J, Statements, 1 (1869), 17-23, at 20-1. 
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Archaeology, understood thus as the science of the treatment of the 
material documents of the human past, is concerned with only one, 
and ... not the most important, class of documents from which the life 
of past society is to be reconstituted .... As things stand at this day, 
material monuments take a place, important or unimportant, in the 
historian's reconstruction of the past according as they can be inter-
preted well or ill by comparison of the monuments ofletters.47 

On the basis of this Western 'logocentrism', archaeological 
findings functioned primarily as an actualization of texts 
regarded as central and significant to Western identity. 
Archaeology could be used in the Holy Land to promote various 
conservative, liberal, or even new positions. Thus, around the 
mid-century, French excavations in Palestine were geared to 
confirming and corroborating Catholic positions. This is true, 
for example, of the 1850-1 expedition under Louis-Felicien 
Caignart de Saulcy, strongly attacked by the 'enlightened' 
Renan for its incorrect guiding ideas. Notwithstanding this, de 
Saulcy was encouraged by Emperor Napoleon III to launch new 
excavations in 1863. Here it was apparently in the interests of 
French policy to instrumentalize archaeology in order to confirm 
France's role as a Catholic protecting power. 48 A view widely 
held among Protestants at the time, namely, that the Church of 
the Sepulchre in Jerusalem was not on the site of the actual 
grave of Jesus, sparked the search for a new site and the discov-
ery of the so-called garden tomb north of the Old City. Although 
the PEF, in accordance with its programme, wanted to keep its 
distance from such fundamentalist and religiously motivated 
enterprises, it gave substantial space in its journal to the discus-
sion on the question of sites. 49 The public was its main regular 
source of income, and was involved in determining the character 
of archaeological discourse. 

In the case of the PEF it is possible to demonstrate that 
research on Palestine attracted generous governmental support 
for projects with perceived strategic relevance. The modern 
cartography of Palestine, no matter how much it concentrated 

47 David G. Hogarth (ed.), Authori!J and Archaeology: Sacred and the Prqfane. Essays on the 
Relation qf Monuments to Biblical and Classical Literature (London, 1899), Prefatory, pp. 
xiii-xiv. 

48 See Silberman, Digging.for God and Country, 63,2. 
49 Sarah Kochav, 'The Search for the Protestant Holy Sepulchre: The Garden Tomb 

in Nineteenth-Century Jerusalem', Journal qf &clesiastical History, 46/2 (1995), 278--:301. 
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on the history of the country, was none the less territorial 
research. As Moscrop has noted: 'From its earliest foundation, 
PEF had contacts with the emerging intelligence services and 
acted as a cover for their intelligence-gathering.'50 Viewed from 
a purely strategic perspective, Palestine was potentially impor-
tant for the security of the Suez Canal. Seen in this way, the 
mapping of the country undertaken in the 1870s by a private, 
British learned society must have appeared as the most that 
could be attempted on the soil of the Ottoman Empire without 
provoking greater complications in the Eastern Question. 

The role of Royal Engineer Charles Wilson was significant 
here. The first surveyor employed by the PEF, he also, in 1870, 
founded and directed the Topographical Department of the War 
Office. This department systematically collected and collated 
geographical information, among other things on the increas-
ingly important region of the Middle East. In 1864-5, even 
before the founding of the PEF, Wilson had completed a carto-
graphic survey of Jerusalem, commissioned by philanthropic 
circles. On that same mission, he also travelled for the first time 
to Sinai, and prepared a sketch map of the area. Later, on behalf 
of the PEF, he travelled through Galilee, preparing cartographic 
sketches. Subsequently, a new survey of Sinai gave the invited 
civilian members of the PEF the opportunity to study the an-
tiquities and Arab population of the peninsula, while Wilson 
undertook a superb cartographic survey of the area for the 
Ordnance Survey. When Wilson took over direction of the 
Topographical Department, this coincided with the great decade 
of surveying, the era of the Survey of Western Palestine, published 
under the direction of Lt. Claude-Reignier Conder and Horatio 
Herbert Kitchener. The PEF officially covered the expenses of 
the military engineers, while the Ordnance Survey lent survey-
ing equipment and printed the maps. From its founding until the 
early 1880s, the PEF was thus 'an informal part of the British 
Empire'. 51 

After this phase of intensive contacts, there was another 
encounter on the eve of the First World War in the mapping of 
the 'Wilderness of Zin'. This area, the southern part of the 

50 John Moscrop, Measuring Jerusalem: 7he Palestine Exploration Fund and British Interests in 
the Ho!J Land (London, 2000), 218. 

51 Ibid. 220. 
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Negev desert, had not been covered by the surveys of Sinai and 
Western Palestine. But it bordered on an area under British rule 
after the Sublime Porte had been forced in 1906 to recognize an 
official administrative boundary with Egypt, extending from 
Rafa (near Gaza) to Taha on the Gulf of Akaba. In 1913, appar-
ently at the urging of Kitchener, now High Commissioner in 
Egypt, the War Office attempted to close this cartographic gap. 
There could of course be no mention of a military survey when 
dealing with the Ottoman authorities. But the Sublime Porte did 
give permission for an archaeological expedition under the 
direction of the PEF. Ultimately, under this guise, four military 
surveyors began work in the Negev in early 1914. As the War 
Office suggested, the PEF sent along archaeologists as well. On 
the advice of the British Museum, involving David George 
Hogarth, two men were chosen, at the time on excavations in 
Syria: Charles L. Woolley and Thomas Edward Lawrence. 52 

When the war broke out, the same Lawrence, who was then 
active for the War Office in the Arab Bureau (led by Hogarth) in 
Cairo and would later gain fame as 'Lawrence of Arabia', 
arranged for the results of the survey presented to the PEF to be 
kept secret. 

Maps, once published, can be used for any purpose deemed 
necessary. Thus it was not only the British General Staff who 
utilized the maps of the Survey of Western Palestine (which had also 
formed the basis for George Adam Smith's atlas used by 
Allenby) in the Great War-the German General Staff had 
reworked and supplemented these same maps for its purposes as 
well. Naturally, the German leadership was very interested in a 
DPV map, as yet unpublished, covering parts of the territory 
east of theJordan.53 

Along with this evident short-term military utility, the histori-
cally oriented maps of Palestine had a much more lasting signifi-
cance. As noted, the historical maps were of great practical 
interest to Lloyd George in Paris, but also to a wider public as 
well. One focus within Palestine research was an attempt to relo-
cate biblical place names on the soil of contemporary Palestine. 

52 Palestine Exploration Fund Archive, London: PEF /ZIN; J. Wilson, Lawrence of 
Arabia: The Authorised Biography ef T. E. Lawrence (London, 1989); Moscrop, Measuring 
Jerusalem, 198-213. 

53 GStPK, I. HA, Rep. 76, Ve, Sekt. 1, pt. 1, no. II, vol. 2 (DPV 1904-1935). 
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The underlying theory was that because of the similarity 
between Arabic and other Semitic languages, the indigenous 
Arab population had taken over the old Hebrew or Aramaic 
place names in an identical or modified form, preserving the 
root consonants. 54 Linguistic ethnology here had a geographical 
aim: to 'rediscover' hundreds of biblical place names. This 
motive was a factor when some 9,000 Arab place names were 
collected and translated into English in the course of work on the 
Survey of Western Palestine. Only 10 per cent of these names were of 
ancient origin, but these were especially interesting for Western 
researchers, since the supposition (only partially correct) was that 
by way of such identifications a large number of ancient histori-
cal sites could be recovered. 55 Thus biblical topography went 
through a kind of rebirth. What was involved here was a histori-
cizing, virtual territorialism. 

Zionists could build on this. In 1907 the Palastinakommission, a 
practically and scientifically orientated department of the Zionist 
Congress, was working on the publication of a Hebrew Palestine 
Wall-Map, intended especially for schools. This map was to be 
based on the Palestine wall-map by the eminent German cartog-
rapher (and member of the DPV) Heinrich Kiepert. The 
congress applauded cheerfully when it was announced that 
Hebrew place names would be entered on that map by well-
known Hebraists and Palestine geographers, and that the Jewish 
colonies would be inserted on that map in Palestine itself 56 

Modern research on nationalism now widely recognizes that 
maps are imbued with a powerful capacity to inspire the imagi-
native conception of a country that does not yet exist-the possi-
bility of a 'map anticipated spatial reality'. 57 Palestine Studies 
marked out frontiers at various stages in the history of biblical 
Palestine. There had been both a Christian and ajewish cartog-
raphy of Palestine centuries in the past, but now historical-secu-
lar research gave this territorial exactness and historical depth. 

54 See e.g. Conder, Tent Work in Pakstine, Introduction. 
55 Meron Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape: The Buried History qf the Holy Land since 1948 

(Berkeley, 2000). 
56 Stenographisches Protokoll der Verhandlungen des VIII. <}onisten-Kongresses im Haag, 14-21. 

August 1907 (Cologne, 1907), 134. On the later Israeli practice of Hebrew renaming of 
Arabic place names, see Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape, 47. 

57 Often quoted in this connection is the example in Benedict Anderson, Imagined 
Communities (New York, 1991), 175. 
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Whereas for the Ottoman government such a land did not 
exist (what became 'Palestine' was administratively distributed 
between the Vilayet of Beirut, the Vilayet of Damascus, and the 
Mutasarriflik of Jerusalem), it could now provide a canvas for the 
projection of trigonometrically precise 'historical' boundaries, 
meticulously compared with biblical data. In historical retro-
spect, this probably constituted the most crucial contribution of 
the institutionalized exploration of the country to the phase of 
political geography, already generally anticipated in the face of 
the decline of the Ottoman Empire. 

On a related matter, the Israeli author Meron Benvenisti has 
pointed to the political relevance of toponymy, the practice of 
giving names to places. As has been mentioned in this essay, one 
prominent activity of the discipline of Palestine Studies was to 
identify ancient place names and to revive them, at least on 
maps or in learned journals. Benvenisti now draws a line from 
such nineteenth-century toponymic research to the official 
naming of places in the mandate era and the setting up of a 
special commission, established in 1949, whose task was to find 
names for places in the Negev. This commission was set up by 
the Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion and consisted of 
scholars who were members of, or in close contact with, the 
Israel Exploration Society. One of the aims which the Israel 
Exploration Society set itself was the 'concrete documentation of 
the continuity of a historical thread that remained unbroken 
from the time of Joshua bin Nun until the days of the conquerers 
of the Negev in our generation'.58 

In his youth, Meron Benvenisti accompanied his father, the 
Israeli geographer David Benvenisti, on research journeys 
through Palestine. His father was involved in cartographic activ-
ities which aimed to produce a Hebrew map in which Arabic 
place names would be replaced with those which would evoke a 
clear connection with ancient Israel. Here the political potential 
of the cultural and-more or less-scientific practice of 
toponymy is obvious: 'After all, naming is a declaration of exclu-
sive proprietorship, and making such a claim over one's home-
land is the essence of nationalism.'59 

58 Quoted in Benvenisti, Sacred Landscape, 12. 
59 Ibid. 47. 
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Colonial Science under the Southern Cross: 
Archibald Liversidge, FRS, and the 

Shaping of Anglo-Australian Science 
ROY MACLEOD 

'Not only the University of Sydney and the State of New South 
Wales, but the whole of the Commonwealth will be the poorer 
by the departure for England of Professor Archibald Liversidge, 
MA, FRS.' Thus Sydney's Evening News on Boxing Day, 1907, 
solemnly mourned the loss of a man who had inspired the 
culture of science and higher education. His arrival from 
England in 1872 had marked, as the Illustrated Sydney News put it, 
'a new era in the history of the University'. His departure in 
1908 'removed a link' with a past of colonial visions and imperial 
sympathies. For thirty-five years, Liversidge had given voice, as 
one crying in the wilderness, to Australia's need for science, and 
to a science appropriate to the requirements of Empire and 
Commonwealth. His experience illuminates the ways in which 
science became a significant medium of colonial exchange and 
imperial purpose. 

Liversidge's life also occupies a significant place in the histori-
ography of colonial science-a domain which, in recent years, 
has proceeded from an uncertain infancy to robust maturity. 1 

Interest in the role of science and technology in European 
expansion2 has inspired Australians, as it earlier inspired 

1 See Ann Moya!, 'A Bright and Savage Land': Scientists in Colonial Australia (Sydney, 1986). 
I have given a detailed account of Liversidge's life in the Deford Dictionary of National 
Bwgraplry (Oxford, 2004), xxxiv. 52-3. An extended biography is forthcoming. 

2 For the significance of technology to the expansion of Europe, the locus classicus 
remains Carlo Cipolla's Guns and Sails in the Ear[y Phase of European Expansion, 14oi:r1700 
(London, 1965). For the broader context occupied by science in the history of 'Europe 
overseas', see, among his many works, J. H. Parry, Tu Age of Reconnaissance: Discovery, 
Exploration and Settkment, 145i:r1650 (Berkeley, 1981); also see Peggy K. Liss, Atlantic Empires: 
Tu Network of Trade and Revolution, qr,1826 (Baltimore, 1983). Cf. also Daniel Headrick, 
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Americans and Canadians, to grasp the significance of science 
and technology to the colonial endeavour.3 Historians have now 
mapped the coastlines of Australasian science from the voyages 
of Cook to the middle of the twentieth century.4 In the process, 
they have uncovered gaps in our knowledge of men and institu-
tions in the century of innovation and consolidation that 
followed European settlement. 5 The task now requires us to 
recover the discourse of imperial science and 'scientific imperial-
ism', and to specify the relations of knowledge and power that 
characterized science during Australia's self-styled 'march to 
nationhood'. 6 

In recent years, the concept of empire has yielded to an 
expanding conception of the world as a 'laboratory' for 
European observation and theory. From the fifteenth century 
onwards, in what Alfred Crosby has called the 'Columbian 
exchange', the destinies of Europe and the New World became 

The Tools ef Empire: Technology and European Imperialism in the .Nineteenth Century (New York, 
1981). 

3 For an introduction to the vast North American literature, see Raymond P. Stearns, 
Science in the British Colonies ef America (Urbana, Ill., 1970); George N. Daniels (ed.), 
Nineteenth-Century American Science: A Reappraisal (Evanston, Ill., 1972); Alexandra Oleson 
and S. Brown (eds.), The Pursuit ef Knowledge in the Earl,y American Republic (Baltimore, 1976); 
Nathan Reingold (ed.), Science in America since 1820 (New York, 1976), and the recent 
survey by Robert V. Bruce, The l.Aunching ef Modern American Science, 1846-76 (New York, 
1987). For Canada, see Trevor Levere and Richard Jarrell (eds.), A Curious Field Book: 
Science and Sociery in Canadian History (Toronto, 1974); Bruce Sinclair, Norman R. Ball, and 
James 0. Petersen (eds.), Let us be Honest and Modest: Technology and Sociery in Canadian 
History (Toronto, 1974). 

4 Cf. David Mackay, In the Wake ef Cook: Expl.oration, Science and Empire, 1780-1801 (New 
York, 1985); Nathan Reingold and Marc Rothenberg (eds.), Scientific Colonialism: A Cross-
Cultural Comparison (Washington, DC, 1987); Richard Grove (ed.), Imperialism and 
Conservation (Cambridge, 1988); and John M. MacKenzie (ed.), Imperialism and the Natural 
World (Manchester, 1990). The world of German imperial influence has found a measure 
of Entschlossenheit in the work of Lewis Pyenson. See his Cultural Imperialism and Exact 
Sciences: German Expansion Overseas, 1900--1930 (New York, 1985). 

5 See the introductions in both Rod Home (ed.), Australian Science in the Making 
(Cambridge, 1988); and Roy MacLeod (ed.), The Commonwealth ef Science: ANZMS and the 
Scientific Enterprise in Australnsia, 1888-1988 (Melbourne, 1988). 

6 The cultural history of Australian science owes much to the pioneering work of an 
American, George Nadel, Australia's Colonial Culture: Ideas, Men and Institutions in Mid-
.Nineteenth Century Eastern Australia (Cambridge, Mass., 1957). Since then, Australian cultural 
historians have offered fresh insights bearing on the history of science. See Michael Roe, 
Qyestfor Authoriry in Eastern Australia, 183s-51 (Melbourne, 1965). They have in general met 
little response, although there are signs that their enterprise is now acknowledged. See 
Stephen Graubard (ed.), 'Preface' in 'Australia: Terra Incognita?', Daedalus: Journal efthe 
American Academy ef Arts and Sciences, 114/ 1 (Winter 1985), pp. v-xii. 
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one. 7 Imagination read discovery on the title-page of Bacon's 
Novum Organon (1620), where, sailing between the Pillars of 
Hercules towards the imperium of the unknown, we find a polit-
ical metaphor embracing both the expanding boundaries of 
knowledge and the power that new knowledge implies.8 With 
the 'information explosion' that followed these voyages of explo-
ration and discovery, came glimpses of a world outre-mer, and 
artefacts representing, in Kuhnian terms, giant 'anomalies', 
puzzles for the philosophers of Europe. Later, in what William 
Goetzman has called the 'Second Great Age of Discovery'9 

came an intensive need to order and define this 'new' nature, in 
the process creating new descriptive systems and categories, 
revising ideas of territorial space and historical time, and trans-
forming the evidences of exploration into the economic sciences 
of geography, mineralogy, botany, and zoology. The expansion 
of European science altered the consciousness of Europeans, and 
the future of their world system. 

Case studies of this expansion have produced an ambitious but 
elusive genre. Scholars have written for generations about the 
pathways of knowledge pursued by the great civilizations of the 
Mediterranean and the East, thence to Africa, Asia, and the New 
World. 10 But as we follow time's arrows from 'centre' to 'periph-
ery' and into the age of European settlement, our attention is 
drawn increasingly from metropolitan motives and their conse-
quences for trade in goods and ideas, and towards the colonial 
expression of that process. Increasingly, we have become inter-
ested in domains of 'colonial science'-operating at first within 
imperial rules of engagement, but later becoming articulate and 

7 Alfred W. Crosby, Jr., The Columbian Exchange: Biological and Cultural Consequences qf 
1492 (Westport, Conn., 1972). See also his Ecologi-cal Imperialism: The Biologi,cal Expansion qf 
Europe, 900-1900 (New York, 1986). 

8 Such is the message of J. R. Ravetz's pioneering Scientific Knowledge and its Social 
Probkms (Oxford, 1971). 

9 William H. Goetzmann, 'Paradigm Lost', in Nathan Reingold (ed.), The Sciences in 
the American Cont,ext· New Perspectives (Washington, DC, 1979), 22-5. 

10 One cannot except those grand fleets of imperial conjecture that have followed in 
the wake of Wallerstein's magisterial Tu Modern World-~sf,em: Capitalist Agmulture and the 
Origins qf the European World Economy in the Sixt,eenth Century (New York, 1976). Braudel's 
Mediterranean and the Medit,erranean World in the Age qf Phillip II (New York, vol. 1, 1972, vol. 2, 
1973) similarly neglected the technical dependencies at the fringes of empire, although 
their plight was all too clear in Capitalism and Mat,erial Life, 1400-1800 (New York, 1973). 
His translated reflections upon The Identi!Y qf France (London, 1989) discuss factors which 
have shaped that identity. 
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representative, serving imperial interests, and increasingly defined 
in terms that are both local and international. The 'reconstruc-
tion' of this domain remains a neglected priority in the history of 
science. Yet it lies central to theories of modernization, depend-
ency, and 'self-sufficiency', and is fundamental to the discourse of 
'underdevelopment'. 11 In Australia, it remains central to the defi-
nition of cultural identity. In this reconstruction, the life of 
Archibald Liversidge offers evidence of the ways in which science 
assisted the characterization of Australia as a 'moving metropolis' 
on an imperial frontier. 

I 

I have used the term 'reconstruction' in a twofold sense: first, as 
the act of reassembling well-known dates, personalities, and insti-
tutions into new interpretative patterns; and second, as a means 
of showing how certain aspects of Anglo-Celtic culture, transmit-
ted to Australia, acquired an independent destiny. 12 In part, this 
exercise involves lowering barriers that have divided historians of 
science and technology in Australia from historians of culture, 
politics, and economics. The context of imperial and colonial 
science finds expression in the political economy of imperial rule 
and the particular circumstances of Australian life. It is debat-
able whether 'imperial economics' formed a necessary stage in 
capitalist economic development, as Hobson and Lenin 
argued. 13 But if we take as read the 'frontier capitalist' nature of 
the Australian economy, the distinctive ethos of which corre-
sponds, in Liversidge's lifetime, to a phase in the history of 
'settler capitalism', 14 and to what Warwick Armstrong, looking 

11 See Andre Gunder Frank, 'The Development of Underdevelopment', Monthly 
Review, 18 (1966), 17-31; Michael Barratt Brown, After Imperialism (New York, 1970). See 
also Norman Clark, 'Science, Technology and Development', in Roy MacLeod (ed.), 
Technology and the Human Prospect (London, 1982) and Norman Clark, The Political Economy 
qf Science and Technology (Oxford, 1985). 

12 For a preliminary outline of this argument, see Roy MacLeod, 'On Visiting the 
"Moving Metropolis": Reflections on the Architecture of Imperial Science', Historical 
Records qf Australuzn Science, 5/3 (1982), 1-16, reprinted in Reingold and Rothenberg (eds.), 
Scientific Colonialism, 211 49. 

13 J. A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (New York, 1902); V. I. Lenin, lmperuzlism: The 
Highest Stage qf Capitalism. A Popular Outline (New York, 1939), usefully surveyed in Norman 
Etherington, Theories qf lmperuzlism: War, Conquest, and Capital (London, 1984). 

14 Donald Denoon, Sett/,er Capitalism: The P,namics qf Dependent Development in the Southern 
Hemisphere (New York, 1983). 
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to New Zealand, has called 'Dominion capitalism'15 -then we 
find Australian science cast within an economy that is, and 
remains, based on the land, its productive capacities enclosed by 
a circle of agricultural and extractive industries, its trade led by 
primary producers whose fortunes, when not ravaged by 
drought and disease, were, and are, regulated by the markets 
and investment houses of Asia, Europe, and North America. In 
this context, the influence of science, whether in culture or 
commerce, was inevitably shaped by the interests and require-
ments of a growing urban mercantile bourgeoisie which by the 
1860s had gained representative government, rejected the 
heritage of convictism, and joined with the 'squattocracy' in 
asserting leadership in government and political life. 

Within these broad boundaries, colonial science in Australia 
came to hold a recognized but ill-defined status-respected, but 
not precisely admired; cultivated, but not quite cultured. 16 But 
what helped define its community and constituency? We know 
something of its dimensions. 17 But what were its contours, its 
ambitions? How far could science actually serve practical colo-
nial interests? Among men of science-transplanted Britons for 
the most part-how far can one speak of a 'colonial mental-
ity'? 18 What influence did it, and the 'tyrannies of distance', so 
mythically part of Australian history, have on the directions 
taken by discovery, the applications of knowledge, or the 
creation of a scientific culture? 

In America, as Daniel Boorstin has argued, separation from 
Europe ensured a 'therapy of distance' conducive to invention, 
whether in the professions, manufacturing, or the arts of govern-
ment.19 But did Australia's much greater distance from 
colleagues and libraries in Europe also create, or reinforce, a 

15 Warwick Armstrong 'Land, Class, Colonialism: The Origins of Dominion 
Capitalism', in W. E. Wilmott (ed.), New Zealand and the World: Essays in Honour qf Wo!fgang 
Rosenberg (Christchurch, NZ, 1980), 28-44. 

16 Cf. Ian Inkster, 'Scientific Enterprise and the Colonial "Model": Observations on 
Australian Experience in Historical Context', Social Studies ef Science, 15/ 4 (1985), 677,04. 

17 Thanks to Ian Inkster and Jan Todd, ibid., and in 'Support for the Scientific 
Enterprise, 1850-1900', in Home (ed.), Australian Science, w2-32. 

18 Donald Fleming, 'Science in Australia, Canada and the United States: Some 
Comparative Remarks', Proceedings of the 10th International Congress qf the History qf Science 
(Paris, 1962), i. 179-96. 

19 Daniel]. Boorstin, Hidden History: Exploring our Secret Past (New York, 1987), 7z---5. 
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'carrier conservatism' among its cultivators of science? How did 
their experience of the harsh Australian environment compare 
with American scientists' experience of the 'wild West', which 
afforded, we are told, 'an open scene, permitting almost total 
freedom, encouraging eccentricity', creating a 'habit of freedom 
from habit', a 'tradition of independence from tradition'.20 

Historians have explored the effect of the 'frontier' on 
American science in the years of the 'Great Reconnaissance' and 
the 'Clash of Empires', as 'Yankees' were led on by the magnet-
ism of 'manifest destiny'. 21 We have as yet little comparable 
sense of an Australian frontier; indeed, a generation ago, 
Australian historians debated whether the concept is even appli-
cable to the Australian experience.22 Whether it is or not, we are 
left with explaining the consequences, if not the 'tyrannies', of 
isolation, loneliness, and a strong tendency towards introspection 
in a land so many ways distant from Europe and alien to 
Europeans. How did the fact of separation between people, 
between sister colonies and institutions, and between the small 
cities clinging to the edge of a continent and the metropolises of 
Britain, shape the assumptions of Australians? In science, we 
have indications that separation and isolation brought not eman-
cipation, as in America, but rather a 'psychology of abdication', 
an attitude encouraging adaptation, but discouraging innova-
tion, a state of mind defensive about theoretical generalization, 
which preferred to leave larger initiatives to the older, wiser, and 
frequently wealthier institutions of 'Home'. If this is to some 
extent true, it leaves us to ask how Australia's experience can be 
measured against that of other British colonies-notably South 
Africa, New Zealand, and Canada23-where men of science also 
described themselves as 'hewers of wood and drawers of water' 
for the learned societies of Europe. 24 

20 Roger G. Kennedy, Men on the Moving Frontier (Palo Alto, 1969), 2, 5. 
21 See William H. Goetzmann, Exploration and Empire: The Explorer and the Scientist in the 

Winning ef the American West (New York, 1966). 
22 See N. D. Harper, 'Frontier and Section: A Turner "Myth"', Historical Studies, 5/i8 

(1952), 135-53; 'The Rural and Urban Frontiers', Historical Studies, 10/ 40 (1963), 421. 
23 Geraldine A. Kenney-Wallace and]. Fraser Mustard, 'From Paradox to Paradigm: 

The Evolution of Science and Technology in Canada', 'In Search of Canada', Daedalus: 
Journal ef the American Academy ef Arts and Sciences, 17 / 4 (Fall 1988), 191~14. For an extended 
treatment, see Suzanne Zeller, Inventing Canada: Early Victorian Science and the Idea ef a 
Transcontinental Nation (Toronto, 1987). 

24 For New Zealand, see Michael Hoare and L. G. Bell (eds.), 'In Search of New 
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Such questions prompt a careful look at the relationship 
between 'colonial science' and 'scientific colonialism', as seen 
both from London and from the 'periphery'; and as we explore 
'imperial science' as a factor in colonial relations. Traditionally, 
the colonial viewpoint has been left to the margins of scholarship 
in the history of British science. 25 Yet there is increasing 
evidence that the 'imperial idea', to borrow A. P. Thornton's 
phrase,26 when projected on the screen of the periphery, illumi-
nates metropolitan politics and preoccupations. 27 And as those 
metropolitan interests are revealed, so the mediations of ideas 
and institutions-from museums to learned societies, universities 
to international exhibitions-become more apparent; and both 
imperial and colonial science become key categories of activity, 
research sites in themselves, moving with the metropolis, and 
extending their influence across the globe. 28 

The twin discourse of imperial and colonial science owes 
much to the controversy generated by George Basalla's provoca-
tive reading of the 'diffusion' of Western science.29 Much of 
Basalla's insight has persisted, and his 'model' has won wide-
spread acceptance as a general theory. However, during the last 
ten years, his central theme has been recast within a much richer 
setting, which has displaced the centrality of diffusion as the 

Zealand's Scientific Heritage', Bulletin ef the Royal Society ef New Zealand, 21 (Wellington, 
1984); Charles A. Fleming, 'Science, Settlers and Scholars: The Centennial History of the 
Royal Society of New Zealand', Bulletin ef the Royal Society ef New Zealand, 25 (1987). 

25 See e.g. Marie Boas Hall, All Scientists Now (Cambridge, 1984); and Peter Alter, The 
Reluctant Patron: Science and the State in Britain, 1850-1920 (Oxford, 1987). 

26 A. P. Thornton, The Imperial Idea and its Enemies (London, 1959); see also his Doctrines 
ef Imperialism (New York, 1965); for a helpful linguistic exegesis, see Richard Koebner and 
Helmut D. Schmidt, Imperialism: The Story and Significance ef a Political Word, 1840-1960 
(Cambridge, 1964). 

27 For comparative historical scholarship, seeking bridges between the history of 
science, imperial history, and the history of economic development, see Daniel Headrick, 
The Tentacles ef Progress: Technology Transfer in the Age ef Imperialism, 1850-1940 (New York, 
1988). See also Roy MacLeod and Milton Lewis (eds.), Disease, Medicine and Empire: 
Perspectives on Western Medicine and the Experience ef European Expansion (London, 1988); Roy 
MacLeod and Phillip F. Rehbock (eds.), 'Nature in its Greatest Extent': Western Science in the 
Pacific (Honolulu, 1988); and the suggestive cases that inform Philip Curtin, Death by 
Migrah°on: Europe's Encounter with the Tropical World in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge, 
1989). 

28 A most interesting example, in the case of museums, is afforded by Susan Sheets-
Pyenson, Cathedrals ef Science: The Development ef Colonial Natural History Museums during the 
Late Nineteenth Century (Kingston, Ont., 1988), chs. 4 and 5. 

29 George Basalla, 'The Spread of Western Science', Science, 156 ( 5 May 1967), 6u-22. 
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leading theme requiring explanation, in favour of theories of 
adaptation, assimilation, and reciprocal influence, requiring 
proof. As we learn more about the ecology of learning in 
European communities transplanted overseas, we find the 
dynamics of cultural transmission are far more complex than 
those implied by the linear and deferential 'centre-periphery' 
relationship implicit in the Basalla model. 30 

This is not to deny the overwhelming role of the metropolis. 
Lucile Brockway and others have shown how Kew Gardens 
dominated the efforts of colonial botany,3 1 and similar cases can 
be made for the Astronomer Royal and Greenwich Observatory 
in colonial astronomy, and the Royal School of Mines in colo-
nial geology. 32 For a time, arguments of expedience justified a 
'division of labour' between the 'centre' and the 'periphery', 
given the assumption that there were always colonial Marys and 
Marthas to serve metropolitan interests. To this extent, Australia 
was conceived as a large outdoor 'laboratory' and garden for 
London-as, had La Perouse been quicker, and survived, it 
would have been for Paris. The vast continent seemed, for most 
of the nineteenth century, an inexhaustible quarry of valuable 
information, and knowledge of its flora, fauna, and indigenous 
population was taken for granted by European investigators just 
as surely as British economic interests secured the country's 
wool, wheat, and minerals-its artefacts furnishing the glass-
houses and libraries of Kew; its skies, the star charts and tide 
tables of the Admiralty; and its mineral specimens, the cases of 
Jermyn Street and the Natural History Museum. 

But this well-established pattern of British and European 
influence requires elaboration. Seniority and control required 
co-operation, and intellectual monopolies in London needed 

3° For the intellectual framework of which this forms part, see Edward Shils, 'Center 
and Periphery', in Personal Knowledge: Essays Presented to Michael Polanyi (London, 1961), 
117-31; Center and Periphery: Essays in Macrosociology (Chicago, 1975) esp. 3-16; and The 
Intellectuals and the Powers and other Ess<!JS (Chicago, 1972). See also J. Ben-David and T. N. 
Clark (eds.), Culture and its Creators: Essf!YS in Honour ef Edward Shils (Chicago, 1977). 

31 Roy MacLeod, 'The Ayrton Incident: A Commentary on the Relations of Science 
and Government in England, 1870-1873', in A. Thackray and E. Mendelsohn (eds.), 
Science and Values: Patterns efTradition and Change (New York, 1974), 451 8; Lucile Brockway, 
Science and Colonial Expansion: The Role ef the British Rqyal Botanic Gardens (New York, 1979); 
Richard Drayton, Nature's Government· Science, Imperial Britain and the 'Improvement' ef the World 
(New Haven, 2000). 

32 In this field, the forthcoming work of Shirley Saunders will be very welcome. 
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those willing to sustain them at the periphery. How long could 
Australians, or Anglo-Australians, cede these privileges to 
others? Indeed, leaving aside the large question of prior 
Aboriginal claims, how far could colonials demand intellectual 
property rights over 'European' knowledge of Australian flora, 
fauna, weather, and geology? Canada, for example, it is said, 
used the imperial idea as a nationalist counterweight to offset 
pressures from the USA. 33 How far were Australia's scientific 
dependencies self-inflicted? How far did Australia's view of 
science in culture, and as a culture in itself, accept overseas lead-
ership in concept and organization? 

If such questions figure prominently in science in Australia, 
they remain sadly neglected, in much the same way as the 
subject itself. It was not always so. Eighty years ago, it was 
customary to begin lectures in Australian history at Sydney 
University, in the manner of Professor George Arnold Wood, 
with accounts of European voyages of discovery, largely scientific 
in content and intention. 34 Wood built upon a tradition that 
celebrated the relationship between the fortunes of science and 
the act of Australian nation-building. At the centenary of 
European settlement in 1888, J. Steel Robertson conveyed a 
similar sentiment, when he claimed that 'Natural science stood 
godmother to Australia'. 35 In 1909,J. H. Maiden enthusiastically 
gave paternity to Sir Joseph Banks-the 'Czar of the 
Philosophers' and the 'Father of Australia'. 36 And Professor 
Ernest Scott of Melbourne, welcoming ANZAAS to his city in 
1939, announced that factors favouring the advancement of 
science conformed 'to the general historical development of 
Australia'. 37 

These linkages between science and national development 
conjured powerful images, but they were interrupted in the early 

33 Trevor H. Levere, 'The History of Science of Canada', British ]oumalfar the History ef 
Science, 21/ 4 (1988), 419-20. But see also the more positive view expressed by Carl Berger, 
in The Sense ef Power: Studies in the Ideas ef Canadian Imperialism, 1861 1914 (foronto, 1970). 

34 George Arnold Wood, 77ze Discovery ef Australia (London, 1922). 
35 J. Steel Robertson, 'Natural Science in Australia', Centennial Magazine, 2 (1889-go), 

523,. 
36 Indeed, Linnaeus proposed that the great South Land, still known as New Holland, 

should be renamed 'Banksia' (Moyal, '.A Bright and Savage Land', 22); J. H. Maiden, Sir 
Joseph Banks: The Father ef Australia (Sydney, 1909). 

37 Ernest Scott, 'The History of Australian Science', Report ef the Australasian Association 
far the Advancement ef Science /ANZAAS), 24 (Canberra, 1939), 1-16. 



ROY MACLEOD 

1960s by the resurgence of scholarship in Australian literature 
and culture, which largely bypassed the contribution of science 
to that culture. 38 The interpretative consensus of the 1930s that 
embraced science and discovery fell away, and few Australian 
historians expressed interest in the contributions of science and 
technology to national development. Through the 1960s, the 
pages of Historical Studies reflected a new interest in redefining 
Australian nationalism, with articles on constitutional and social 
history, whose importance was self-evident to a nation seeking to 
understand its changing place in the world. Through the late 
1970s, the history that most Australians met at university empha-
sized political, economic, and social themes, underlined by 
Manning Clark's influential titles-The Age of the Bourgeoisie, 
1861-83, Radicals and Rationalists, 1883-90, The Earth Abideth far 
Ever, and The People Make Laws. 39 In the meantime, the history of 
science as a specialized discipline established its own professional 
domain, particularly in Melbourne; and thereafter concentrated 
on the history of problems of European origin, at the same time 
gravitating away from mainstream fields of research in social and 
intellectual history, whether European or Australian. 

These separations made it difficult to define or establish an 
'identity' for the history of science in Australia. Nevertheless, it 
remained plausible-as the Americans Hartley Grattan and 
George Nadel argued-that something was missing from a coun-
try's history that neglected its science.40 Through the 1970s, this 
recognition gradually gained ground, thanks in large part to a few 
historians, including Ann Moyal and Michael Hoare, and a few 
scientists, notably David Branagan and Thomas Vallance.41 Both 

38 Cf. Alan L. McLeod (ed.), The Pattern ef AustraHan Culture (Ithaca, 1963). 
39 C. M. H. Clark, A History ef Australia (Melbourne, 1978 and 1981), vols. iv and v. 
40 Hartley Grattan, Introducing Australia (New York, 1942); Nadel, Australia's Colonial 

Culture. 
41 See Ann Moya!, 'The History of Australian Science', Historical Studies: Australia and 

New Zealand, 11 (1963), 258-9; Michael Hoare, 'Science and Scientific Associations in 
Eastern Australia, 1820-1890' (Unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Australian National 
University, 1974); Michael Hoare, 'Light in Our Past: Australian Science in Retrospect', 
Search, 6/7 (1975), 285-90; T. G. Vallance, 'Origins of Australian Geology', Proc. Jinn. Soc. 
NSW, 100 (1975), 13-43; T. G. Vallance and D. F. Branagan, 'New South Wales 
Geology-Its Origin and Growth', in A. P. Elkin (ed.), The Royal Sociery ef New South Wales: 
A Century ef Scientific Progress (Sydney, 1968), 265,9; D. F. Branagan, 'Words, Actions, 
People: 150 Years of Scientific Societies in Australia', Proc. Roy. Soc. NSW, 103 (1971), 
123-41; D. F. Branagan (ed.), Rocks-Fossils-Prefs: Geological Sciences in the Universiry ef 
SydTlf!Y, 1866-1973 (Sydney, 1973). 
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traditions cultivated in some sense an extension of 'practitioners' 
or 'scientists' history', notable for its emphasis upon biography 
and early colonial achievements. In celebrating pioneering 'firsts', 
this tradition gave us epic sagas of explorers and discoverers, their 
successes and tragedies clothed in Homeric language of portents 
and sieges, a legacy of wandering heroes and Syrenic adventures. 
Like all literatures whose purpose is principally to recall from 
neglect, and perhaps more to commemorate than to criticize, this 
work tended towards filial pieties, predisposed to the veneration 
of what Marc Bloch once called the 'idol of origins'. At its best, 
however, this literature has become a valuable legacy to both 
scientists and historians, as it has helped us place science securely 
in the context of social history and political economy, its values 
enriched by the discourse of enlightenment, endurance, individu-
alism and practicality, and its ethos codified by the teachings of 
method, order and tradition. 

Some of the earliest attempts at writing the history of science in 
Australia emphasized these values, using the organic language of 
family and nation. Thus we have Alexander Macleay heralded as 
the 'Father of Australian entomology', and W. B. Clarke given 
the paternity of Australian geology.42 Other early historians lent 
themselves to the depiction of science as developing through a 
sequence of biological stages, or geological epochs, evoking 
images of progressive evolution, loosely resembling Herbert 
Spencer's 'march of the mind'.43 Thus, Richard Twopenny's 
architectural trajectory of Australia-from slab-hut to weather-
board house to brick and stone-seemed to rest comfortably 
alongside the belief that the country would pass from its convict 
origins, through the barbarism of squattocracy and urban plutoc-
racy, to achieve a colonial aristocracy-in-the-making.44 From this, 

42 Price Warung, 'Rev. W. B. Clarke, MA, FRS, The Nestor of Australian 
Philosophers', Cosmos, no. 11 (31 July 1895), 533-9. 

43 The model takes familiar form in the writing of A. P. Elkin (ed.), A Good!Y Heritage: 
Science in New South Wales (Sydney, 1962), and A Century ef Scientific Progress: The Centenary 
Volume ef the R'!}al Socie!J ef New South Wales (Sydney, 1968). It may not be coincidental that 
Elkin was an anthropologist. See Tigger Wise, The Self-Made Anthropologist· A Li.ft ef A. P. 
Elkin (Sydney, 1985). However, there is an interesting analogy in the model used by Rob 
Pascoe to describe the history of Australian literature, distinguishing between what he 
calls an 'external', colonial period of derivative literary conventionalism from 1788 to the 
1880s and what he considers to be an 'internal period' of conscious nationalism evident 
from the 1890s. See Rob Pascoe, The Manefacture ef Australian History (Melbourne, 1979). 

44 R. E. H. Twopenny, Town Li.ft in Australia (Sydney, 1973). 
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it was easy to infer a national history unfolding from a state of 
childhood under British care, to adolescence, maturity, and even-
tual independence. 

A similar metaphor was duly applied to Australian science, 
which was said, for instance, to have 'come of age' in 1914, when 
the British Association for the Advancement of Science bestowed 
upon the country a mantle of intellectual sovereignty by making 
a visit of vice-regal dimensions.45 Some might defer Australia's 
scientific 'age of consent' to 1926, and the establishment of the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (also, in certain 
respects, an imperial gesture);46 some might prefer a later date; 
and some decline to see the process as complete even now.47 But 
whatever particular 'rite of passage' is chosen, the evolutionary 
model has invited the country to associate itself, and even to 
identify, with the development of science as a characteristic 
feature of Australian nationhood. 

Such interpretations, clearly, have their shortcomings, and 
metaphors, their limitations. Some mask important assumptions, 
made all the more plausible by their appeal to the language of 
science itself. Thus, we read of the early 'irradiation' of Australia 
by the ideas of Europe; the 'diffusion' of scientific principles and 
techniques; and the 'transplantation' of institutions from the 
metropolis to the rim. Once a 'plateau' of colonial culture is 
reached, then a biological (or perhaps, Durkheimian) metaphor 
arrives to explain how, by intellectual 'osmosis' and institutional 
acculturation, science is led towards a culturally stable equilib-
rium. By this time, other descriptive categories emerge, which 
assume an evolutionary, progressive direction. In 1939, the 
Melbourne historian Ernest Scott described the history of 
Australian science neatly as occurring in four sequential, linear 
and, one assumes, 'progressive' periods-distinguished by 
voyages of exploration, the act of collection, the creation of 
learned societies, and the establishment of universities.48 The 

45 See Peter Robinson, 'Coming of Age: The British Association in Australia, 1914', 
Australian Physicist, 17/2 (1980), 24, and Rosaleen Love, 'The Science Show of 1914: The 
British Association Meets in Australia', This Australia, 4/1 (1984-5), 12-16. 

46 Geoffrey Serie, From Deserts the Prophets Com£: The Creative Spirit in Australia, I788-I972 
(Melbourne, 1973). 

47 For a discussion of contemporary historiography, see the 'Introduction' in MacLeod 
(ed.), The Commonwealth ef Science, 1-16. 

48 See Ernest Scott, 'The History of Australian Science', Australian Journal ef Science, 1 

(1939), II6. 
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story in such terms becomes one of appealing simplicity, and the 
development of science in Australia nothing more complicated 
than the history of institutional gradualism. 

II 

This view of things, implicit in the literature for many years, has 
helped render the history of Australian science innocuous, and 
perhaps for that reason, uninteresting. In our generation, 
however, these domestic certainties were at first provoked, then 
overtaken by George Basalla's attempt to gird the earth with a 
single, embracing hypothesis to describe the 'spread of Western 
science'. In passing, this offered the prospect of comprehending 
the history of Australian science as a case sub specie aetemitatis. 
Taking examples from several cultures, Basalla used the image 
of a 'core' (or set of cores) and a circumference, or a hub and a 
rim-metaphors already well established in anthropology and 
the sociology of science. 49 The result was to fix in the minds of 
historians the image of science as 'projected' enlightenment, 
with ideas derivative from advanced cultures in Europe and 
America. In Australia, this had the force of recasting earlier, 
descriptive and softly organic models of development within a 
powerful and virtually deterministic framework of historical 
explanation. 

In Popperian terms, the 'Basalla model' has stood the test of a 
good theory; by encouraging attempts at falsification, it has 
thrown new light on familiar problems. 50 As an explanatory 
device, it has perhaps worked better in the context of non-
Western cultures than in the case of 'settler' science. However, 
even in such cases, its weaknesses have become increasingly 
apparent. In suggesting that science has an implicitly linear 

49 A refreshing introduction to the pitfalls of functionalism in deriving explanations 
from cultural microcosms, and the shortcomings of evolutionism and dilfusionism in 
avoiding questions central to political economy is given by Eric R. Wolf, Europe and the 
People without History (Berkeley, 1982). His analysis, however, is directed to the relations 
between Europe and 'subject peoples', and not to the particular relations of Europe and 
the settler colonies. 

50 Aptly noted by George Bindon in 'Harold A. Innes: Science and Technology at the 
Periphery', Conference on 'Nationalism and Internationalism in Science: Australia, 
America and the World of Science', University of Melbourne, 22-26 May 1988. 
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thrust, the model took as given contextual political and 
economic conditions, while failing to show how these may have 
affected the process of transmission, or the fine and frequently 
fragile structures of scientific activity at the 'periphery'. Its inher-
ent 'Whiggishness' failed to account for differing intellectual 
positions held by 'scientific colonists', or to explain their impact 
on scientific debates at 'home'.51 It said nothing about science as 
a cultural agency, producing sometimes not accommodation, but 
dissent; not sweetness and light, but controversy; and not 
harmony, but competition. As such, it neglected the economics 
and traditions implicit in colonialism, the characteristics of what 
might be defined as 'colonial science', and the motives and qual-
ifications of colonial nationalism. It failed to explain the relative 
roles attributed at different times to science as 'material practice' 
and cultural symbol, and neglected the functions served by both. 
Above all, it failed to recognize that on the 'periphery' (for our 
use of the term is inevitable, and even useful), new information 
was used both to support and subvert European theoretical posi-
tions, whether on race, the structure of the earth, or the move-
ment of the heavens. 

Today, we are perhaps a little less dogmatic. We see that ways 
in which such information has been collected and published, 
argued and rewarded, can tell us much about the assumptions 
that underlie imperial history. As Lewis Pyenson has put it, waves 
attenuate as they travel from their source and interact with local 
disturbances. 52 What appears as truth at the centre may be seen 
quite differently at the rim. Ultimately, the 'metaphors of trans-
mission' are not explanations in themselves, but merely signifiers, 
leaving us to explain by other means how natural knowledge, 
gained at the rim, came to confer prestige, codify colonial influ-
ence, or legitimize imperial control. We now examine, rather 
than take for granted, propositions holding that knowledge is 
always controlled and manipulated by the 'mother country'; that 
colonial science is inherently derivative; and that a colonial post-
ing involved such isolation as inevitably made international 
science virtually impossible to achieve. We are also impelled to 
enquire about the respective, contemporary experiences of other 

51 MacLeod, 'Moving Metropolis', 4. 
52 Pyenson, Cultural Imperialism and Exact Sciences, 2, 7. 
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'settler colonies', as set against those of 'alien rule', and as against 
those of empires other than the British. 53 

To view the world from Sydney Heads, to see the history of 
'imperial science' as signifying the irradiation of barbarism by 
civilization, is to reject an explanation so general as to be mean-
ingless. However, we must weigh carefully what we put in its 
place. Science and its culture are often implicit, and for that 
reason, understated in the documents of imperial history. It is 
not always easy to grasp the full import of government instruc-
tions, as it is rare to find explicit statements from men of science. 
Overall, the contingencies of trade, military, and political advan-
tage continued, in the colonies as at 'home', to determine much 
of what was encouraged and undertaken in the name of science. 
In turn, however, the practical interests of governments and 
private enterprise were gradually guided by men of science who 
understood and resolved the tensions lying between the demands 
of utility and the calling of knowledge for its own sake. In the 
beginning this was easier, as scientific visitors (and not by any 
means exclusively British) came and went, taking trophies and 
diaries with them. Later, however, a new form of accountability 
emerged, as 'colonial scientists', whatever their nationalities of 
origin, settled and came to terms with Australian life. Their 
loyalties were divided between home and country. But in certain 
overwhelming respects, they found common cause. 

In Australia, the identification of science with colonial history 
took its cue from a unifying premiss: that knowledge and survival 
came only at the price of struggle and sacrifice. In the words of 
the pioneering chemical industrialist, Sir Russell Grimwade: 
Carefree Australians today are apt to forget that at the time of first 
entry their land produced no orthodox food and its soils had never 
been cultivated and that the abundance of foods produced within its 
boundaries today all have their origin overseas ... When these very 
first needs were fulfilled, even in a rudimentary manner, the obligation 
to posterity became revealed. We are fortunate that from our very 

53 There are signs that this is changing. Within the British Empire, see Roy MacLeod 
and Deepak Kumar, 'First lndo-Australian Seminar in the History of Science', History qf 
Australian Science Newsktter, 1988, and Roy MacLeod and Deepak Kumar (eds.), Technology 
and the Rqj: Western Technology and Technical Transfers to India, I700-I947 (New Delhi, 1995). 
For the francophone world, see Patrick Petitjean, Catherine Jami, and Anne-Marie 
Moulin (eds.), Science and Empires: Historical Studies about Scientific Development and European 
Expansion (Dordrecht, 1992). 
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beginnings there have been far-seeing and intellectual giants amongst 
us who, almost fanatically, have sought to gain a full knowledge of their 
surroundings. 54 

His was not an unfamiliar message. A decade earlier, the geolo-
gist Edward Andrews recalled for his readers that: 
the history of geological progress in Australia is bound up with a wealth 
of heroic deeds; with herculean struggles with Nature when in unbend-
ing and savage mood; it is a record of triumphs won in the teeth, as it 
were, of grim and armed antagonisms ... even the plain unvarnished 
recital of their epic struggles is redolent of romance ... which imparts 
life, pathos, grace, dignity and grandeur to Australian history.55 

Thus, we have the cockleshell heroes, Flinders and Bass; the 
indomitable Eyre of the Bight, and the gentle Sturt, descending 
the Murrumbidgee and Murray. Australian history would be 
inconceivable without Kennedy, plagued by insects and 
Aborigines, the impetuous Burke, the amiable, high-souled Wills, 
dying before Mt. Hopeless, and the tragic John Gilbert, whose 
memorial in Horace's posthumous eloquence proclaims to visi-
tors of St James's Church in Sydney precisely that symbolic 
nationalism that colonial science chose to honour-Dulce et 
decorum est pro scientia mori. 

Such an emphasis on the 'struggle' of discovery, of survival 
and conquest-with all its imperialistic overtones-is not acci-
dental in Australian literature. It is surely part of the history of 
Europeans in their encounter with an alien, at first unyielding 
land. However, some would argue that this view is also episte-
mologically central to the Western scientific heritage. And if to 
be 'masters and possessors of Nature', as Descartes taught, is to 
reflect the scientific ethos, perhaps it also asserts an underlying 
leitmotiv in the history of Australia and other 'frontier societies'. 
For in these, struggle at the hands of Nature acquires an almost 
mimetic significance. If Australian political history can be 
construed as a process of maturation, a biological unfolding, its 
institutions in a continuous process of creation, so Australian 
science is well represented as a continuous act of self-exploration 

54 Quoted in R. T. M. Pescott, 'The Royal Society of Victoria from Then, 1854 to 
Now, 1959', Proceedings ef the Royal Sociery ef Victoria, 73 NS (1959), 2. 

55 E. C. Andrews, 'Heroic Period of Geological Work in Australia', Journal and 
Proceedings efthe Royal Sociery ef New South Wales, 76/2 (1942), 961 . 
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and self-discovery. In this 'coming of age', there is an implicit 
transition, by degrees, from a state of comparative error and 
ignorance, to one of enlightenment and understanding. In the 
r8gos, Sydney's Daily Telegraph used the metaphor of home-
steading: once the ground was cleared and crops were sown, it 
was said; then Australians could reflect on ways of 'furnishing 
the national home'.56 The individual was to accompany, and 
shape, this transition. Confronted by a harsh, ungiving environ-
ment, the natural philosopher turns in upon himself, becoming 
aware of the world around him, and acquiring an enlarged 
sympathy with Nature. The model of Patrick White's Voss is 
surely basic to Bunsen's trilogy of God, Man, and Humanity. 

In this history of Australia there were to be deep implications 
for science, the most obvious of which was to be among the least 
understood. Leaving the protective carapace of their metropoli-
tan assumptions, the 'transplanted Britons' who reached into the 
depths of the continent learned that unless and until all that is 
known about Australia-and the skies and seas and islands that 
surround it-is known by Australians themselves, and lies firmly 
in the hands of their own museums, archives, libraries, and 
galleries, Australia could never be truly independent. Natural 
knowledge of the continent became self-knowledge for the 
nation, and an Australian science a prerequisite of sovereignty. 

III 

In this history, there are certainly characteristics of science in 
Australia that can reasonably be represented as 'colonial'. The 
most obvious is a continuing philosophical Eurocentrism, an atti-
tude of mind and method that dates from the earliest years of 
naval settlement, and persists for generations. Such conditions 
were (and are) not exclusive to Australia, and, indeed, configured 
colonial North America as well. 57 In Australia, however, the 
pace of change was slower, and interpretation more difficult. 
This followed in part from the fact that, in European eyes, 

56 Dairy Tekgraph (Sydney), 3 Feb. 1898. 
57 See Nathan Reingold, 'Reflections on 200 Years of Science in the United States', 

Nature, 262 (1976), 9-13; id. (ed.), Science in Nineteenth Century America: A Documentary History 
(New York, 1964). 



ROY MACLEOD 

Australia was a puzzle. As Darwin put it: 'An unbeliever in 
anything beyond his reason might exclaim "Surely two distinct 
Creators must have been at work".'58 But what rules of Creation 
did such exceptions prove? The strange features of Australia that 
had taken the early navigators by surprise-the land where 'all 
things are queer and opposite', as P. P. King put it-were slowly 
understood as 'natural' in their own right. The platypus was 
called Omithorhynchus paradoxus, although there was nothing 
inherently paradoxical about an animal so highly and logically 
evolved. 59 Such Eurocentrism was embedded in the prevailing 
tradition of natural theology, and in the beliefs of early colonial 
naturalists, who, like George Bennett, were deferential to their 
British mentors to a degree which T. H. Huxley and J. D. 
Hooker could not countenance, and did not expect. But they 
reflected the attitudes of a generation educated in Europe, and 
asking questions that Europeans had asked everywhere else they 
had travelled. Colonial explorers inevitably drew upon prece-
dents, and died searching for non-existent inland lakes. 
Comparisons with European 'maps of learning' stressed the 
'deviance' of Australian landforms, until new maps, drawing 
comparisons with North America and South Africa, made sense 
of austral singularities. 

If Australia were to arbitrate, let alone uncouple, the Great 
Chain of Being, it would take men of independent vision, as well 
as secular science. By the late 1850s, beyond the end of trans-
portation and the early gold rushes, such men were beginning to 
form ranks. By the 1870s they included men who resisted the 
image of Australian scientific development as merely a reflection 
of Australia's 'branch office' economy, managed from London. 
They included men who were neither solely British nor wholly 
Australian, but deeply both; whose loyalties may now seem 
ambiguous, but were then, simply, bivalent. In the last half of the 
century, Australian science continued to welcome 'envelopment' 
by the metropolis, which in any case refused to relinquish its grip 
upon colonial attachments. From the 1820s and 1830s, the devel-
opment of colonial institutions demonstrated the capacity of 

58 Quoted by Gavin de Beer, Charkr Darwin (London, 1963), 107, and in Ann Mozley 
Moya!, Scientists in Nineteenth Century Australia: A Documentary History (Melbourne, 1976), 60. 

59 George Seddon, 'Eurocentrism and Australian Science: Some Examples', Search, 12 

(1981--2), 446-50. 
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Australia to serve, as did Ireland and India, as a social laboratory 
for the mother country.60 By the end of the century, both 
colonial and imperial governments welcomed the creation of 
'scientific services' to increase and channel wealth from the culti-
vation, extraction, and sale of minerals, cotton, sugar, wheat, 
and wool. Within the Empire, governments from Madras to 
Melbourne gradually followed suit. 

In the newspapers, memoirs, and proceedings of the learned 
societies visible in every British colony during the period, we see 
characteristics of imperial science which are not precisely deriva-
tive, but rather constituent of what might be called a 'colonial 
ethos'. Of these, at least three are readily accessible. First, there 
was a state of mind that celebrated the practical, and venerated 
the empirical.61 Australia was by no means unique among 
Anglo-Celtic societies in giving primacy to 'fact', thereby attract-
ing both criticism and praise for its unselfconscious 'practicality', 
and its alleged inattention to theory. Surely 'Aussie improvisa-
tion' must rank next to 'Yankee ingenuity' as one of the most 
tired cliches in social history. Americans and Australians had 
preferences that were far from anti-theoretical. 62 Yet there is 
much evidence of a tradition that preferred classification to 
conceptual argument, a bias similar to what Robert Bruce 
has called the 'theory-dodging tendency' of their American 
cousins.63 In America, at least before the 1870s, to borrow 
Bruce's argument, 'only the pressure of myriad discrete facts 
could warrant a hypothesis, just as English economists felt that 
only the pressure of innumerable individual decisions could 
properly govern the economy'. 64 In Australia, the arguments of 
scientific principles and economics (presuming the two are not 
identical) were coupled with the moral dictates of Baconian 

60 An interesting example is Sir John Franklin's establishment of public education and 
the Royal Society in Van Diemen's Land. See Kathleen Fitzpatrick, Sir John Franklin in 
Tasmania, I83;-I843 (Melbourne, 1949). 

61 This follows closely upon Heming, 'Science in Australia, Canada and the United 
States', 179--g6. 

62 C( the argument of Nathan Reingold and Arthur Molella in 'Theorists and 
Ingenious Mechanics:Joseph Henry Defines Science', Science Studies, 3/ 4 (1973), 328-51. 
See also Nathan Reingold, 'American Indifference to Basic Research: A Reappraisal', in 
Daniels (ed.), Nineteenth-Century American Science, 38-62. 

63 Robert V. Bruce, The Launching I/[ Modem American Science, I846-76 (New York, 1987), 
87. 

64 Ibid. II. 
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method, and with a resistance against the theocracy of theory on 
'practical grounds'. Well into the present century, unswayed by 
the German research ethos, and largely unmoved by its deriva-
tive adaptation in America, the tradition of the 'practical man' 
retained a powerful constituency in the Australian universities, as 
in the Australian marketplace more generally.65 The lobbies of 
professionalism in chemistry, geology, architecture, agriculture, 
engineering, and medicine were to keep him in office for many 
years to come. 66 

However, there were two sides to this coin. With a bias 
towards the empirical, we also find a preference for expertise 
applicable to problems encountered in the 'real world'. It is in 
this sense that Denholm speaks of Australia's 'descriptive 
draughtsmen, architects, and analytical naturalists'. 67 For a 
century and more, it was impossible for men of knowledge to be 
narrow specialists. 68 In England, Faraday's generation could 
embrace both physics and chemistry; Tyndall's generation, with 
greater difficulty, did likewise. But from the outset, and until well 
after the turn of the century, Australians, like their Canadian 
frères, had to keep to a broader gauge. A colonial orientation 
towards 'problem-solving' by 'scientific generalists' was a func-
tion of small numbers and large tasks, as well as a by-product of 
new and expanding cities and towns, fresh mineral discoveries, 
new varieties of wheat and breeds of cattle. Its influence 
persisted long after professionalization gave shape to discipline-
formation in Britain and America. 69 

A second characteristic of colonial science was its commitment 
to the twinned 'values' of science as material and moral agency. 
In a sense long and well understood in Britain, science was 
patronized because of the material benefits it promised. But 

65 See e.g. Ann Moya!, 'Invention and Innovation in Australia: The Historian's Lens', 
Prometheus, 5/I (1987), 9z-110. 

66 Roy MacLeod, 'The "Practical Man": Myth and Metaphor in Anglo-Australian 
Science', Australian Cultural History, 8 (1989), 24-49; cf. Eric Ashby, 'Universities in 
Australia', The Future efEducation, 5 (Sydney, 1944), 33 and passim. 

67 David Denholm, The Colonial Australians (Harmondswortb, 1979). 
68 Cf. Ian Rae, 'Chemists at ANZAAS: Cabbages or Kings', in MacLeod (ed.), The 

Commonwealtlz ef Science, 166--g5. 
69 And not always, as wartime experience later revealed, to Australia's disadvantage. 

See Roy MacLeod, 'The "Arsenal" in the Strand: Australian Chemists and the British 
Munitions Effort, 1916--1919', Annals ef Science, 46/I (1989), 45-67; Rod Home, 'Science on 
Service, 1939-1945', in Home (ed.), Australian Science, 220--51. 
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science as a culture had a special place in colonial life. The 
language of early colonial science drew upon the eighteenth-
century vocabulary of reason, stability, and order (not, as it 
happens, the language of liberty, equality, and fraternity). Where 
criminal conviction was at best a rough indicator of public disap-
proval, and where religion had a tenuous hold, science was 
considered a providential means by which to rid the colony of 
'stigma and slur'. Indeed, arriving as Governor of New South 
Wales in 1821, Sir Thomas Brisbane prophesied that the worth 
of Australia would rise in public estimation as man unfolded and 
proclaimed its natural beauty. 70 As the Sydney Gazette wishfully 
put it: 

The sons of Australasia's clime 
Shall soon redeem their country's shame, 
No more the penal 'land of crime' 
But nurse of science, truth and fame. 71 

Michael Roe has rightly observed that in an improving moral 
sense, 'science was culture'; in fostering moral enlightenment, a 
belief in science strengthened the belief that progress was attain-
able. 72 This was a vital and cherished necessity. From the harsh 
penal settlements of Van Diemen's Land in the 1820s to New 
South Wales in the 1850s, mechanics' institutes and colonial 
learned societies taught this twofold text. With the discovery of 
gold and the transformation of colonial life, it was less 
commonly, but no less truly observed that the real enemies of 
enlightenment were no longer the penal system, nor govern-
ments or religion, but the crass materialism that 'progress' was 
bringing in its wake. These circumstances required a new moral 
impulse. As the RevdJohn Woolley, the great scholar, educator, 
and first Principal of Sydney University wrote in 1861: 'We have 
learned that no accidental impulse can precipitate an infant 
colony into a nation. Boundless pastures, bottomless depths of 
alluvial soil, inexhaustible mines are not the sole conditions of 
greatness; material, without moral, resources are less than of 
avail.'73 In Australia, perhaps more than anywhere else, as Alan 

70 On Brisbane, see Moyal, Sdentists in Nineteenth Century Australia, 33-8. 
71 fiydnq Gazette, 29 Apr. 1824. 
72 Roe, Qyestfar Authori!J, 157-8. 
73 John Woolley, 'Schools of Art and Colonial Nationality: A Lecture (1861)', in 

Lectures Delivered in Australia (Cambridge, 1862), 5. 
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Moorehead has put it, humanity had a chance to make a fresh 
start. 74 Science was there to provide not only the means to 
progress, but the moral sense by which to measure its limitations. 

For these reasons, from the beginnings of the Sydney Univer-
sity-whose founders commended its professors 'to enlighten the 
mind, to refine the understanding, and to elevate their fellow 
men'75-the teaching of science was to figure prominently in the 
curriculum. In 1850, the 'fellow men' who were to benefit were 
few among a population which, in Sydney, numbered only 
54,000, in a colony of 189,000, one-third of whom were ex-
convicts. To these new Australians, whose moral and political 
economy was soon to feel the turbulence of gold fever, science 
was to impart what John Williams of the London Missionary 
Society called a 'practical divinity', an idealism that would guide 
a 'new gentry' of 'natural aristocrats', bearing the badge not of 
birth and privilege but of education; men equally at home in the 
world of politics and literature, whose fortunes would be devoted 
to rural development, civic improvement, and social betterment. 
Such men, conversant with the practices of science, would attain 
heights above the conceits and pitfalls of philistinism, and 
become the country's principal benefactors. 

This glorious vision reflected a commitment that linked 
university and museum, libraries and learned societies, medicine 
and the law, sometimes the schools, and, less frequently, the 
churches, in an unwritten contract of progressive self-interest, 
invoked not only by 'cultivators' and 'amateurs' in science, as 
Nathan Reingold has defined them,76 but also by the commer-
cial and civic interests similar to those found in contemporary 
British provincial cities of comparable size. The 'bunyip aristoc-
racy' of New South Wales was to give borrowed forms a local 
content, and secure the twin goals of utility and culture. Indeed, 
the learned societies and university would be hard pressed to 
distinguish between the two, just as the public could not easily 
distinguish between the membership of either. Given its size and 
commitments, Sydney's élite was to show a degree of social 

74 Alan Moorehead, Cooper's Creek (London, 1963). 
75 G. L. Fischer, The Uni:oersity ef fiydnry, z850-z975 (Sydney, 1975). 
76 Nathan Reingold, 'Definitions and Speculations: The Professionalisation of Science 

in America in the Nineteenth Century', in Oleson and Brown (eds.), The Pursuit ef 
Knowkdge, 33,0. 
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cohesion greater than that of Manchester or Bristol, and perhaps 
more resembling that of colonial Boston or Philadelphia. 

From the 1850s, with the coming of representative govern-
ment, progressive opinion in Sydney looked increasingly to the 
establishment of an 'Australasian Metropolis' of intelligence and 
civility, through the importation of what Donald Horne has 
called the 'memorised culture' of Britain. 77 In practice, moral 
and material improvement rarely followed from the same invest-
ment; and editors and educators unfailingly met philistinism in 
places both high and low. 78 Nevertheless, what we see now as 
the spirit of practical idealism flourished in the foundation of the 
Australian Society for the Encouragement of Arts, Science, 
Commerce and Agriculture79-flattering by imitation London's 
eighteenth-century (Royal) Society of Arts. The Sydney Magazine 
of Science and Art testified to a growing confidence that 'A man 
with some scientific knowledge in the bush is a benefactor to his 
neighbours for miles around'.80 In the 1850s, the editor of the 
newly founded New South Wales Magazine clasped the hands of 
literature and science as between them having the means to 
'Advance Australia'. 81 

A similar spirit impelled an insistence upon science in the 
curriculum of higher education, impoverished but unimpeded by 
a lack of Augustan traditions. 82 Whether in the museums-the 
'cultural cathedrals' of Australia-or the learned societies; 
whether in the sandstone Gothic of grand premises or the spare 
simplicity of rented rooms, the vernacular would always be 
spoken in public. 83 But the university was meant to serve a role 
at once complementary and distinct. In the professorial system, 

77 In the happy phrase of the Australian Era (vol. i, 1850), cited in Roe, Qyest for 
Authori!;)', 156. 

78 See M. E. Hoare, 'Learned Societies in Australia: The Foundation Years in 
Victoria, 1850-1860', &cords qfthe Australian Academy ef Science, 1 (1967), 7-29. 

79 Roy MacLeod (ed.), Universi/y and Communi!;)' in the Nineteenth Century: Prefessor John 
Smith, 182_5-1885 (Sydney, 1988). 

80 'Education in Science', Sydn~ Magazine ef Science and Art, 1 (1857), 119-20. 
8! Cited in Roe, Quest.for Authori!)!, 158. 
82 Such as those found in England, and ably described by Sheldon Rothblatt, Tradition 

and Change in English liberal Education (London, 1976). 
83 For the extent to which the interests of material culture and colonial idealism 

shared a common perspective, see Sally Kohlstedt, 'Natural Heritage: Securing 
Australian Materials in Nineteenth-Century Museums', Museums Australia (Dec. 1984), 
15-32; and 'Australian Museums of Natural History: Public Priorities and Scientific 
Initiatives in the 19th Century', Historical &cords ef Australian Science, 6 (1983), 1-29. 
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based largely on the models of London, Scotland, and Ireland, in 
which theology was banned-where, as at Sydney, even history 
could be ruled out on the grounds that it constituted an incendi-
ary subject-science formed an essential component of liberal 
education. In concept, if not in wealth or tradition, the new 
universities were thus at once in advance of England, at least in 
theory. And while there were difficulties in reconciling theory 
with practice, the Australian universities were committed to a 
view of organized knowledge that looked forward, taking the best 
of Britain with them. Briefly, during the 1880s, with injections of 
new money, they had almost within their grasp the means of 
matching current developments at Manchester and Cambridge, 
and even at Harvard and MIT.84 In the event, they failed. How 
circumstances conspired to disappoint their prospects, and how 
individuals fought against factors destined to overwhelm their 
best efforts, become central themes of Australian science. 

From the sentiments that championed mechanics' institutes, 
and set up universities, schools, public libraries, and art galleries, 
emerged a fourth characteristic of colonial science-the impor-
tance assigned to 'public science'.85 By this is meant not the self-
serving 'public relations' now considered a routine part of the 
argument for public funds, but rather the dedicated, often 
implicit understanding between governments and men of science 
that, where knowledge exists, it will be placed at the disposal of 
the state. Given these imperial assumptions, the colonial impera-
tive co-opted science as instrument and ideology. From the first 
white settlement, science was a public utility, coeval with the 
presence of government, first of military, and thereafter, civil. 
Before 1850, London properly consented in the appointment of 
colonial botanists and mineralogists, surveyors and astronomers; 
and thereafter, representative governments continued the 
custom, albeit unevenly, themselves. When universities arose, 
they shared in the understanding that their staff owed service to 

84 Cf. the work of William Barton Rogers at MIT, as described in Robert R. Shrock, 
Geology at MIT, 186s-196s A History efthe First Hundred Years ,if Geology at Massachusetts 
Institute ,if Technology (Cambridge, Mass., 1977), 99-zo4. 

85 This long-established phrase has been made fashionable by Frank Turner, who 
defines public science as the 'body of rhetoric, argument and polemic' produced by scien-
tists in order to '.justify their activities to the political powers and other social institutions 
upon whose good will, patronage and cooperation they depend'. See Frank M. Turner, 
'Public Science in Britain, 1880-1919', Isis, 71 (1980), 589-608, at 589. 
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CIVIC committees no less than to academic classrooms. The 
requirements of government, the needs of the marketplace, and 
the interests of the community made public service and 
academic appointment a persisting tautology. Professors were 
irresistibly drawn into non-professorial activities. Classicists set 
texts for teachers and monitored school-leaving examinations. 
Mathematicians set up records of vital statistics, advised insur-
ance committees, and chaired public inquiries. Chemists and 
medical men encouraged public health, reviewed sanitary policy, 
catalogued toxic plants, and proposed improvements in the 
water supply. Physicists advised on the electrification of railways 
and the storing of explosives. 

What was thus customary in municipal England became 
commonplace in Australia, and from such beginnings grew a 
tradition in which private interests expected, and often needed, to 
rely upon public spending. As Australia passed from depression to 
Federation, as science became part of state and federal bureau-
cracies, and as disciplines assumed their own corporate identities, 
so their practice retained a special responsibility to the public. 
Government science became a plank of Australian progressivism, 
manifested in an ideology of national and imperial efficiency, in 
which the approved teachings of science and 'scientific method' 
had a special role.86 This culture of colonial science placed its 
confidence not in politics or party, but in the distinguishing char-
acteristics of its own traditions-in a business-like ethos that 
linked the Technological Museum with research in essential oils, 
its departments of agriculture with wheat farmers, its education 
departments with domestic hygiene classes, and its mining 
districts with the Technical College. Whether in the 'search for 
order' among competing theories, or in the challenge of extend-
ing the tropical limits of white habitation, 87 the conviction that 

86 For some of its linkages with Australian cultural history, see Michael Roe, Nine 
Australian Progresswes: Vitalism in Bourgeois Social 77wught, I890-I960 (St Lucia, 1984). For the 
British movement, with which Liversidge and his circle were in close harmony, see 
Geoffrey Searle, The Q.yestfor National Ejficienry: A Study in British Politics and Political 77wught, 
I89g-I9I4 (Oxford, 1971) and Eugenics and Politics in Britain, I900-I9I4 (Leyden, 1976). For 
the progressivism and the rhetoric of efficiency in American history, see Samuel Haber, 
E.fficienry and Uplift: Scientific Management in the Progressive Era, I890-I920 (Chicago, 1964); 
Samuel P. Hays, Conservation and the Gospel ef Efficienry (Cambridge, Mass., 1959; New 
York, 1972), and Robert Wiebe, The Searchfor Order, I871 I920 (New York, 1967). 

87 See Thomas Vallance and David Branagan, 'The Earth Sciences: Searching for 
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progress was best achieved through the application of public 
resources remained central to Australian science for half its 
history. 

IV 

In the light of these qualifications, it is clearly ill-advised to fasten 
upon simple 'diffusionist' models to describe the phenomenon of 
colonial science. Rather, it is more profitable to constitute a new 
set of categories, linking changing imperial and colonial interests 
without disfiguring the reality of that relationship. In fact, the 
resolution of these four vectors-Eurocentrism, practicality, 
moral agency, and public service infused by 'practical ideal-
ism'-gave science its distinguishing features, certainly in New 
South Wales, Victoria, and to some extent in Queensland and 
South Australia, between 1870 and 1900. These led to important 
steps in the organization of science in Australia at large. Just as 
the impulse of technology united the country by rail and tele-
graph, so the curiosity of meteorologists, mineralogists, anthro-
pologists, and explorers, some led by the 'manifest destinies' of 
colonial nationalism in the Antarctic and the tropics, gave New 
South Welshmen, Queenslanders, South Australians, Victorians, 
and Tasmanians common cause and began to serve a 'federalis-
ing function'. Through an intercolonial movement which gath-
ered momentum in the 1880s, colonial co-operation in science 
paralleled developments within the labour movement and the 
professions, and presaged developments in other aspects of 
national life, and in a similar way: by asserting a commonality of 
interest among working men achieveable only by co-operative 
action, in concert with local initiative. Building upon the experi-
ence of New Zealand, Australia set a new standard for 'federated 
science', which kept bonds between Australia and New Zealand 
long after talk of political union between the two had faded 
away. Thanks to its advocates of intercolonial co-operation, 
Australia surpassed the achievements of Canada, which was still 
seeking a basis for the organization of science long after 
Confederation, despite the ambitions of the Royal Society of 

Geological Order', in MacLeod (ed.), Tu Commonwealth ef Science, 130-46, andj. M. 
Powell, 'Protracted Reconciliation: Society and the Environment', ibid. 2491 1. 
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Canada, established in 1882, and the visiting ministrations of the 
British Association in 1884, 1897, and 1909.88 Where Canada 
failed to develop national scientific organizations strong enough 
to resist the pull of American leadership, 89 Australia promoted 
its own, wedding its successful mechanisms for intercolonial co-
operation with a quiet deference to imperial Britain. 

The diffusionist model fails also to explain the remarkable 
circumstances of science in these decades of economic expan-
sion, fuelled by gold, good harvests, and the land boom. By the 
1880s greater wealth bred a sense of optimism-a 'springtime, 
adolescent period', as Brian Fitzpatrick wrote, which seemed to 
presage 'the ending of a [ colonial] childhood'. 90 This vigour had 
impressed British visitors for a decade and more. In 1871, 
Anthony Trollope saw Australians trying to 'get to heaven all at 
once'.91 Charles Dilke thought Australia's prospects nearly limit-
less, while J. A. Froude supposed that in proportion the six 
colonies already had more educated men than Britain92-most, 
it might be added, looking for suitable employment. Hyperbole 
aside, as knowledge generated and published within the colonies 
was 're-radiated' to Britain, so a new sense of cultural identity 
-'independence' would be too strong--emerged that saw 
Australia as part of an imperial circle, and not the end of a line. 

In 1837, Ralph Waldo Emerson had urged 'the American 
scholar' of his generation to look for inspiration in the indige-
nous materials and local character of democratic American 
life.93 Fifty years later, a similar message was taken up in 
Australia, heralded by the Bulletin of Jules Francois Archibald, 
and the voices of colonial nationalism.Just as the decorative arts, 
crafts, and literature celebrated Australians' creativity, shaped by 

88 See Michael Warboys, 'The British Association and Empire: Science and Social 
Imperialism, 1880-1940', in Roy MacLeod and Peter Collins (eds.), The Parliament ef 
Science (London, 1981), 170---87; Vittorio de Vecchi, 'Science and Government in 
Nineteenth-Century Canada' (Unpublished Ph.D dissertation, University of Toronto, 
1978), and 'The Dawning of a National Scientific Community in Canada, 1878-1896', 
Scientia Canadiensis, 8/I (1984), 3z-58. 

89 Richard Jarrell, 'British Scientific Institutions and Canada: The Rhetoric and the 
Reality', Transactions efthe Royal Sociery ef Canada, series IV, 20 (1982), 533-47. 

90 Brian Fitzpatrick, The Australian Peopl.e, I788-I945 (Melbourne, 1946), 217. 
91 Anthony Trollope, Australia and New <,ea/and (London, 1873). 
92 J. A Froude, Oceana (New York, 1887). 
93 Ralph Waldo Emerson, 'The American Scholar', in Stephen E. Whicher (ed.), 

Sel.ections.from Ralph Waldo Emerson (Boston, 1957), 631 9. 
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their interaction with the natural environment, so science cele-
brated the fruits of natural knowledge supplied by the place 
itself. And where earlier generations of navigators, surveyors, 
and explorers had opened the country by boat and on horse-
back, now scientists, their power symbolized by the telegraph 
and steamship, were uniting it. 94 Intercolonial movements in 
science, paralleling similar developments in the labour move-
ment and in the professions, presaged 'federalism' in the political 
sphere, and strengthened bonds with New Zealand. Australia's 
industry might remain derivative, trailing Europe and America 
and dependent upon them; yet a spirit of eager adaptation 
proclaimed a deep faith in new technology and its benefits. 
International exhibitions were making Sydney and Melbourne 
capitals of the world. The consciousness of progress, blended 
with colonial pride, made for a nation in all but name. 95 

'Our colonies are rapidly coming abreast of us', The Saturday 
Review of London announced in 1888. 'There is a freshness and 
a breadth about the work of Australian science which, alas! we 
rarely find now in that of the old country. '96 Alas, just as this 
promise reached its pedestal, the vision splendid vanished. In a 
kingdom of euphoria, the successes of science were oversold. 
Despite its moral endorsements, its enthusiastic sponsors, and its 
increasing visibility, science had only begun to 'work' for 
Australia. Mining companies still resisted geologists, and some-
times with good reason;97 outside school teaching, there were 
few places for chemists, and fewer still for biologists and mathe-
maticians. New horizons were opening in anthropology and 
astronomy, anatomy and meteorology, but their protean schol-
ars would wait years for recognition. 98 The 'take-ofP, prophe-

94 For the effect of the telegraph on intercolonial meteorological and astronomical co-
operation, see Michael Hoare, 'The Intercolonial Science Movement in Australasia, 
1870-1880', Records ef the Australian Academy ef Science, 3/2 (1976), 7-28. See also Ann 
Moya!, Clear Across Australia: A History ef Telecommunicatwns (Melbourne, 1984). 

95 John Wade (ed.), 1he Sydney International Exhibition, 1879 (Sydney, 1979); see also 
Graeme Davison, 'Exhibitions', Australian Cultural History, 2 (1982-3), 5-21. 

96 'The Australian Association for the Advancement of Science', Saturday Revi_ew, 66 (3 
Nov. 1888), 519--20. 

97 Against the advice of the Director of the Geological Survey of Victoria, Frederick 
McCoy of Melbourne University memorably insisted that quartz mining at depth could 
never be profitable, an opinion Geoffrey Blainey believes must have been quoted many 
times against the universities. Geoffrey Blainey, A Centenary History ef the Universiry ef 
Melbourne (Melbourne, 1957). 

98 The Bicentennial helped greatly. See, for example, 'Australia!' a special issue of the 
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sied in the press and preached from the pulpit, failed to 
materialize. 

Instead, science became hostage to the economic crisis begin-
ning in the r8gos, and languished in the damage wrought by the 
depression to the country and its aspirations. In the following 
years, colonial science experienced a perpetuation and deepen-
ing of its dependence, as the country became caught up in the 
rhythms of evangelical imperialism, and its fortunes confounded 
by drought and class strife. 99 The high promise of science, its 
energies harnessed to the expansion of Australia's domain from 
the tropics to the Pole, was frozen in the suspended animation of 
a 'punctuated equilibrium'. Economic and political divisions 
drove deep into the spirit, and dampened its prospects. 
Federation brought some encouragement to agriculture and the 
chemical industry, but little to university research. The coming 
of war rallied scientists to the Lion and the Kangaroo, but put an 
end to the idealism of the r88os and the early Commonwealth. 
Slowly and by degrees, through another depression and across 
another war, Australian science occupied new fields, cultivating 
a new progressivism, but then in a world depleted of many who 
would otherwise have been part of its future. 

V 

To make one's way along such a broad course requires a prom-
ising vehicle; and for this, we tum to biography. In this history of 
hope and struggle, ambition and disappointment, Archibald 
Liversidge holds a special place. As much as anyone who lived in 
what we consider a 'heroic' generation of Anglo-Australians, 
Liversidge was an exemplary figure. 100 Englishman by educa-
tion, colonial by adoption, he was a paradigmatic 'transplanted 
Briton', in W. K. Hancock's phrase, who travelled in the service 

Mineralogical Record, 19/6 (1988). International interest in Australian science has been 
increasing for some time. See 'Science in Australasia', Nature, 316 (18July 1985), 185-208. 

99 This period is well, if briefly, described in Richard White, Inventing Australia: Images 
and Identity, I688-1980 (Sydney, 1981). 

100 See also D. J. Mulvaney and]. H. Calaby, 'So Much that is New': Baldwin Spencer, 
1860---I929, A Biograpfry (Melbourne, 1985); W. L. Weickhardt, Masson qf Melbourne: '!he life 
and Times ef David Orme Masson, Prefessor qf Chemistry, University ef Melbourne, 1886-I923 
(Carlton, Vic., 1988). 
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of Empire, and symbolized the resilience of imperial loyalties 
halfway round the globe. Liversidge was born in suburban 
London, the eighth of nine children, and the youngest son of a 
prosperous coach builder. Educated privately and at working 
men's evening classes to the age of 19, he entered the Royal 
College of Chemistry and the Royal School of Mines. There he 
cultivated technical laboratory skills, mastered the rudiments of 
chemistry, geology, and mineralogy, and joined that small 
cosmopolitan élite dignified by the Associateship of the Royal 
School of Mines. Before he finished, he won an open scholarship 
to Christ's College, Cambridge, and within six months was 
called upon to demonstrate to other undergraduates in the 
university's small chemical laboratory. Within a year, he was 
recruited to the brilliant team of pupils who were destined to 
place Cambridge in the vanguard of experimental biology. But 
just as his future opened, a full year before he could take his 
degree, he was unexpectedly swept away from Cambridge, and 
offered the vacant Readership in Geology and Mineralogy at the 
distant University of Sydney. There, for thirty-five years, he was 
to be a dominant figure in the life of science and education in 
New South Wales. 

An account of this life falls conveniently into three periods, 
corresponding to Liversidge's three 'careers'-England before 
Australia; Australia between 1872 and 1908; and England again, 
from his retirement to his death two decades later. Liversidge 
was a son of the commercial middle classes. Like many 
Englishmen, he found his way up the early slopes of academic 
life by industry and perseverance. His educational journey took 
him through an examination system new to his day, and his 
passage was assisted by grants aimed by the government 
precisely at men of his class and station. In London, and subse-
quently in Cambridge, he had the luck to study with some of the 
most influential scientists of his time. Arriving in Sydney, he was 
immediately 'transported' into the upper middle classes, and 
placed among men who saw the world through English eyes. 
Australia served him, in unequal measures, both professional 
success and material comforts. In the end, it was not enough. 
With his eventual return to England, he withdrew to a quiet life 
of public service, in the organization of British chemistry, and in 
the study of minerals. When war came, he did what he could for 
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his country, and his discipline. His home in London became an 
unofficial chancellery for Australian science, and he, its informal 
counsellor. 

Mirroring the social and intellectual movements of his time, 
Liversidge generated a dynamic of his own, carrying into 
Sydney's institutions the lessons that informed the culture of 
science in England. Not for the first time, but in a way that made 
an indelible mark, Liversidge attempted to establish a way of 
thinking that linked university science with civic benefit. In the 
Australian context, we may well call this mode of practice 
'Liversidgean science'. Three generations since his departure 
from Sydney, and well after his death, his legacy remains part of 
Australia's scientific heritage. 

Liversidge's Australian years unfolded along five intersecting 
planes. As university teacher and 'scholar-administrator', he 
joined the skirmishers of science against the entrenchments of 
bureaucratic and legislative inertia. As public scientist, he trans-
planted a tradition of service to city and colony, mapping in 
1880 a composite vision of technical education that eventually 
brought 'South Kensington' to Sydney. As a chemical mineralo-
gist, he identified and exhibited specimens of great economic 
importance to the colony, and, occasionally, new to science. As 
strategist and organizer, he led the federation of scientific institu-
tions and societies within Australia, and saw to their recognition 
in Britain. Finally, as diplomat, he became the principal repre-
sentative of New South Wales in scientific circles overseas. His 
life was a fitting advertisement of those who had trained him: 
scientia imperia, decus et tutamen. 10 1 

Huxley once spoke of science as 'organised knowledge'; 
Liversidge brought to Australia a concept of knowledge made 
organized. He also brought to the University of Sydney a sense 
of what organized knowledge must embrace. It was significant 
that the inaugural Congress of the Australasian Association for 
the Advancement of Science, which he did much to create, was 
held in the Great Hall of Sydney University; and that 
Liversidge's presidency of that body would be celebrated in the 
same place ten years later. When Liversidge arrived at the 
university, twenty Arts students were reading chemistry in two 

101 The motto of the Imperial College of Science and Technology, of which the Royal 
School of Mines today forms a part. 
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small, unsuitable rooms set apart in Edmund Blacket's splendid, 
but ill-ventilated, Gothic edifice that dominated the Grose Farm 
estate and the city of Sydney beyond. When he left, there were 
two hundred students taking chemistry courses in three faculties, 
taught by a staff of seven lecturers, in new, vigorously crowded 
laboratories and lecture rooms, jostling next to the main building 
they symbolically rivalled. I 02 

But this was by no means all. When Liversidge arrived, over 
two dozen rarely communicating learned societies were scattered 
over the colonies of Australia and New Zealand; the colonial 
government of New South Wales was inconstant in its support of 
science; and a city the size of Bristol made no systematic provi-
sion for technical education. By dint of his labours, Sydney 
gained a revived Royal Society, which met monthly in its own 
freehold premises; a Technical College, teaching thousands of 
clerks and apprentices; a Technological Museum, systematically 
investigating Australian plants; and an Australian Museum with 
one of the best mineral collections in the southern hemisphere. 
By his good offices, Sydney was also the 'headquarters' of the 
Australasian Association for the Advancement of Science, the 
Australian base for the International Catalogue of Scientific 
Literature, and a centre for mining education in New South 
Wales. 

These achievements were of Caesarian scale, and not infre-
quently set in sandstone. But Liversidge's own contributions to 
science were no less durable, in particular, those on the minerals 
of New South Wales. His arrival coincided with an era of recov-
ery and expansion in the tin, copper, and coal mining districts of 
New South Wales and Queensland. With the Department of 
Mines and its Geological Survey, which he helped establish, 
Liversidge rose to meet the growing demand for exact informa-
tion about the composition and location of economic minerals. 
By the time he left the country, he had published a major cata-
logue of minerals, and over one hundred papers on Australian 
mineralogy and geology. In the meantime, his work had brought 
him to the frontiers of evolutionary theory, and to the thresholds 
of modem geochemistry. 

These facts form part of the published record. But if the most 
102 For the history of the Faculty of Science, see David Branagan and Graham 

Holland (eds.), &er &aping Something New: A Science Centenary (Sydney, 1985). 
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important things we can know about a man are those he takes for 
granted, then we must look for Liversidge's contribution not only 
in what he published and preserved, but also in the things he did 
outside the university and committee room. His spirit was forged 
in London and Cambridge by men whose learning encompassed 
the circle of the sciences. He was educated in a tradition that 
extolled the unity of a secular, material nature, which mellowed 
into a mild agnosticism, never apostasy. He brought to Australia 
a passion for research; a programme spanning disciplines; and a 
commitment to the analytical spirit espoused in the laboratories 
ofJermyn Street and Free School Lane. 

George Basalla has reminded us that literary metaphors can be 
assets to science, and Liversidge embodies three metaphors central 
to the colonial science of his day. 103 Most notably, he embodied 
the art and craft of the careful observer. Following the teachings of 
William Smith and Charles Lyell, his geological generation was 
taught above all to look at the world, to consult the Book of 
Nature directly, as the only means of clearing up anomalies (or 
fathoming 'misprints') in the record of Creation. Observation 
alone-and of fossils, particularly-would corroborate evidence of 
a Divine Plan, or show the Divine Hand still at work. Natural 
history was becoming, as Nicolaas Rupke has put it, the history of 
nature. The Great Chain of Being was temporalized into a 'great 
chain of history' .104 In the process, theory played a role, but 
doctrine was at a discount; what geologists needed was a vade 
mecum or phrasebook to the vocabulary of the rocks, deciphered by 
the aid of microscope and spectroscope. More significantly, the 
new grammar of geology was to draw upon the language of chem-
istry, and needed men like Liversidge to be its interpreters. 

To the qualities of the secular observer, Liversidge added 
those of the colonizing traveller. The 'Solomon's House' of 
Francis Bacon, like many Renaissance utopias, was set on a 
remote island, far removed from frequent sea-going trade. Its 
isolation prevented new ideas from reaching the utopians, whose 
well-being depended upon the practical applications of their 
knowledge. Bacon's plan was to send from these islands 

103 George Basalla, 'Science, Scientists and Metaphor ' (Unpublished manuscript). I 
am grateful to Professor Basalla for allowing me to consult this paper. 

104 Nicolaas A. Rupke, The Great Chain ef History: William Buckland and the English School 
efGeology, 1814-1849 (Oxford, 1983). 
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'merchants of light' to garner 'books and abstracts and patterns 
of experiments'. To the native Aborigines of Australia, European 
contact may have brought little in exchange for food, clothing, 
and other 'commodities of matter'. But in the regions of the 
mind, symbolically and in fact, Liversidge embodied Bacon's 
merchant of light-a philosopher-traveller and traveller-scientist 
transported in his time by the technologies that had given 
Europeans mastery of the world. Oceans that had made travel a 
daunting hazard in the age of sail, were now tamed by steam 
and the Royal Navy, and four times Liversidge circumnavigated 
the globe, visiting India and Egypt, the capitals of Europe, New 
Zealand, Fiji, andjapan, and crossing the USA from west to 
east. In the very act of travelling, he signified the 'crimson thread 
of kinship' that linked British enterprise in science. 

That enterprise could at times be largely a trade in ideas, and 
the solution of puzzles. Among believers in fact and observation, 
Liversidge was an arch 'puzzle-solver', a detective in an age that 
marvelled in Nature's curiosities. In 1863, Thomas Huxley told an 
audience of working men inJermyn Street that the ideal scientist 
was just that-a 'detective' who worked routinely from recover-
able facts to complete the picture-puzzle of a world whose general 
outlines were already known. Whenever the probable had been 
eliminated, the remainder, however improbable, was the truth, 
said Sherlock Holmes; and for twenty years before Arthur Conan 
Doyle set down his chronicles, the deerstalker of the detective-
scientist was imprinted upon the popular mind. The analogous 
image of a 'commonsense' investigator, with frock coat and 
microscope, served well the forensic model of colonial science, 
sent to solve the mysteries of an unfamiliar world. Scientific 
method embodied correct principles of collection, classification, 
and careful induction, the values that formed part of the canon of 
Bacon. 105 In the hands of a skilled investigator, the virtues of 
deduction would bring their own reward. 'Scientific reasoning' 
was the sovereign remedy. What stood in the way of knowledge 
was impatience, muddled thinking, and lack of application. 

Taken together in Liversidge, these three metaphorical 
roles-observer, merchant-traveller, and detective-formed a 
powerful combination, and colonial Australasia gave him a 

105 See David Hull, Darwin and his Critics: The Reception ef Daiwin's Theory ef Evolution 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1973). 
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supremely appropriate field of action. If, as Henry James once 
said, it takes an old civilization to set a novelist in motion, the 
ancient land of Australia and the islands and atolls of the Pacific 
were a glorious laboratory for a chemical geologist-an 'El 
Dorado', as Samuel Sidney put it, 'and an Arcady combined, a 
land of promise for the adventurous and a home of peace and 
independence for the industrious'. 106 Of course, the perfect 
Huxleyan detective-and Liversidge at times resembled 
Inspector Lestrade more than the sage of Baker Street-would 
quickly realize that Nature is not the same in Mittagong as in 
Middlesex. Although he first saw the continent with the eyes of 
his teachers, eventually his vision became acclimatized to the 
brightness and strangeness of his new environment. He was not 
the first to see, or misconstrue, its novelties. For centuries, 
Australia and the Pacific had challenged the European mind. 107 

Nature remained unpredictable, never to be trusted, and it 
would take all a detective's skill to unravel her geology and 
botany. In Australia, it seemed, the continent's secrets would be 
revealed to men by right of exploration and reason, rather than 
by mere occupation. Science was a matter of information and 
intelligence, and therefore, of organization. To apply this organ-
ized intelligence was his special mission. 

Liversidge happened into Australian history thirty years after 
the colony of New South Wales freed itself from transportation, 
and twenty years after the coming of responsible government. He 
met the same country that D. H. Lawrence saw, and found the 
same 'subtle, remote timeless beauty'. However, to Liversidge this 
inspired not passive acceptance, but active arrangement. If to the 
artist a landscape is a moment in time, for the scientist it has a 
moment in history, reducible to number. To the artist's easel, 
Liversidge therefore added the blowpipe, crucible, and micro-
scope. To the novelist's inspiration, he added measurement. To 
enthusiasm, he added systematic enquiry. Nature did not exist to 
be left undisturbed; her beauties were not to be passively sensed, 
but to be photographed, collected, counted, and displayed. 
Liversidge set about reducing Nature to order. 

106 Coral Lansbury, A ready in Australia: The Evocation ef Australia in Nineteenth-Century 
English Literature (Carlton, Vic., 1970), 75. 

107 Bernard Smith, European Vision and the South Pacffic, 1768-1850: A Study in the History ef 
Art and Ideas (Oxford, 1960; 2nd edn., New Haven, 1985). 
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In so doing, Liversidge assimilated a practical vision of philo-
sophical idealism, then working its way from Balliol to Botany 
Bay, which guided him in proposing ways for men of science to 
'make their past labours and present capabilities of more use to 
the public'. For a time, this coincided neatly with colonial expec-
tations, certainly in the building of museums and technical 
colleges, but perhaps nowhere more eloquently than in the Great 
Exhibitions that periodically distinguished the capital cities of 
Australia, just as in Europe and America. Beneath their vaulted 
transepts, these 'cathedrals' of science and industry joined master 
and men in the celebration of technical design and social 
harmony. Colonial, intercolonial, and international exhibitions 
symbolized competition, and the acceptable face of capitalism. 
Government aid, subtly applied, construed tacit consensus, and 
set standards of objective achievement, serving at the same time 
to deflect and defuse the dissensions of politics, class, and reli-
gion. Fine as these buildings were, they were inevitably to prove 
(save in 'marvellous Melbourne') impermanent memorials to the 
idea of progress. New South Wales needed more lasting work-
places for industrial education, and to these Liversidge devoted 
himself with tireless energy. From his efforts, with the 
Government's help, arose the basilicas of technical education 
that distinguish the streets of Ultimo and Camperdown today. 

VI 

By the turn of the century, Sydney's monuments to Liversidge's 
practical theology had become models of their kind. He had 
arrived at a time-the 187os-when legislators, pastoralists, 
miners, and businessmen were warding off depression, and look-
ing uncertainly towards the future. He had flourished in a period 
of enthusiasm, and coped in periods of despair. In ways in which 
he was not luminous himself, he proved an excellent conductor 
of light, a successful mediator and innovator. In the process, he 
became a shining example of the colonial scientist as 'public 
man'. 108 His doctrines of organization and co-operation formed 

108 See Richard Sennett's perceptive discussion of the 'actor', the 'spectator', and the 
public culture of the Victorian city in The Fall ef Public Man (New York, 1978), esp. 
197-218, 255-61. 
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part of the natural religion of colonial science, and infused the 
new spirit of conservation and imperial efficiency popular at 
many levels in society. 109 

Yet by 1900 the courage he had displayed through the difficult 
1870s, the expansive 1880s, and the depressing 1890s, slowly 
turned to ash. His best successes seemed few and all too depend-
ent upon his own unremitting energy. His dream of creating a 
permanent research school was defeated time and again; battles 
were won, but victory eluded him. He was not alone to sense a 
certain hopelessness in the prospects that Australia afforded the 
'creative spirit'. In 1899, Henry Lawson's advice 'to any 
Australian writer whose talents have been recognised', was 
uncomprormsmg: 

go steerage; stow away, swim and seek London, Yankeeland, or 
Timbuctoo-rather than stay in Australia, till his genius turned to gall 
or beer. Or, failing this ... to study elementary anatomy ... and then 
shoot himself carefully. 110 

These could also have been sensible words of 'Advice to a 
Young Scientist'. By 1905, science in New South Wales had 
entered what one might charitably call a 'steady state'. Teaching 
standards at the university remained high, and important 
applied work was being done in biology, 111 but research in 
physics and chemistry had become 'suburban' to London and 
Manchester, Harvard and Yale, and even, in some respects, to 
Melbourne. As so often in a dependent economy, many reasons 
for this apparent 'failure' lay overseas. The importance of X-
rays, radioactivity, physical chemistry, and genetics were by the 
1890s well appreciated, and rapidly assimilated into the curricu-
lum; but in the 'relentless round of teaching' and in the absence 
of research laboratories and graduate students, Sydney 
University and its sister institutions, were left on the sidelines. 112 

When Richard Threlfall, protesting his 'isolation', left his chair 
of physics for a non-academic future in England, and when 

109 See Roe, Nme Australian Progressives; M. Powell, Environmental Management in Australia, 
1788-1914: Guardians, Improvers and Prefit: An Introductory Survey (Melbourne, 1976). 

110 Quoted in Serie, From Deserts the Prophets Come, 56. 
111 See C. V. Schedvin, 'Environment, Economy and Australian Biology', Historical 

Studies, 21 (82), (1984), u-28. 
112 Ibid. 
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W. H. Bragg left Adelaide for Leeds, they took with them the 
hopes of their generation, and left behind their fears. 113 

Imperial interests further compounded the problems faced by 
colonial science. Beginning in the late 1890s, research fellowships 
swept a wave of graduates from the colonies into the laboratories 
of British universities, and many were not to return. For those who 
did, there were few prospects, and these mostly in technical 
colleges. It was not long before Australian (and New Zealand) 
voices were permanently heard in middle and senior common 
rooms at Cambridge and London. Worse, all six Australian 
universities, pressed by government and self-dedication to become 
more 'relevant', instead became more 'routinized', coming to 
resemble 'factories' for producing examination successes rather 
than 'nurseries' of new ideas. By 1914, the six universities enrolled 
3,847 students, taught by 484 staff at all levels. Sydney University 
was the largest, and its population leapt from 376 in 1890 to 583 in 
1900, and nearly doubled again to 1,350 between 1900 and 19IO. 
Government failed to meet increased numbers with corresponding 
increases in research staff and funds. 114 Liversidge accordingly 
left, as we shall see, a great future behind him. 

From what became his English home, Liversidge saw the 
coming of war put the 'scientific spirit' back in the news, but the 
exhausted 1920s witnessed Australian science reduced to a low, 
uneven rate of progress, its resources curtailed, its focus reduced 
to the improvement of primary production in the rural indus-
tries. At a time when governments in Europe and private 
foundations in America were increasing university endowments 
for research, and when new discoveries in radio, aviation, and 
chemistry were transforming industry, Australian science 
remained largely immobile. Limited to a narrow range of muni-
tions projects and agricultural services, its adolescence was 
prolonged, its maturity delayed. 115 Not until the late 1920s, 
culminating in the establishment of CSIR(O), did 'practical 

113 Rod Home, 'The Problem of Intellectual Isolation in Scientific Life: W. H. Bragg 
and the Australian Scientific Community, 1886-1909', Historical Records ef Australian 
Science, 6h (1984), 19-so; 'First Physicist of Australia: Richard Threlfall at the University 
of Sydney, 1886-1898', Historical Records ef Australian Science, 6/3 (1988), 333-58. 

114 E. R. Holme et al., The Universities ef Australia (London, 1919), 11. 
115 D. P. Mellor, The Role ef Science and Industry (Australia in the War ef 193g-45), series 4 

(Civil), vol. v (Canberra, 1958); AT. Ross, 'The Politics of Secondary Industry Research 
in Australia, 1926-1939', Historical Records ef Australian Science, 7/ 4 (1989), 373-92. 
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idealism' and national endowment come into productive align-
ment.116 Even then, university scientists, caught in unpromising 
circumstances, justified themselves on a small plateau of 
research. Liversidge's University of Sydney remained in an 
impasse from which it took another generation to free itself. 

Liversidge left Sydney in 1908, at the age of 60, partly in the 
hope of making a new career in research for himself. During his 
thirty-five years in Australia, he had done much and had fore-
seen more that needed to be done. Thanks to him, it was possi-
ble to see the shape of things to come. When he left Sydney, it 
was unclear whether Australians would throw off the 'colonial 
cap and gown'. 117 How Australians would arrange their affairs 
to contribute to the world of science and scholarship remained to 
be seen. But whatever was done in detail, Liversidge remained 
confident that Australia's path would follow the route of the 
'moving metropolis', strengthened by the bonds that tied 
Australia to its British heritage. In that heritage lay his life, and 
through that heritage flowed the genius of imperial science in 
New South Wales. 

116 Boris Schedvin, 'The Culture of CSIRO', Australian Cultural History, 2 (1982-3), 
76-89; and Shaping Science and Industry: A History qf Australia's Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research, 1926-1949 (Sydney, 1987). 

117 To borrow the title of W. J. Gardner's Colonial Cap and Gown: Studies in the Mid-
Victorian Universi#es qf Australia (Christchurch, NZ, 1979). 
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'Races not inferior, but different': 
Anthropological Sciences and 

Imperial Policy at the Paris 
Colonial Exhibition (1931) 

BENOÎT DE L'ESTOILE 

Historians of anthropology have often been inclined to autono-
mize their subject. In other words, they tend to abstract knowl-
edge products from the social practices through which they are 
constituted, or at least to focus on the more intellectual aspects of 
this field of knowledge. In his pioneering analysis of quattrocento 
painting, which contrasted with formalist approaches to art 
history, Michael Baxandall was able to retrieve the categories 
through which images were perceived and appreciated in 
fifteenth-century Italy by reconstructing the world of uses and 
practices (refigious, commercial, mathematical, etc.) in which 
they made sense. 1 Similarly, looking at the colonial uses of 
anthropology allows one to reconstruct the universe in which 
scientific discourses acquired their meaning. 

In France in particular, the disciplinary tradition tends to 
underplay the significance of the colonial context for anthropo-
logical knowledge. 2 The new subject of Ethnologie which emerged 
around the Trocadero Museum of Ethnography in the 1930s, 
culminating in the grand opening of the new Musée de l'Homme 
(Museum of Man) in 1938, 3 is more readily associated with the 

1 Michael Baxanclall, Painting and &perience in Fifteenth-Century /t,a[y (Oxford, 1972). 
2 Thus the centenary exhibition on 'L'Afrique de Marcel Griaule' at the Musee de 

!'Homme in 1998 left the issue of the colonial setting of his ethnographic activities virtu-
ally unaddressed. 

3 Ethnologie was the term used by Paul Rivet, the founder of the Musee de !'Homme, to 
designate the 'science of man in its totality', encompassing prehistory, physical anthro-
pology, the study of material culture, and ethnography, which he managed to establish as 
the official name of the discipline. 
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intellectual and political avant-garde; the figure of the writer and 
ethnographer Michel Leiris provides an alluring icon both of the 
proximity of ethnologists to the artistic and literary avant-garde, 
and of their critical attitude towards colonization. 4 

In this essay I shall argue that the International Colonial 
Exhibition, which was held at Vincennes, on the outskirts of 
Paris, from March to October 1931, was a key moment in the 
history of French ethnology in the sense, first, that it allows the 
links between the development of the discipline and its colonial 
uses to be deciphered, and secondly, that it constituted a critical 
step in the process of disciplinary formation in anthropology.5 

It is, however, necessary to begin by clarifying what is meant 
here by 'uses'. It is indeed possible to address the issue of the 'uses 
of science' in two opposed ways. The first, usually favoured by 
scientists themselves, relies on the 'pure vs. applied' dichotomy. 
The problem here is to understand how a (theoretical) science, 
once elaborated by scientists, is disseminated, and possibly modi-
fied, while generating a series of practical applications. This 
vision of an 'objective' science, towering above political contro-
versies and historical vicissitudes, postulates a distinction between 
the elaboration and validation of knowledge, which alone consti-
tutes science proper, and its uses, which largely bypass scientists, 
who by definition bear no responsibility for any 'extra-scientific' 
uses, or misappropriations, of their work. This model implicitly 
relies upon a neat distinction between a scientific core (of 'pure' 
science) which is both chronologically and logically primordial, 
and a number of derivative ('impure') applications. 6 'Elaboration' 

4 See e.g. the entry by John Leavitt for 'French anthropology' in the recent 
Encyclopedia of Cultural and Social Anthropology, ed. Alan Barnard and Jonathan Spencer 
(London, 1996), in which Leiris is described as 'ethnographer, critic of colonialism and a 
celebrated poet' (p. 244). C( also Jean Jamin, 'Introduction', in Michel Leiris, Miroir de 
l'Afaque (Paris, 1996), 9-59. James Clifford, 1he Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-Century 
Ethnograpl!)I, literature and Art (Cambridge, Mass., 1988). 

5 This essay draws on an earlier one, published as 'Des races non pas inferieures, mais 
differentes: de !'Exposition Coloniale au Musee de !'Homme', in Claude Blanckaert (ed.), 
Politiques de l'anthropologi,e: pratiques et discours en France (1860--1940) (Paris, 2001), 391-473. It 
has benefited greatly from comments made at presentations at the PPGAS-Museu-
Nacional, Rio de Janeiro, and the African Studies Seminar, University of Chicago, and 
by Louis-Hems Marcelin. 

6 This vision of science is prevalent among those who head scientific establishments. 
See Norbert Elias, 'Scientific Establishments', in id. and R. Whitley (eds.), Scientific 
Establishments and Hierarchies (Dordrecht, 1982), 3-69. See also Richard Whitley, 1he 
Jnt,ellectual and Social Organization ef the Sciences (Oxford, 1984). 
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and 'uses' thus appear as completely separated, at least in princi-
ple, and should therefore be analysed separately. 7 

An alternative approach, which we may call 'pragmatic', 
denies the absolute character of any opposition between 'pure' 
and 'applied'. In anthropology, this pragmatic approach was 
formulated by Bronislaw Malinowski, who argued that it is 
impossible to grasp the meaning of a verbal utterance, an artefact, 
or a ritual without understanding the 'pragmatic context' of its 
uses. 8 The uses of a word, but also of a type of discourse, such as 
myth or science, are therefore not to be seen as external, since 
they constitute its very meaning.9 To analyse anthropological 
knowledge in terms of its colonial uses is thus not to look at the 
'extra-scientific' uses of a 'scientific' discourse; rather, it is to 
reconstruct the context which was the precondition for a specific 
scientific discourse and conferred meaning upon it. 10 

The issue of the uses of social sciences has often been framed 
in moralizing terms, especially when it comes to analysing the 
relationship between scientific discourses and colonialism. In the 
vast body of literature, we can identify two categories by which 
social scientific discourses have been analysed, namely, instru-
mentalization and ideology. On the one hand, use may be 
equated with instrumentalization: social science, since it aims to act 
upon the social world, is more a technique, or political technol-
ogy, harnessed to the service of political objectives, than proper 
science. 11 On the other hand, use may boil down to ideology: 
these discourses on society, aiming to justify or veil the continua-
tion of exploitation and domination, may be seen as belonging 

7 In other words, 'applications' are seen as 'external' to science proper. 
8 'The maxim that you cannot understand the rules of the game without a knowledge 

of the game itself describes the essence of this method.' Bronislaw Malinowski, Coral 
Gardens and their Magic, vol. i: Soil-Tilling and Agricultural Rites in the Trobriand Islands 
(Bloomington Ind., 1965; 1st edn. 1935), 320. This principle was illustrated by E. E. 
Evans-Pritchard, in Witchcrqfi, Magic and Oracles among the Azande (Oxford, 1937). 

9 'It is the function, the active and effective influence of a word within a given context 
which constitutes its meaning.' Bronislaw Malinowski, 'An Ethnographic Theory of 
Language and some Practical Corollaries', in id., Coral Gardens and their Magic, ii. 31 4, at 
52. Malinowski claimed this pragmatic approach extended to scientific writing (ibid. 58). 

10 In Britain, the Sociology of Scientific Knowledge (SSK) developed along similar 
principles, generally claiming a debt to Wittgenstein rather than to social anthropology. 
For a stimulating comparison between Wittgenstein's and Malinowski's approaches to 
language see Ernest Gellner, Language and Solitude: Wittgenstein, Malinowski and the Habsburg 
Dilemma (Cambridge, 1998). 

11 See the 'anthropology as colonial handmaiden' theme. 
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not to the realm of science, but to 'ideology posing as science' or 
'false science'. 12 

These two categories, which are, in fact, more complementary 
than contradictory, have been especially prominent in historical 
accounts of colonial anthropology. They imply a moralizing atti-
tude towards colonial knowledge, which is exposed as a kind of 
intellectual perversion related to illusion, dissimulation, and 
lying, and distracting from what is supposedly the very aim of 
science, namely, the disinterested pursuit of knowledge. Such an 
approach often results in scholarly colonial discourses being 
disqualified as instances of 'pseudo-science' or 'dubious' science 
rather than 'real' science. 13 

On the other side, those who try to uphold the scientific qual-
ity of a body of knowledge such as anthropology do their best to 
dispel any suspicion of involvement with colonialism by pleading 
the 'useless' character of the discipline and the colonial adminis-
tration's total lack of interest in it, 14 or, alternatively, by claiming 
that the colonial context had no effect on the 'contents' of 
knowledge. 15 

In the terms of this debate, in which 'colonial' has become a 
term of abuse, the more colonial knowledge is, the less scientific 
it is; conversely, the more scientific it is, the less colonial it is. 16 

What needs to be addressed, however, is precisely what is meant 
by anthropological knowledge being a 'colonial science'. 17 We 

12 See Pierre Bourdieu, 'The Specificity of the Scientific Field and the Social 
Conditions of the Progress of Reason', Social Science Ieformation, 14/6 (1975), 19-47. 

13 e.g. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Paul Rabinow's reading of Foucault in eid., Michel 
Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics (Chicago, 1983), eh. 5. 

14 See Peter Loizos (ed.), 'Anthropological Research in British Colonies: Some 
Personal Accounts', Anthropological Forum, 4/2 (1977); G. W. Stocking, After Tylor: British 
Social Anthropology, 1888-1951 (Madison, 1995), e.g. 389, 411. 

15 See Jack Goody, The Expansive Moment: Anthropology in Britain and Africa (Cambridge, 
1995). 

16 For a discussion of 'science and imperialism' in the natural sciences see Lewis 
Pyenson, 'Science and Imperialism', in Robert C. Olby (ed.), Companion to the History of 
Modern Science (London, 1990), 92~3; Paolo Palladino and Michael Worboys, 'Science 
and Imperialism', Isis, 84 (1993), 991-uo2; and the recent issue of Osiris, Nature and Empire: 
Science and the Colonial Enterprise, 15 (2000). 

1 7 See also Peter Pels, 'The Anthropology of Colonialism: Culture, History and the 
Emergence of Western Govemmentality', Annual Review of Anthropology, 26 (1997), 163-83; 
Benoit de L'Estoile, 'The "natural preserve of anthropologists": Anthropology, Scientific 
Planning and Development', Information sur les Sciences Sociales, 36 (1997), 2; id., 'A 
Rationalization of Colonial Domination? Anthropology and Native Policy in French-
Ruled Africa', in id., F. Neiburg, and L. Sigaud (eds.), Empires, Nations and Natives: 
Anthropologi,es and States in the Making (Durham, NC, forthcoming). 
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need to understand the specific historical configuration in which 
some discourses and practices could be held as 'scientific', while 
at the same time unambiguously belonging to the colonial 
world. 18 

The 1931 International Colonial Exhibition provides us with a 
privileged look at the place of the human sciences and, more 
specifically, of anthropology, the 'science of (native) mankind', in 
its colonial setting. Marcel Olivier, a former Governor of 
Madagascar who, as Délégué Général, helped Maréchal Lyautey to 
organize the Exhibition, summarized its aim in 1930: 'We want 
to set it up so as to constitute, in the context of colonization, a 
gripping, fortifying lesson of humanité.'19 Olivier was punning on 
the double meaning of humanite in French ('humanity' and 
'humankind'), referring back to the self-proclaimed 'humane 
character' of French colonization, but also to the colonial popu-
lations who were the object of this policy. Thus the Exhibition 
was also a lecon d'humanite in the sense that it aimed to present 
'colonial mankind' (l'humanite coloniale) in all its diversity: the 
humanity of the French imperial power consisted precisely in his 
caring for 'colonial mankind'. In fact, one could say that anthro-
pological knowledge occupied a strategic place in the Colonial 
Exhibition since one of its intentions was to display the 
'cultures'20 of France's colonial subjects: 'native' artefacts and 
themes were ubiquitous throughout the Exhibition.21 

18 My concern here is not to evaluate the character of colonial knowledge as 'scien-
tific' or 'non-scientific' from a present-day perspective, but to understand what was 
within the realm of 'normal science' at the time. See Steven Shapin, 'Discipline and 
Bounding: The History and Sociology of Science as Seen Through the Externalism-
Internalism Debate', History ef Science, 30 (1992), 333-69. 

19 Quoted in Marcel Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale lnternationale et des pays d'outre-mer: 
Rapport General presenti par le Gouverneur General Olivier, Delegue General, Imprimerie 
Nationale, 9 vols. (Paris, 1933-4), iv. 

20 I use the term 'culture' here to translate the French ci:oilisation since it is the received 
term in Anglophone anthropology. Thus 'lnstitut International des Langues et 
Civilisations Africaines' was the French name for the International Institute of African 
Languages and Cultures. One of its founders was the colonial figure Maurice Delafosse, 
a leading proponent of politique indigene (native policy) in the 1920s. His application of the 
term civilisation, which until then had been used for the 'great civilizations', to African 
societies was a symbolic revolution. See Maurice Delafosse, Les Civilisations negro-efricaines 
(Paris, 1925). 

21 The Exposition Coloniale can be reconstructed from various sources: images are 
numerous, but mostly devoted to its architecture. The lavishly illustrated magazine 
L'lllustration published a series of special issues. See e.g. 'L'Exposition Coloniale: album 
hors-serie', Nov. 1931. I have consulted the colonial archives in Aix and the archives of the 
Musee de !'Homme and used texts written for the use of visitors, such as Albert Demaison, 
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Native Policy and the Diversity of R.aces 

In order to analyse the role of anthropological knowledge and 
themes in the 1931 Colonial Exhibition, it is necessary to under-
stand the project behind it, as formulated by those who 
conceived it. Scholars who approach such events as the Colonial 
Exhibition as privileged instances of 'colonial discourse' or of 
'colonial imagination'22 tend to underestimate the tensions at the 
heart of the colonial world. In fact, the Exhibition was itself a 
field of internecine struggle between various groups contending 
with each other to define the 'colonial project', including those 
lobbying for colonial economic interests, lawyers specializing in 
colonial matters, local administrators, and colonial reformers 
promoting a new 'native policy'. 

The reconstruction of architectural monuments symbolizing 
the different cultures of the Empire (along with 'typical' places 
such as villages, and traditional trades) has generally been inter-
preted as revealing a taste for the 'colonial picturesque', destined 
to reinforce the general public's faith in France's imperial voca-
tion. 23 These characteristics, however, take on another meaning 
if the Exhibition is seen as a colonial ritual performance, which 
aimed to transform views of the world and, ultimately, practices. 
By considering it as a ritual, we can analyse three crucial aspects: 
cognitive, as ritual performs an ordering (mise-en-ordre) of the natu-
ral world which also often buttresses a vision of an ordered social 

Exposition Coloniale lnternationale: guide qfficiel (Paris, 1931), Albert Keim's trilingual Manual ef 
the International Colonial Exhibition (Paris, 1931), and the Livre d'Or de l' Exposition Coloniale 
Internationale de Paris 1931 (Paris, 1931). Finally, the monumental final report provides a mass 
of information: Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale lnternationale et des pt9s d'outre-mer: Rapport 
General. Most of these texts do not read as simple 'descriptions', but rather as 'narratives' 
that construct the meaning of what was displayed. 

22 Whereas 'colonial discourse' analysis has been prominent in Anglophone post-colo-
nial studies since the 1990s, a salient feature of recent, semi-scholarly French discourse on 
colonial history is the category of imaginaire colonial: every colonial 'image' (postcard, 
drawing, ethnographic photograph, etc.) is taken as an instance of 'colonial imagination'. 
See e.g. Pascal Blanchard et al., L'Autre et Nous: 'scenes et types' (Paris, 1995). 

23 See Catherine Hodeir and Michel Pierre, 1931: /'Exposition Coloniale (Paris, 1991); 
Herman Lebovics, True France: The Wars over Cultural Identity (Ithaca, 1992), eh. 2; Charles-
Robert Ageron, 'L'Exposition Coloniale de 1931: mythe republicain ou mythe imperial?', 
in Pierre Nora (ed.), Les Lieux de mbnoire (Paris, 1984), i. 56!-1}4; Catherine Coquery-
Vidrovitch, 'L'Apogee: !'Exposition Coloniale Internationale', in Charles-Robert Ageron 
and Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch, Histoire de la France coloniale (Paris, 1991). 
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world; scenographical, by looking at staging devices (mise-en-scene); 
and sensory, regarding aesthetic form (mise-en-forme). 24 

For the Chief Commissioner (Commissaire Général) of the 
Exhibition, Marechal Lyautey (1854-1934), the initiator of the 
policy of establishing a protectorate in Morocco whose basic 
tenet was to rule while preserving or revitalizing traditional insti-
tutions, 25 the display of human diversity aimed not only to 
produce picturesque effects but also to recognize the value of the 
'personality' of each colony.26 The message that the organizers 
wanted to convey to the general public as well as to French polit-
ical elites was that the effective recognition of this diversity by 
means of a politique indigene (native policy) of 'adaptation' would 
provide a sound basis for French colonial policy. Thus at the 
Exhibition's closing banquet on 14 November 1931 Lyautey 
declared: 

The only possible policy is that of association: association of our race 
with those races about whom we understand more and more, as we get 
to know them better, that we must not refer to them as inferior, but 
different, and with whom one cannot work effectively unless one takes 
into account these differences and adapts to them.27 

Lyautey suggested there was a process of mutual reinforce-
ment between a better knowledge of 'native races' and the 
improvement of 'native policy'. The more one got to know them, 
the more their supposed 'inferiority' was redefined as 'differ-
ence', and the more it became necessary to get to know them in 
order to adapt policy to these differences. The policy of associa-
tion extolled by Lyautey was to replace the policy of assimilation 

24 My use of the notion of 'ritual' is not a claim as to the ultimate essence of the event, 
but an analytical strategy to highlight aspects of the ritualization process. I draw, among 
others, on Max Gluckman, 'Analysis of a Social Situation in Modern Zululand', Bantu 
Studies (Mar. 1940), 1-29; Edmund Leach, Political Systems of Highland Burma: A Stuqy of 
Kachin Social Structure, LSE Monographs on Social Anthropology, 44 (London, 1954); id., 
'Ritual', in International Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences (Chicago, 1968), xiii. 520-6; Pierre 
Bourdieu, An Outline ef a Theory ef Practice, Cambridge Studies in Social Anthropology, 16, 
trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge, 1977). 

25 Paul Rabinow, French Modem: Norms and Forms ef the Social Environment (Cambridge, 
Mass., 1988). 

26 Thus the Morocco pavilion's magnificent gardens were inspired by the garden of 
the Oudaias in Rabat. See Ch. Rene Leclerc, 'Le Maroc a Vincennes', in Liure d'Or, 
58-61. 

27 Marechal Lyautey, quoted in Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale Internationale et des P'!Ys 
d'outre-mer: Rapport General, iv. 523. 
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which had been the official objective during the early years of 
colonization. The context of this reassessment of imperial policy 
was the perception of what the former Minister of Colonies 
Albert Sarraut called a 'moral crisis, crisis of domination, crisis 
of authority' of colonization, referring especially to the rise of 
nationalist movements in South-East Asia (British India, Dutch 
Indonesia, and French Indo-China). 

It was precisely the necessity of restoring the sense of the indi-
viduality of indigenous societies against the former ideal of 
uniformity that the Exhibition was meant to illustrate. Thus the 
replica of the Angkor Temple, which had been 'discovered' and 
excavated by archaeologists of the French School of the Far East 
(based in Hanoi), symbolized France's efforts to restore ancient 
monuments and the value of the original Khmer civilization. 
Similarly, efforts to gain a scientific understanding of indigenous 
societies were meaningful within this political context. 

Native souls are infinitely more complex than the first contacts with 
them had anticipated. It is necessary, in order to apply the policy of 
collaboration which is the basis of our colonial methods-which 
involves the protection of customs, of native rights and interests, and of 
native participation in the exercise of public power--to scrutinize these 
native souls very closely and to do our best to understand them. 28 

The organizers of the Colonial Exhibition thus established a 
causal link between the affirmation of a new, rational, colonial 
policy and systematic investment in a (scientific) knowledge of 
native societies. One form of this investment was the support 
given to academic institutions such as the Institute of Ethnology, 
created in 1925 and financed essentially by the Ministry of 
Colonies. This concern for a scientific study of native popula-
tions, epitomized by ethnology, was doubly important. It 
emerged both as an essential condition and also as a symbol of a 
new political technology. Thus the Colonial Exhibition's project 
emphasized the plea for recognition of a colonial policy founded 
on the valorization of difference and an affirmation of the diversity 
of races and cultures. 

28 Ibid. 
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The Colonial Exhibition as a Scientific Event 

Far from being dedicated solely to leisure, the universal exhibi-
tions had, since the nineteenth century, had an encyclopaedic 
and educational ambition. 29 The term 'universal exhibition' 
should be understood in the strongest sense, as the organizers of 
these events intended them to be veritable living encyclopaedias, 
in which 'the world was collected and displayed'.3° For Lyautey, 
this informative and educational dimension was essential. In 
1929, he had expressed his 'desire to see each colonial section 
organized in the most complete manner possible, at once pictur-
esque and instructive, in order to display the maximum amount of 
interest and attraction'. 31 

Thus the Colonial Exhibition was also to be a scientific event. 
Its importance for anthropological studies was recognized by 
scholars of that period. Indeed, the leading anthropological jour-
nal of the time, L 'Anthropologie: Materiaux pour l'Étude de l'Homme, 
dedicated no less than fifteen pages to a thorough scientific assess-
ment ofit.32 The editor, Henri Vallois, then Professor of (Physical) 
Anthropology at the University of Toulouse and later successor to 
Rivet's chair at the Museum of Natural History, underlined the 
Exhibition's significance for the anthropological sciences: 
By gathering together native peoples from all the colonies and by 
displaying them within a framework that it endeavours to make identi-
cal to the one in which these indigenous people live, the Exposition 
happened to realize an event which was at once anthropological and 
ethnographic. 33 

The 'anthropological' dimension (at the time in France the 
term anthropologie meant physical anthropology34) refers back to 

29 Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions Universelles, Great Exhibitions and 
World's Fairs, I85I-I939, Studies in Imperialism (Manchester, 1988). 

30 Raymond Corbey, 'Ethnographic Showcases, 1870-1930', Cultural Anthropology, 8/3 
(1993), 338--69. 

31 Letter by Marechal Lyautey, 7 Jan. 1929 (italics added). Archives Nationales de la 
France d'Outre-Mer, Aix-en-Provence (ANFOM). ECI/12. Exposition Coloniale. 

32 Henri Vallois, 'L'Exposition Coloniale de Paris et Jes Congres', L'Anthropologie, 42 
(1932), 5510. 

33 Ibid. 55. 
34 See Claude Blanckaert, 'Fondements disciplinaires de l'anthropologie frarn;aise au 

xixeme siecle: perspectives historiographiques', Politix, 29 (1995), 29-54. 
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the presence of living natives, allowing for anthropometric stud-
ies, whereas the 'ethnographic' character stems from the fact 
that the natives were presented in a 'realistic' framework. V allois 
proposed, then, to assess the 'results provided on both these 
accounts', clearly revealing the register of a scientific report. 

The assessment of the Exhibition's contribution to ethnogra-
phy began with a description of the pavilions of the different 
colonies, which were inspired by such monuments as the great 
mosque of the Sudanese town Djenne, accommodating the 
pavilion of French Western Africa. Similarly, in the Indo-China 
section, the Laos pavilion was a miniature of the pagoda of Xien 
Thuong in Luang Prabang, and that of Annam replicated two 
buildings of the citadel and the palace of Hué. Finally, the most 
magnificent was the copy of the temple of Angkor-Vat, housing 
an exhibition on lndo-China. Far from seeing these reproduc-
tions as mere cardboard cutouts, Vallois attributed to them a 
documentary value. 

While the 'very original local colour' of the different quarters 
of the Exhibition met with Vallois's warm approval, he lamented 
the absence of 'more direct specimens of native constructions' in 
the form of 'reconstructions of houses or huts, or even entire 
villages, such as had been the case, notably, for the Marseilles 
Exhibition, where the Dahomey village had been received with 
great success'. The Exhibition's great achievement, for Vallois, 
was that it placed 'under the eyes of the public' these normally 
inaccessible realities, in this way satisfying both the public's 
'curiosity' and 'ethnographic interest'. This was why Vallois 
voiced his disappointment that the lndo-China section failed to 
exhibit 'those reconstructions of a Cambodian village and of a 
Hanoi street that had met with such success' during the 
Marseilles Colonial Exhibition in 1922. He nevertheless praised 
attempts at ethnographic staging, such as in the 'Cambodian 
pavilion, one of the few endowed with an ethnographic section, 
where a vast room of wax models represented monks praying in 
a pagoda'. 35 This style of realistic reconstruction of indigenous 
life, aiming to produce among visitors the illusion of really being 
there, which developed in the context of the universal and colo-
nial exhibitions, has since become familiar in ethnographic 

35 Vallois, 'L'Exposition Coloniale'. 
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curating. 36 (It was still widely used in the permanent exhibitions 
at the Musée de l'Homme until they finally closed in 2003.37 ) 

Finally, 'a last group of ethnographic happenings consisted of 
various demonstrations carried out by the natives who had come 
for the Exhibition'. The dances, in particular, were greeted by 
Vallois as 'magnificent lessons in ethnic psychology'. 

On the other hand, V allois regretted having to be 'very brief 
from the point of view of physical anthropology. Noting the 
'large number of races gathered in Paris', 38 he deplored that the 
organizers had denied physical anthropologists permission to 
repeat the 'beautiful studies done by Deniker and Laloy on the 
subjects who came for the [Universal] Exhibition of 1889'.39 To 
have direct access to 'samples of a number of the world's impor-
tant races', both during these performances and in the 
Exhibition proper, in itself constituted a type of anthropological 
experiment, even if, according to Vallois, 'it is a pity that they 
only enriched our anthropological knowledge with mere visual 
impressions'. He noted with vexation that 'a few photographs 
taken here and there by various anthropologists were the sole 
practical benefit that Physical Anthropology was able to gain 
from this vast event'. 

Fieldwork at the Colonial Exhibition 

Another aspect of the scientific dimension of these large exhibi-
tions was the organization of conferences. A total of 208 confer-
ences were convened around the Colonial Exhibition, including 
several international conferences which brought together 

36 For the case of North America see Mary-Jo Arnoldi, 'From the Diorama to the 
Dialogic: A Century of Exhibiting Africa at the Smithsonian's Museum of Natural 
History', Cahiers d'Etudes Afacaines, 155-6, vol. XXXIX. 3-4 (1999), 701-26. 

37 V allois's approval of this museography is especially significant, since he would later 
become Director of the Musee de !'Homme. 

38 According to Vallois, 'L'Exposition Coloniale', 61: 'the Exhibition gathered a much 
larger number of natives than ever before.' He mentions the 'very large number 
[unspecified] of Algerians, 265 Tunisians, and 69 Moroccans, essentially small artisans'. 
About 200 'natives' came from Western Africa, and 35 from Eastern Africa, excluding 
colonial troops. 

39 This prohibition of anthropometric measurements by Lyautey and Olivier indicates 
a change of attitude among colonial officials towards 'native participants', which trans-
formed the meaning of what had been a 'standard' scientific practice into a potentially 
offensive gesture. 
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numerous scholars from different branches of anthropological 
knowledge, such as physical anthropology, ethnography, prehis-
tory, linguistics, and African ethnology. The exhibition offered 
representatives of the anthropological world a chance to vindic-
ate the eminently colonial character of their activities.40 

Apart from the International Congress of Anthropology, Pre-
history, and Ethnography, organized by the Institut International 
d' Anthropologie, itself an outgrowth of the École d' Anthropologie 
de Paris,41 the links between 'native policy' and scientific knowl-
edge of indigenous societies were discussed in particular at two 
conferences, which were organized by the colonial authorities 
explicitly to demonstrate their keen interest in native 'social prob-
lems'. The first of these was the Congres International et 
Intercolonial de la Société lndigene (International Congress of 
Native Society).42 The second was the Congress of Linguistics 
and Ethnology Applied to Colonization, organized by the 
International Institute of African Languages and Cultures43 (later 
the International African Institute). Participants in this conference 
included Bronislaw Malinowski, the government anthropologists 
Charles K. Meek and Ronald S. Rattray, the 'father of Indirect 
Rule', Lord Lugard, the renowned missionary-anthropologist E. 
W. Smith, the German linguist Dietrich Westermann, and the 
Kulturkreis ethnologist Schebesta. 44 Both of these conferences were 
opened by Lyautey, thus demonstrating his deep concern for these 
lSSUeS. 

At the Congress of Native Society, a session devoted to 
'Understanding Native Mentalities' gave rise to a protracted 

40 See Paul Rivet, 'Organisation des Etudes ethnologiques', Congres des Recherches 
Scientffiques Coloniales (1931). 

41 This congress was the most important in terms of numbers, with slightly fewer than 
200 communications in ethnography and folklore, prehistory, physical anthropology, 
eugenics, and psycho-sociology. See xve Congres International d'Anthropologie et d'Archeologie 
Prehistorique (suite) ve sessi.on de l'lnstitut International d'Anthropologie: Comptes-rendus (Paris, 1933). 
See also 'Participation de la Societe d'Ethnographie au ve Congres de l'Institut 
International d'Anthropologie', L'Ethnographu (1931). 

42 Congres International et lntercolonial de la Societe Indigene. Exposition Coloniale lntemationale de 
Paris, s-10 octobre 1931 (Paris, 1931). 

43 Congres de Linguistique et d'Ethnologie appliquees a la colonisation: Comptes-rendus (Paris, 
1932). 

44 This conference was organized by Henri Labouret, Professor of African 
Ethnography at the Colonial School and the Institut d'Ethnologie, French Director of 
the IIALC, and one of the proponents of a 'new native policy'. See his A la recherche d'une 
nouvelle politique indigene dans l'Ouest Africain (Paris, 1931). 
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debate about the adequacy of ethnographic research for colonial 
needs. Robert Delavignette, former administrator in French 
Western Africa and later Director of the Colonial School (École 
Coloniale), linked the transformation of ethnological research to 
the new orientation in colonial policy, using Lyautey's own 
words to express the shift from the language of racial hierarchy 
to a language of difference within a shared humanity: 
What is significant is the current spirit of the research, which is begin-
ning to reach the general public, and which no longer establishes 
watertight partitions or hierarchical relations between native cultures 
[civilisations] and our own. There is a recognition that Natives are not 
inferior beings, but different men. They are studied without any 
assumption of our superiority, but rather with a concern to understand 
their originality.45 

In his concluding address, Georges Hardy, Director of the 
Colonial School, urged colonial governments 'to create ethno-
graphic and psychological institutes; to circulate the results of 
this research widely in the form of local journals; [ and] to 
support functionaries who would encourage the widespread 
study of indigenous languages and customs'.46 Hardy thus 
strongly underscored the importance of incorporating a scientific 
knowledge of native societies and mentalities into projects for 
colonial reform. 

It would be mistaken to analyse these scholarly gatherings 
solely from the point of view of the debates that took place at 
them. Anthropological knowledge was not limited to 'discourses'; 
it was fundamentally linked to vision (and to exhibition).47 It is a 
well-known fact that in the nineteenth century ethnography 
developed in a close relationship with artefacts and museums. 48 

The conferences confirmed the elective affinity between the logic 
45 Robert Delavignette, 'La Connaissance des mentalites indigenes: AOF', in Congres 

Intmzational et Intercolonial de la Societe Indigene, 554. 
46 Georges Hardy, 'Rapport General', in Congres International et Intercolonial de la Societe 

Indigene. 
47 Nelia Dias, 'The Visibility of Difference: Nineteenth-Century French 

Anthropological Collections', in Sharon Macdonald (ed.), The Politics qf Display: Museums, 
Science, Culture (London, 1998). 

48 George W. Stocking, Jr. and James Clifford (eds.), Objects and Others: Essays on 
Museums and Material Culture, History of Anthropology, 3 (Madison, Wis., 1985); Nelia 
Dias, Le Musee d'ethnographie du Trocadero (1878-1908) (Paris, 1991); Annie E. Coombes, 
Reinventing Afaca: Museums, Material Culture and Popular Imagination in Late Victorian and 
Edwardian England (New Haven, 1994). 
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of exhibition and the practices of scholarly ethnography, both of 
which were marked by the importance of 'seeing' and 'display-
ing': ethnographic artefacts, slides, or films were often presented 
during the sessions. Louis Marin, organizer of the International 
Congress of Anthropology, characterized the spirit of this meet-
ing as follows: 'Live studies will be an essential method: docu-
ments from the Exhibition and from our museums with guided 
visits; native camps, excavations undertaken in the neighbouring 
regions. '49 

Marin thus established a parallel between the Colonial 
Exhibition and museums on the one hand and, on the other, 
visits to the natives and 'live' archaeological excavations that 
allowed conference participants to take part in the process of 
discovery, underlining the fieldwork dimension of these activities. 
In fact, the organizers planned to hold conference sessions in the 
morning, reserving the afternoons for documentary visits to the 
Colonial Exhibition. According to the conference report, 
'Specialists were brought in for the visits who exposed the rele-
vance of the documents for our field of study. Numerous meas-
urements were taken from natives; enquiries conducted with 
them provided particularly useful explanations. '50 

The Colonial Exhibition thus emerges as a space of privileged 
scholarly enquiry. At the time such practice was part and parcel 
of 'normal science'. The specifically scientific importance of an 
event such as the Colonial Exhibition stems largely from the 
system of division of labour that was still a general characteristic 
of this field. To most scholars occupying positions in metropoli-
tan museums or at universities, who had never had the opportu-
nity to visit the colonies, the Colonial Exhibition offered a 
privileged venue which allowed them both to harvest facts and to 
elaborate comparative hypotheses. In this way it constituted a 
type of temporary museum which, in a limited space, brought 
together a considerable number of 'scientific facts' and placed 
them at the disposal of scholars. 51 The very language used by 
V allois, when he spoke of 'samples (echantillon) of a number of the 
world's most important races', of 'subjects', or 'a large supply 

49 Louis Marin, Revue anthropologique (1931), 91. 
50 XVe Congres International d'Anthropologie, z933, p. !xvi. 
51 W. H. R. Rivers made a similar statement in 1900 at the Anthropological Institute 

(cf. Coombes, Reinventing Afiica, 88). 
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(stock) of Kanaks', is revelatory of this conception of hie Colonial 
Exhibition as a vast outdoor anthropological museum. 

Thus, far from disqualifying the Exhibition altogether, Vallois 
intended to sift out what was authentic-and as such admissible 
as data for science-and what was merely commercial or hoax. 
Precisely because native dances constituted a precious ethno-
graphic experience, scholars had a duty to track down inauthen-
tic performances and to expose 'simple vulgar imitations executed 
by professionals who were not even of the nationality of the coun-
try they were purporting to represent'. V allois was particularly 
scandalized by the Canaque 'pseudo-cannibals' who, far from 
being 'ferocious savages carrying out their war dances, were 
peaceful cultivators, workers, or artisans', 52 whose supposed 'war 
cries' were in reality missionary hymns. 

Displaying 'Colonial Mankind' 

I should now like to assess the significance of 'ethnographic 
documents' in the Exhibition by looking in greater detail at some 
of the ways in which. they were presented. The main focus of my 
analysis will be the presentation of 'colonial humanity' in the 
Exhibition of Colonial Prehistory and Ethnography, which was 
housed in the Palais Permanent des Colonies, home of the 
Permanent Colonial Museum. 53 The mounting of this exhibition 
was entrusted to the lnstitut International d' Anthropologie and 
to Louis Marin's Society of Ethnography.54 A note dated July 
1930 expresses interest in 'presenting a complete history of 
indigenous races: religions, customs, tools, indigenous arts'. The 
description of the project reads as follows: 
The mezzanine of the palace would be entirely dedicated to the study of 
the physical, intellectual, and moral characteristics of the native 
throughout the centuries. It would constitute, along with the sections 
devoted to health services and education that were on the first floor, the 
most effective response to criticisms made by the foreign press of our 
methods of colonization. According to a certain number of foreigners, 

52 Vallois, 'L'Exposition Coloniale'. 
53 From 1960 to 2003 it became home of the Museum of African and Oceanic Arts. 
54 For a portrait of Marin, herald of conservative social science, see Lebovics, True 

France, eh. r. 
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in fact, the Colonial Exhibition of Vincennes would constitute an inven-
tory of the different procedures used by the French in the exploitation of 
their colonial subjects. 55 

How can 'the study of the physical, intellectual, and moral 
characteristics of the native throughout the centuries' appear as 
a justification of French 'colonial methods?' A detailed analysis 
of this section of the exhibition, as presented in the Rapport 
Général, gives at least a partial answer. 56 The display began with 
anthropologie in the strict (physical) sense of the term. 'At the top of 
the entry stairs' the visitor was greeted by 'eight larger than life 
sized statues and busts', 'representing the characteristic types of 
the great indigenous races that populate our colonies'. Next was 
the 'hall dedicated to colonial anthropology', whose showcases 
illustrated the continuity of human 'types' from prehistory to the 
present, displaying 'skulls and skeletons, some of which dated 
back to the earliest times', alongside 'modern-day photographs 
illustrating the presentation of skulls and bones'.57 

The lesson to be drawn from this display was provided in 
leaflets by Dr Papillault, setting forth 'scientific laws' which 
could guide colonial policy.58 'Moral and social conceptions', 
having a biological foundation, he argued, could not be unified 
by education alone. A policy of standardization, aiming to make 
all colonial subjects into French citizens, was impossible; the 
policy of assimilation was doomed to failure, since it could never 
take into account the aptitudes specific to different races. 
Papillault claimed that there was, indeed, an evolutionary scale 
which allowed for a hierarchization of different human groups, 
while unilinear evolutionism, which theoretically underpinned 
the possibility of assimilation, was summarily dismissed. 
Evolution, in this context, was not simply a question of a process 
of 'civilization', but above all a biological phenomenon; evolu-
tionary characteristics were fixed at different levels for different 

55 Note, 5July 1930. ANFOM, Exposition Coloniale, box ECI/12. 
56 Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale Intemationale et des Pl!Ys d'outre-mer: Rapport General, v. 

51-6. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Georges Papillault (1863-1932), who held the chair of Sociology at the School of 

Anthropology, coined the term socio-biologic, which he proposed as a 'scientific' alternative 
to Durkheim's 'bizarre speculations'. See Claude Blanckaert, 'La Crise de l'anthro-
pometrie: des arts anthropotechniques aux derives militantes, 1860-1920', in id. (ed.), 
Politiques de l'anthropologie, 95-172, esp. 148-51. 
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races. 59 He argued that if natives could be educated up to a 
certain point-keeping in mind, of course, their different hered-
itary characteristics in order to propose an adapted education-
racial stock (and thus, culture) could be transformed only 
through cross-breeding. 

Next the visitor encountered an archaeological display which 
presented the results of scientific expeditions to the Sahara, 
followed by an 'exhibit of indigenous arts' which included, 
remarkably, a number of artefacts (masks, 'fetishes') belonging to 
the most important Parisian collectors of and dealers in art nègre. 60 

The exhibition of native arts did not just have a decorative 
purpose; the Rapport Général also underlined its educational value. 
Objects were charged with meaning: they expressed the artistic 
faculties (and more generally the aptitudes) characteristic of each 
race and also provided a yardstick by which to measure their 
level of civilization, which was a direct reflection of European 
influence.61 In other words, the presentation of indigenous art 
illustrated at once the profound diversity of races presented in the 
colonies, the relatively fixed character of these from the distant 
past to the present, and, at the same time, the possibility of evolu-
tion under the benevolent influence of the colonizing power. This 
presentation of native art can thus be read as a parable of 
European influence exercised in harmonious continuity with the 
pre-colonial period. 

The claimed solidarity between the domains of ethnography, 
(physical) anthropology, and prehistory had strong political impli-
cations in this context. The presentation of 'colonial mankind in 
its mores and its works from the earliest times to our days' took 
on meaning within the master narrative of Civilization staged by 
the Exhibition as a whole; namely that 'primitive mankind' had 
lived a long prehistory without evolution and had not entered 
history until colonial conquest. What was presented here was the 
starting point for the process of colonial transformation, that is, 

59 Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale Internationale et des pays d'outre-mer: Rapport General, v. 
52-3. Papillault's version of Darwinian evolutionism drew on genetics, eugenics, and 
Francis Galton's research on psychological heredity. See Blanckaert (ed.), PolitiqU£S de l'an-
thropologie, 148-51. It is necessary to point out that this rather extreme 'raciological' 
version does not reflect Lyautey's views. 

60 Such as Lefevre, Ratton, Carre, Level, Hessel, etc. 
61 Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale Internationale et des pays d'outre-mer: Rapport General, v. 

56. 
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the 'human material' found by colonizers upon which they were 
to act, taking into account its variable 'quality'. 

This presentation of 'colonial mankind in its mores and its 
works' within the Colonial Museum allows us to understand how 
anthropological sciences could provide a 'scientific' validation of 
two basic postulates of the colonial cosmology: 

• the classification of humankind into neatly distinct groups, 
endowed with differentiated abilities; 

• the possibility of humankind progressing under the benevo-
lent influence of civilization and education transmitted by 
the European powers. 

An examination of the pavilions of the different colonies, or 
groups of colonies, would permit a more precise analysis of the 
different roles played by indigenous artefacts and ethnography 
within this ritual setting, under the triple perspective of staging, 
aesthetic shaping, and ordering. 62 Here I shall only briefly 
mention the pavilion of French Western Africa, whose officials 
had taken particular care to portray native cultures in a sympa-
thetic light. In addition to the famous replica of the Djenné 
Mosque, a Djenné street, a 'fetishist village', a lakeside village, and 
a Moorish camp had been reconstructed, in which 'an entire 
nation of native craftsmen . . . worked under the eyes of the 
public'. In addition, four groups of musicians and dancers, includ-
ing the famous Dogan, who were soon to epitomize French 
Africanist ethnography, presented their dances to the public. The 
Rapport Général underscored the realistic character of this recon-
struction, which highlighted both the artistic capacities of native 
Africans in the form of handicrafts and dance, and the peaceful 
quality of their activities under the benevolent control ofFrance.63 

The pavilion of French Equatorial Africa (AEF) exhibited 
pieces of African art belonging to the famous art nègre collector 
Stephen Chauvet. 64 To ensure that this exhibit would be 
'supported in the neighbouring room by solid geographical and 
ethnographic documentation', the Governor of AEF had in 

62 See de L'Estoile, 'Des races non pas inferieures, mais differentes', 431-47. 
63 Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale Internationale et des pays d'outre-mer: Rapport General, 

v. 299-300. 
64 He was considered an expert on African art. See Stephen Chauvet, Les Arts indigenes 

des cownies.ftan;aises (Paris, 1924). He later became a donor to the Musee de !'Homme. Some 
pieces from his collection are now on display in the 'Arts premiers' rooms of the Louvre. 
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1930 commissioned a senior official with the important task of 
collecting ethnographic photographs and data. 65 This section 
also displayed a native village. 66 

Finally, the Musée d'Ethnographie at the Trocadero organ-
ized its own colonial exhibition,67 the French Colonies' Ethno-
graphic Exhibition, which opened on 29 May 1931. As in the 
Colonial Exhibition itself, private collectors lent some of 
their pieces, which were presented along with works from the 
Museum's collections. Thus sculptures belonging to the art 
dealer Charles Ratton were exhibited both at the Trocadero and 
at the Permanent Colonial Museum.68 

The visitor to the Colonial Exhibition was invited to appreci-
ate the formal qualities of indigenous artefacts and ethnographic 
performances, but these were not presented in isolation. Rather, 
they took their meaning from narrative frames that focused on 
the projects of colonizers upon indigenous societies, whether 
transformation or preservation. 

Artefacts and Narratives 

The display of large numbers of these artefacts, presented either 
as 'ethnographic documents' or as 'native art', was not solely 
decorative, even if their presence was fundamental to the 
Exhibition's ritualization process. This consisted of producing the 
illusion of a voyage in space and time. 69 Ethnographic artefacts 
were always invested with a double signification, both aesthetic, 
as formally remarkable objects, and as signs and embodiments of 
a reality of a different order, namely, culture. 

As Nicholas Thomas reminds us, indigenous artefacts displayed 
in exhibitions or museums are not only 'decontextualized', that is 

65 Antonetti to Massala, 25 June 1930. 'AEF; Exposition Coloniale', in Archives 
Nationales de la France d' Outre-Mer / AEF / archives du Gouvemement Général de l'AEF. 

66 '40 natives of whom 3 interpreter male nurses, 4 wood-carvers, 6 ivory workers, 4 
smiths, 2 tortoishell [ sic] carvers, 4 morocco-dressers, with women and children. (Cost of 
upkeep of a native, for the period of the exhibition: 7.000 francs approximately.) Native 
troops.' Manual ef the International Colnnial Exhibition, 86. 

67 The expression is used in a letter from Jacques Soustelle, organizer of this exhibi-
tion, to Bishop, a collector, 22 Apr. 1931, Riviere Correspondance, Musee de !'Homme. 

68 Romy Golan, 'Triangulating the Surrealist Fetish', Visual Anthropology R.euiew, wh 
(1994), 50-65. 

69 In addition to indigenous art, the Exhibition featured numerous works by French 
artists 'inspired' by 'native art forms'. 
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to say, extracted from the context of their original use; they are 
also 'recontextualized' in the sense that they open up new uses, 
having been inserted into new settings. 70 The 1931 Colonial 
Exhibition did not feature a monolithic system of colonial 
'discourse' or colonial 'imagining', but was to a certain extent 
open to various interpretations. At least three ideal-typical modes 
of contextualizing 'ethnographic' objects (not only artefacts, but 
also photographs, films, cards, dioramas, and spectacles) can be 
distinguished. They coexisted at the Exhibition and eventually 
contradicted one another. 

The most traditional of these narratives can be characterized 
as 'evolutionist'. In this scheme, artefacts and other ethnographic 
documents illustrate the savagery and barbarity in which native 
peoples stagnated before the progress permitted by the civilizing 
process. Ethnography was largely identified as dealing with 
prehistory, preceding the entry of primitive societies into history 
proper which began with European conquest and pacification, 
and continued with the accomplishment of colonial improvement 
(mise en valeur). More recent native arts products testified to this 
civilizing influence. The evolutionist paradigm that supported the 
discourse of the 'civilizing mission' structured the intellectual 
framework of nineteenth-century exhibitions. 71 This master 
narrative was still pervasive in the Colonial Exhibition, 72 notably 
in the Permanent Colonial Museum. It is necessary to point out, 
however, that the use of indigenous men or women themselves in 
the staging of 'savagery' seems to have disappeared, at least in the 
official Exhibition. Excluding the presence of 'native monstrosi-
ties', which he deemed offensive, Lyautey had thus refused to rent 
space within the Exhibition's precinct to impresarios who wanted 
to display so-called 'negresses à plateaux',73 and 'pygmies'.74 

70 Nicholas Thomas, 'Indigenous Presences and National Narratives in Australasian 
Museums', Humanities Research (Winter 1997), 3-16. 

71 Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas; Corbey, 'Ethnographic Showcases, 1870-1930'. 
72 e.g. for the Morocco pavilion: 'the work of civilisation is given life and explained in 

a series of Rooms, arranged around the central axis: Pacification, constructive role of the 
army, efforts at organisation and progression, the "marches", civilian supervision.' 
Manual qf the International Colonial Exhibition, 86. 

73 This term was a popular designation for Surma women from Ethiopia who prac-
tised a spectacular labial deformation ('lip-plates') and had been a favourite attraction in 
'freak shows'. 

74 Joel Dauphine, Canaques de w Nouvelle Ca/Monie a Paris en I931: de w case au zoo (Paris, 
1997), 104. The pseudo-Kanak cannibals were in fact not presented at the Exhibition, but 
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The second narrative might be called 'differentialist'. Here, 
ethnography and indigenous artefacts were used to illustrate not 
so much the progress of humanity along the road of civilization 
as the diversity of cultures (civilisations) and races that made up 
the French Empire. For the organizers of the Exhibition, this 
diversity was a positive element that was to be preserved, at least 
to a certain extent. The study of indigenous societies, in particu-
lar, through the acquisition of anthropological knowledge, 
appeared at once as a condition of possibility and as a symbol of 
this new 'native policy'. This diff erentialist narrative could, 
depending upon the case, fall back upon a 'raciological' vision. 
The difference was then conceived according to the (physical) 
'anthropological' paradigm as having a biological basis. Or this 
narrative could be told in terms of the difference between 
cultures. 75 

In the evolutionist as in the differentialist narrative, the display 
of artefacts and other ethnographic documents symbolized, 
beyond themselves, 'conceptions', a 'mind', or a different 
'mentality' that were the true focus of the colonial policies. It was 
necessary to recognize them in order either to fight against them 
in the name of progress, or to protect them to allow them to 
'evolve at their own pace'. The recourse to ethnography, mean-
while, took on a very different meaning depending upon which 
principle of legitimation was drawn upon, the progress of civi-
lization or respect for civilizations. 

Whereas these two contextualizing modes ref erred to political 
projects based on scientific discourses, the third was related to 
the intellectual and artistic currents of the inter-war period. This 
could be called a 'primitivist' narrative, to use a term employed 
in art history;76 ethnography exemplified the Other, the bizarre, 
the return to the primitive, to the savage, to the origins. This 
narrative might appear to invert the stereotypes of evolutionist 
discourse (the very features which had been denounced as 

at theJardin d'Acclimatation, a popular resort which had presented 'native peoples' since 
the 19th century. See Philippe Revol, 'Observations sur Jes Fuegiens: du Jardin 
d'Acclimatation a la Terre de Feu', in Claude Blanckaert (ed.), Le Terrain des sciences 
humaines (xviiie---xxe siecle) (Paris, 1996), 243-96. 

75 The notion of 'race' was not used in a strictly biological sense, but referred to a 
composite notion, at once natural and cultural. 

76 William Rubin (ed.), Primitivism in Twentieth-Centuiy Art: Affinity efthe Tribal and the 
Modem, 2 vols. (New York, 1984-5). 
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'savagery' became valuable as the embodiment of 'primitive art' 
and 'primitive soul'), all the while cultivating alterity. A watered-
down version of this search for radical otherness could coexist 
with the aesthetic exoticism of 'local colour.' Art nègre was not 
only displayed in the surrealist counter exhibition; 77 it was also, 
significantly, a prominent theme in colonial propaganda 
throughout the 1930s. 

Thus the status of the artefacts, photographs, and even the 
very representatives of the indigenous peoples displayed at the 
Exhibition wavered between that of document ( conveying informa-
tion), illustration (visually translating a fact or an idea), and some-
times decoration (attractive and picturesque). This ambivalence 
allowed for their multiple use, both by those who staged the 
Exhibition and by the visitors-and probably also to some extent 
by the indigenous people who were the 'performers'.78 

The Colonial Exhibition, therefore, appeared as a sort of 
'living museum' which offered a unique opportunity to practise a 
comparative humanism. This was indeed the meaning of various 
scholarly statements that dwelled upon the theme of the 'diver-
sity of mankind'. Thus Eugene Pittard (1867-1962), Professor of 
Anthropology at Geneva, addressed the matter at a banquet 
given by the Count of Vogué, president of the Exhibition's 
welcoming committee: 

From one stand to the next, we see the unfolding of various images, 
which are states of civilization whose diversity both instructs and 
enchants. Through your efforts, we can get to know the multiple faces 
of Mankind . . . Thus we have found a scientific and a moral lesson at 
the same time. 79 

Reconstructions of colonial architecture, and more generally 
efforts to stage indigenous life, were regarded quite seriously as 
manifestations of other cultures by the representatives of the 

77 A tiny 'counter-exhibition' had been set up at the end of September 1931 by the 
surrealist group, including Aragon, Eluard, and Tanguy, who lent some pieces from their 
art nègre collections, at the House of the Syndicates of the Communist-orientated CGTU. 
However, it went virtually unnoticed at the time, even by Communist Party members. 
See Herman Lebovics, True France, eh. 3. 

78 The official reports provide little insight into the vision of the indigenous participants. 
79 'une le~on de chases et une le~on de morale.' 'Le~on de choses' refers to an elemen-

tary school method of teaching designed to give children a rudimentary understanding of 
natural phenomena and scientific principles. 



Anthropology at the Colonial Exhibition 237 

scholarly world. Although Pittard disclaimed any intent to 
comment on policy matters, his concluding remarks forcefully 
upheld the preservationist point of view that was to shape a 
powerful trend in twentieth-century anthropology:80 

Let it be permitted for us, ethnographers, who wish to preserve the 
earth's innumerable physiognomies, to ask those who have the author-
ity to do it, that these marvellous traditions, the millenary traditions of 
indigenous arts, not be allowed to disappear in favour of certain of our 
more mediocre traditions or of our more restricted bookish concep-
tions. Let us preserve intact this spirit of our different brothers. Let us 
preserve it as a precious jewel that belongs to everyone. 

Similarly, the respected linguist Antoine Meillet, Professor at the 
College de France and at the Institute of Ethnology, insisted: 

The admirable exhibition that welcomes us today teaches us a precious 
lesson. It shows us first of all, the immense diversity of mankind, which 
is a precious asset; it also reveals, under dissimilar appearances, the 
strength of human unity. 

This essential tension between the universalistic emphasis on 
the unity of mankind and the particularistic recognition of the 
diversity of cultures (seen as an 'asset', or 'jewel') that character-
ized the new colonial humanism can still be found in French 
ethnology to this day.81 

The Museum of Man: 'Above all a Colonial Museum'? 

The Colonial Exhibition can indeed be described as 'an event at 
once anthropological and ethnographic' to the extent that it 
served as a temporary living museum of colonial mankind, 
displaying a variety of races and cultures, as a place of ethno-
graphic enquiry and experiment, and as a venue for scholars to 
gather and meet with other players in the colonial field. 
Ethnography was mobilized in different ways throughout the 
Exhibition; it contributed to its documentary and educational 

80 See e.g. Claude Levi-Strauss, 'Race et culture', in Le Regard eloigne (Paris, 1983) 
(conference given at UNESCO in 1971). 

81 To the present day the official name of the anthropological section at the Centre 
National de la Recherche Scientifique is 'Unity of Man and Diversity of Cultures'. 
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value while helping to create an exotic atmosphere. In particu-
lar, it underlined the 'realism' of the staging of colonial peoples, 
presented in their natural environment. At a more general level, 
anthropological knowledge buttressed the cognitive colonial 
order by confirming a worldview in which the division of 
humanity into distinct groups appeared as a primordial fact: the 
boundaries between races and cultures could be overcome 
within the larger community of the Empire, but they were still 
significant features. 

In staging the harmonious coexistence of every culture within 
an Empire rich in diversity, the Colonial Exhibition built up an 
imperial fiction, giving shape to a new colonial project of incor-
porating the differences between cultures and their reconciliation 
into a universalistic humanism, including all of mankind. In this 
sense, the Exhibition appears to prefigure the Museum of Man 
(Musée de l'Homme), which would, from 1938, exhibit the 
diverse cultures of mankind by displaying their 'treasures' 
brought together in the capital of the French Empire. The 
valorization of cultural difference at the heart of the Museum of 
Man's new ethnological project thus entertained a relation of 
elective affinity with a reformist colonial humanism. 

To dismiss the Colonial Exhibition as simply illusion, as a 
cheap copy, is to avoid having to explain a more troubling 
dimension, namely, the often unsuspected continuities between 
colonial exhibitions and a form of ethnological rationality that in 
France would be typically expressed by the style of curating 
practised in the Musée de l'Homme. In order to understand 
these paradoxical continuities, it is necessary to renounce the 
caricature of a monolithic 'colonial discourse', which fails to take 
into account inconsistencies, contradictions, and conflicts at the 
heart of the colonial universe.82 Thus the intention to value the 
'diversity of cultures' was not shared by all of the actors in the 
colonial world, nor even by all colonial officials. 

The Colonial Exhibition provides us with a key for rereading 
the history of French ethnology in the twentieth century. Far 
from being 'less colonial' than British social anthropology, as 

82 Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, 'Between Metropole and Colony: 
Rethinking a Research Agenda', in eid. (eds.), Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a 
Bourgeois World (Berkeley, 1997), 1-56; Nicholas Thomas, Colonialism's Culture: Anthropology, 
Tr®el and Government (Cambridge, 1994). 
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many French ethnologists would like to think, because it was less 
concerned with the study of practical problems, French ethnology 
was colonial in another way. To the extent that the activity of 
colonial propaganda often took the form of documentation, it 
can indeed be said that ethnography represented one of the 
most elaborate and subtle forms of colonial propaganda.83 

Ethnological scholarship could thus contribute to the work of 
colonial legitimization without even making explicit reference to 
the activities of the Empire. In fact, two events seen as major in 
standard Whig histories of French ethnology were directly related 
to the preparation and realization of the Exhibition: the creation 
in 1930 of the Society of Africanists, which would play a major 
role in the development of a distinctive French Africanisme, and 
the Griaule mission (1931-3), symbolically linking French posses-
sions in Africa from Dakar to Djibouti, hailed as a symbol of a 
renewal of interest in the ethnographic exploration of Africa.84 

It would certainly be an oversimplification to see the Musée 
de l'Homme-epitomizing the new French ethnology-as a 
simple outgrowth of the Colonial Exhibition. The scientific 
dimension was definitely given more emphasis in the Museum of 
Man; its founders had a politically progressive agenda that 
valorized human diversity and opposed the most common 
stereotypes in colonial milieux and theories of racial hierarchy 
taught at the École d'Anthropologie by Papillault and his like.85 

Similarly, the Museum of Man did not restrict itself to 'colonial 
mankind', but developed a new notion of humanism which was 
enlarged to include all of humankind, and exhibited European 
and (Native) American societies as well.86 

83 For Lyautey, one of the Exhibition's most important components was the City of 
Information which made a number of 'facts' about the Empire available to the general 
public as well as to professionals. 'No exhibition galleries, no collections, but information, 
direct and accurate documents' (Manual if the International Colonial Exhibition, 79). 
'Propaganda' is not a term of abuse, but the term officially used at the time. See Congres 
National d'Action et de Propagande Coloniale, II & 12 mai 1931, Compte-Rendu, Institut Colonial 
Franc;ais (Paris, 1931). 

84 See Benoit de L'Estoile, 'Africanisme, Africanism: esquisse de comparaison franco-
britannique', in A. Piriou and E. Sibeud (eds.), L'Afacanisme en questions, EHESS, Dossiers 
africains, 1 (Paris, 1997), 19-42. 

85 Rivet was one of the founders of the Committee of Antifascist Intellectuals. Jean 
Jamin, 'Le Musee d'ethnographie en 1930: l'ethnologie comme science et comme poli-
tique', in Lo Museologie selon Georges Henri Riviere (Paris 1989). 

86 It could be argued that this reflects the universalistic claims of French imperialism. 
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It is, however, essential to analyse the continuities, both in 
aims (the presentation of the diversity of peoples and cultures) 
and the forms used (aesthetic and curatorial), between the 
Colonial Exhibition and the Musée de l'Homme. The Museum's 
educational objectives and its targeting of a popular audience 
made it akin to the Colonial Exhibition. The organizers of any 
anthropological museum, in fact, face challenges that are not 
altogether different from those which must have obsessed the 
organizers of the Colonial Exhibition, namely, how to 'force visi-
tors to see everything, without letting them suspect it and with-
out wearying them; to remain true while avoiding vulgarity'. 87 

When Rivet explained his project for the new Museum of Man 
in 1936, he formulated the same concern for aesthetic shaping, 
staging, and ordering: 
The goal will be to give the visitor clear and precise ideas, to bring out 
for him the essential facts without burdening him with over abundant 
documentation. The most typical anthropological or ethnological spec-
imens will be chosen, and great care will be taken to avoid presenting 
so many that they would exhaust and disperse the attention of the 
spectator. 88 

Thus it is not surprising that the Museum of Man would, 
consciously or not, borrow from the Colonial Exhibition a 
number of methods of displaying different cultures, from the 
contextualization of the artefacts to performances of dance and 
music; these will again figure prominently in the programme of 
the new Museum of (Tribal) Arts and Cultures to be opened at 
the Quai Branly in 2005.89 

87 Olivier (ed.), Exposition Coloniale lntemationale et des pqys d'outre-mer: Rapport General, v, 
pt. 2, p. 300. 

88 Paul Rivet, 'Ce qu'est l'ethnologie', in L'Encyclopedie Franfaise, vol. vii: L'Espece 
humaine (Paris, 1936), 7.08-3. See also id., 'Organisation d'un musee d'ethnologie', 
Museum, 1/2 (1948). 

89 The project of presenting to the general public the arts and cultures of 'Africa, the 
Americas, Asia and Oceania', 'discovered' by the West during its expansion, by putting 
on display their aesthetic 'treasures' -the very idea which is touted today as the great 
original contribution of the future Museum of Arts and Cultures at the Quai Branly, in 
Paris-is, in a sense, merely a new version of the Colonial Exhibition and the Museum of 
Man. However, the project of a museum of cultures and, more specifically, since it 
excludes both Europe and the 'great civilizations' of Asia featured at the Musee Guimet, 
that of a 'museum of tribal cultures' that dares not speak its name, seems a difficult 
endeavour from the point of view of anthropological research today. See Benoit de 
L'Estoile, 'Le Musee des "arts premiers" face a l'histoire', Arquivos do Centro Cultural 
Calouste Gulbenkian, Lisbon, 45 (2003), 41-61. 
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The presence of ethnographic artefacts, photographs, and 
performances at the Colonial Exhibition, and the commentaries 
on them, give us insights into the complex array of colonial uses 
of anthropological knowledge because they were products of the 
same principles and worldview, and responded to similar uses. 
These displays made apparent cognitive schemes that were more 
generally at work in the production and reading of ethnographic 
knowledge. Thus, the wavering at the Exhibition between evolu-
tionism, diff erentialism, and primitivism, as well as the hesitation 
between the foregrounding of 'races' or of 'cultures' were also 
characteristic of French ethnology in the 1930s. Similarly, the 
Griaulian school of ethnography focused on the very themes 
valorized in the Exposition's aesthetics, from dances to masks to 
rituals. French ethnography developed in the 1930s in and 
around museums, with the express purpose of collecting arte-
facts. 90 This privileging of artefacts as embodiments of cultures 
(and secondarily, the importance of photography as document), 
together with a primitivist fascination for an authentic Africa 
(largely preserved from polluting contacts with Islam or the 
West), were enduring characteristics of French Ajricanisme, and 
should be re-examined in the light of the Colonial Exhibition. 
This was an ambiguous fascination. It both essentialized the 
primitive (the Dogon were seen as miraculously preserved 
remnants of an authentic archaic black culture) and represented a 
genuine attempt to understand a culture that was considered the 
equal, in complexity and richness, of ancient Greek civilization.91 

The Colonial Exhibition thus appears as a founding moment, 
however misunderstood, in the history of anthropology in 
France. Seven years later, Rivet would write to Daladier, then 
France's President du Conseil, to ask him to allow colonial troops to 
be present at the opening of the Museum of Mankind; indeed, 
he insisted, 'our museum is above all a colonial museum'.92 

90 Jean Jamin, 'Objets trouves des paradis perdus: a propos de la mission Dakar-
Djibouti', in Jacques Hainard and Roland Kaehr (eds.), Collections passion, Musee 
d'Ethnographie (Neuchatel, 1982), 69-100; Instructions sommaires pour les collecteurs d'oijets 
ethnographiques, Musee d'Ethnographie et Mission Scientifique Dakar-Djibouti (Paris, 
1931). 

91 Benoit de L'Estoile, 'Au nom des "vrais Africains": Jes elites scolarisees de l'Afrique 
coloniale face a l'anthropologie (1930-1950)', Terrain, 28 (Mar. 1997), 87-102. 

92 Rivet to Daladier, 31 May 1938, in Rivet Correspondence, Paul Rivet papers, 
Library of the Musee de !'Homme. 



PART III 

Science and Colonial Identities 



9 
Ambiguities of Racial Science in 

Colonial Africa: The African Research 
Survey and the Fields of Eugenics, Social 

Anthropology, and Biomedicine, 
1920-1940 
HELEN TILLEY 

In the summer of 1934, the British Colonial Office received a 
funding proposal from the Kenya Colony for an extended exam-
ination of African 'mental capacity' and 'backwardness'. 1 The 
research would concentrate principally on physical and environ-
mental factors that were thought to affect 'African cerebral 
development, quality, and reaction' with the intention of shed-
ding light on Africans' 'capacity for mental development' and 
'educability'.2 Through an unusual twist of events, the Prime 
Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, was informed of the proposal 
and decided to ask the leadership of a project known as the 
African Research Survey, rather than any government agency, 
to determine the 'importance and urgency' of the Colony's 
This essay is an amalgamation of two chapters of my doctorate in which I explore the 
history of the African Research Survey (eh. 2) and its engagement with racial science and 
anthropology (eh. 6); see Helen Tilley, 'Africa as a "Living Laboratory"-the African 
Research Survey and the British Colonial Empire: Consolidating Environmental, 
Medical, and Anthropological Debates, 1920-1940', University of Oxford, 2001. I am 
grateful for generous and insightful suggestions on an earlier draft from Saul Dubow, 
Lynn Thomas, andjock McCulloch; I have also benefited considerably from conversa-
tions over the years with William Beinart, Nancy Stepan, Megan Vaughan, Sloan 
Mahone, Damon Salesa, and Michael Gordin; finally, I would like to thank seminar 
participants at Oxford University and the Institute of Historical Research, London where 
I first presented this material. 

1 Governor Brigadier General J. Byrne to Colonial Secretary Sir Philip Cunliffe-
Lister, 5July 1934, BY /26/7, Kenya National Archives, Nairobi, hereafter KNA. 

2 H. L. Gordon, 'Problems of African Education', 22 Jan. 1934, The Times, in 
C0822/551I and 'Investigation of African Mental Development', first proposal to 
Colonial Development Fund, no date [likely 1931], BY/26/7, KNA. 
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plans. 3 MacDonald's decision was not as arbitrary as it might 
appear, for the African Survey was working to provide an 
overview of existing conditions and policies in sub-Saharan 
Africa in an attempt to 'recommend and secure an improvement 
in the system and methods by which research [ could] be under-
taken, and knowledge acquired and distributed'.4 While in prin-
ciple an autonomous project, in practice the African Survey's 
leadership had close, though sometimes strained, ties to the 
British government and its Colonial Office. Historians have long 
interpreted its results as reflecting a turning point in Britain's 
administration of its African territories. 5 What it chose to 
sanction and to criticize, in terms of research, are thus of great 
significance. 

By exploring the origins and reception of the East African 
'mental capacity' proposal, and its entanglements with the 
African Survey, this essay aims to place the history of racial 
science in British Africa in the wider context of imperial research 
priorities. What makes this case especially interesting is not only 
the attention it generated, but also the fact that it ultimately 
failed to receive official support. Failure in colonial contexts can 
be as revealing as success. In this instance, explaining why the 
mental capacity proposal was rejected helps to highlight the 
shifting ideological and epistemological commitments of scien-
tific practitioners and colonial administrators. It also underscores 
three interrelated developments of the period that might other-
wise go unnoticed: first, the growing preoccupation among a 
circle of researchers and administrators in Britain and East 
Africa with the issue of 'racial prejudice' and 'race discrimina-
tion'; second, their simultaneous challenges to the ontological 

3 L. B. Freeston to Francis Hemming, 14Jan. 1935, C0822/61/I4, 'East African 
Native: Brain structure and mental capacity, 1934-35', Public Records Office, London, 
hereafter PRO. 

4 African Research Survey, Executive Committee Meeting Minutes, 20 July 1935, 
Lord Lothian Papers, GD4o/I7/I27, National Archives of Scotland, hereafter LP. 

5 J. M. Lee, Colonial Development and Good Government: A Stuqy ef the Ideas Expressed by the 
British Official Classes in Planning Decolonization 193g--1964 (Oxford, 1967);John Hargreaves, 
'History: African and Contemporary', Presidential Address, African Studies Association, 
UK, Sept. 1973, African Research and Documentation, 1 ( 1973), 3-8; Kenneth Robinson, 
'Experts, Colonialists, and Africanists, 1895-1960', inJ. C. Stone (ed.), Experts in Africa 
(Aberdeen, 1980), 551 4; R. D. Pearce, The Turning Point in Africa: British Colonial Policy 
1938-1948 (London, 1982), esp. eh. 3: 'Lord Hailey and Colonial Office Thought on 
African Policy'; Penelope Hetherington, British Paternalism and Africa, 1920-1940 (London, 
1978). 
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validity of the concept of 'race'; and finally, the eclipse of a 
particular kind of eugenics research in British colonial Africa in 
favour of other kinds of biological and sociological interpreta-
tions of African peoples. If racial preoccupations in science did 
not disappear from colonial studies of Africa when this proposal 
was rejected, they were certainly forever transformed by it. 

The broader purpose of this essay is to consider how the 
exigencies of imperialism affected the production of knowledge. 
In other words, this is a study not just of the ways scientific ideas 
and concepts set a context for action, but also of the ways in 
which the need to administer colonies shaped disciplinary 
boundaries and priorities. There is no doubt that colonial offi-
cials and scientific experts shared a faith in the empirical founda-
tions of their research and used this faith to impose new ways of 
knowing the world on African societies. Nor is there any doubt 
that most individuals involved in imperial affairs believed that 
scientific methods and the kinds of knowledge they generated 
were necessary to 'modernize' and develop the continent.6 What 
contemporary scholars sometimes miss in their analysis of 'colo-
nial science' in Africa is that historical actors' attempts to get 
'full, precise, and accurate facts' often undermined and trans-
formed many of the assumptions that brought them to the conti-
nent in the first place. 7 Experts' emphasis on accuracy, in other 
words, called into question at significant junctures the limits not 
only of the ways they pursued knowledge, but also the very 
content of that knowledge. 

Yet if the natural and social worlds placed constraints on what 
could be known, so too did imperialism, which had equally inter-
esting, and even subversive, effects on· defining the objects of 
scientific study in the colonies. Administrators' attitudes towards 
race and racial prejudice played a decisive role in the destiny of 
racial science in British Africa in the inter-war period. As early 
as 1906, Fabian socialist and former administrator Sydney 
Olivier warned of the dire effects that racial antagonisms and 
prejudice could have in Britain's tropical dependencies.8 These 
concerns became more, not less, mainstream in official circles in 

6 Frederick Lugard, The Dual Mandate in British Tropical Africa (London, 1922), 6. 
7 Edwin Smith, 'Presidential Address-Africa: What Do We Know of It?', Journal qf 

the Royal Anthropological Institute, 65 (1935), 1-81, quotations at 78. 
8 Sydney Olivier, lt'hite Capital and Coloured Labour (London, 1906). 
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the 1910s and 192os.9 When Britain's Colonial Office received 
the Kenyan proposal for research into African mental capacity, 
it served to bring together the administrative and scientific 
spheres of the debate. As each side worked out its perspective, 
they were also often expressing implicit critiques of African colo-
nial relations themselves. 

I. Imperial Research Priorities and East African 'Problems': The 1920s 

When the First World War came to a close, Britain found itself 
responsible for new territories in East and West Africa, additions 
that brought into sharp relief questions regarding labour and 
race relations, the nature of trusteeship, and European settle-
ment throughout the continent. New territories meant new 
debates about their practical needs and the best methods for 
their administration. It also meant determining how these areas 
could most easily be integrated into Britain's other colonies and 
protectorates. With the creation of the League of Nations and its 
Permanent Mandates Commission, Britain was now account-
able, however loosely, to an international governing body, which 
could increasingly subject Europe's imperial activities to external 
scrutiny and public criticism. 10 

A lightning rod for such attention after the War was the 
Kenya Colony, and more broadly, the East African territories, in 
which numerous struggles-over land, voting rights, settlement 
patterns, labour, educational policy, and territorial gover-
nance-were the subject of extended and heated debates. To 
resolve these debates, as one participant in the Colonial Office 
astutely observed in 1923, required, in effect, choosing between 
'two rival ideals-the one tending towards equalities of races and 
communities, the other insisting on the maintenance of white 

9 See e.g.John Cowen, 'Race Prejudice', Westminster Review, 173 (19rn), 631-8; Hilda 
Howsin, 'Race and Colour Prejudice', Imperial and Asiatic Q.uarter!J, Review, 31 (Jan.-Apr. 
1911), 3511 1; Ratanshaw Koyaji, 'Colour Prejudice in the British Colonies', The Indian 
Review, 14 (1913), 945-8; William Flint, 'Race Consciousness and the Scientific Spirit', 
South African Journal ef Science (Aug. 1919), 1-16; Lord Olivier, 'Colour Prejudice', 
Contemporary Review (Oct. 1923), 448-57; Stanley Rice, 'The Passing of Colour Prejudice', 
Asiatic Review, 20 (1924), 1691 4; Sir Valentine Chirol, 'The World Problem of Colour', 
Edinburgh Review, no. 495 (1926), 17-34. 

10 Michael Callahan, Mandates and Empire: The League ef Nations and Africa, I9I4-I9JI 
(Brighton, 1999). 
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supremacy'. 11 Put simply, those who adopted the former posi-
tion were seen to ally themselves with Africans (and to a lesser 
extent Indians); those in the latter camp showed allegiance to 
settlers. The future of Kenya was thus situated as a litmus test for 
Britain's African empire. Should the settlers triumph, critics 
believed Kenya would likely follow the segregationist policies of 
South Africa and neglect the needs of Africans; if African inter-
ests were held to be 'paramount,' as a landmark 1923 govern-
ment White Paper declared, these same individuals hoped 
Britain might still fulfil its obligations as an imperial trustee. 12 At 
the root of the controversy was an issue that continued to resur-
face throughout the inter-war period: the moral responsibilities 
implicit in trusteeship and often contradicted in practice in colo-
nial administration. 

In large part as a result of the political and economic attention 
Kenya attracted in the early 1920s, East Africa also came to be 
conceived, in the minds of humanitarian and imperial advocates 
alike, as an ideal arena for social and scientific experiment. 13 

Kenya's problems, despite being atypical in several respects, could 
serve, many believed, as a stand-in for those of the African empire 
as a whole. The pressing need, they asserted, was to define and 
investigate these problems systematically. Impetus towards this 
end was given by a special Parliamentary Commission on East 
Africa set up in 1924 to consider 'measures to be taken to acceler-
ate the general economic development of the British East African 
Dependencies'. 14 The Commission, chaired by the Conservative 
MP William Ormsby Gore, who also served as Under-Secretary 
of State for the Colonies between 1922 and 1929, ultimately 
argued in the final report that scientific research was a necessary, 
but thus far neglected, component of imperial administration in 
the region. Among the Commission's most significant effects 
were, first, the creation in Britain of a Committee of Civil 
Research (June 1925), which would become a central vehicle for a 

11 Sir James Masterton-Smith, 1923, quoted in Ronald Robinson, 'The Moral 
Disarmament of African Empire, 1919-1947,' Journal !/[Imperial and Commonwealth History, 8 
(1979-80), 8&-w4, quotation at 92. 

12 'Memorandum Relating to Indians in Kenya', Cmd. 1922 (London: HMSO); this 
was also known as the Devonshire declaration. 

13 See e.g. A. G. Church, East Afaca, a New Dominion: A Crucial Experiment in Tropical 
Devewpment and its Significance to the British Empire (London, 1927); Church was the Labour 
MP on the East Africa Commission. 

14 &port ef the East Afaca Commission (London: HMSO, 1925), 3. 
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variety of scientific efforts in both East and West Africa; 15 and, 
second, the establishment in East Africa of periodic conferences 
that would allow the Governors of the region to co-ordinate poli-
cies, including those relating to research. 

East Africa, however, was not the only region that received 
critical attention. For the better part of the 1920s, the British and 
colonial governments began to make a more concerted effort to 
initiate specialized inter-territorial research projects and insti-
tutes in Africa itself. These were thought necessary to enable 
colonial administrators to develop the continent's resources 
more effectively. It was during this decade as well that the tech-
nical services in British Africa, which focused on medicine, agri-
culture, forestry, game, and public works, received their first 
sustained injection of capital and people. Likewise, in Britain, 
initiatives that had begun to blossom just before the outbreak of 
war--in the realms of tropical medicine, entomology, and agri-
culture-received renewed attention and government grants. 
The emerging mantra at conferences convened to consider the 
future of the dependent empire was the need for 'co-ordination 
of research' so that not only could information be shared, but so 
too could limited resources. 

Yet for those sensitive to the politics of empire, and to the 
tensions that were emerging in the 1920s in South and East 
Africa, the human element of African affairs required investiga-
tion in its own right, and this dimension, many believed, was 
being neglected. This criticism was best expressed by the mission-
ary and humanitarianjoseph Oldham, when he was proposing 
an East African research institute to be based in Kenya: 
If it is necessary for the successful development of East Africa to under-
take the scientific study of the agricultural possibilities of the soil, and of 
the diseases which menace human, animal and plant life, it is no less 
essential to study the human beings whose ideas, feelings and desires 
must be a dominant factor in determining the future of East Africa. 
Practical recognition has already been given to the former necessity; no 
separate and distinct provision has yet been made for the latter. 16 

15 On this see Roy MacLeod and Kay Andrews, 'The Committee of Civil Research: 
Scientific Advice for Economic Development, 1925-1930', Minerva, 7 (1969), 68D-705. 

16 J[oseph] H. OUdham], 'Research in East Africa' [no date but sandwiched between 
documents dated 1925 and 1926], Box 1, File 5,Joseph Oldham Papers, Rhodes House 
Library, Oxford, hereafter OP; also see Oldham to Governor Sir Edward Grigg, 3 Dec. 
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Perhaps because he was navigating national, imperial, and 
international networks at the time, Oldham's proposal for East 
African research was as comprehensive and far-reaching as any 
then being put forward. As he wrote in a lengthy memorandum 
to William Ormsby Gore at the Colonial Office, the Kenyan 
and British governments had an opportunity to 'make a more 
vigorous and systematic effort than has yet been attempted, to 
understand the real nature of the forces at work in Africa'. The 
problems he identified that were in most need of investigation 
included: land and 'native ideas regarding land tenure'; health 
and the possibility of 'a declining and physically inefficient popu-
lation'; agriculture and 'native methods of production'; labour 
and 'native conditions as a whole'; and, finally, 'native beliefs 
and customs ... [and] knowledge of the native mind'. 'An 
experiment of this kind', he continued, 
made in any part of Africa would yield valuable results, but there are 
strong grounds for thinking that it could be made with greater advan-
tage in Kenya than anywhere else . . . If the experiment were well-
conducted and successful, the eyes of the outside world would be 
turned towards Kenya not, as at present, in criticism and censure ... 
but with interest, expectation and gratitude for a contribution to the 
improvement of the relations between white and black, which is a 
matter of world interest. 1 7 

Oldham actually had an opportunity to present his ideas 
following the first East African Governors' Conference in April 
of 1926, which was held in Nairobi. Sir Edward Grigg, the 
Kenya Governor, was his strongest ally, despite having a differ-
ent attitude towards settlers' rights, and endorsed the idea of 
founding a 'native welfare' research institute in his territory. The 
governments, however, had to consider this possibility in the 
larger context of research priorities for all the territories and on 
those grounds decided that they could not afford to spend 
'money to appoint an organization to study the effect of 
European civilization on the native mind'; what they would do 

1925: 'If the money available for research is limited, I very much fear that since the 
insects and microbes are such a terrible scourge in Africa their claims to be investigated 
will always have precedence [over] the claims of the native.' Box 6, File 1, OP. 

17 All quotations fromJoseph Oldham, 'Research into Native Welfare in East Africa', 
to William Ormsby Gore, IO Sept. 1926, C0533/648, 'Kenya Native Welfare Research 
Organisation, 1926', PRO. 
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instead was appoint a statistician who would begin to assemble 
demographic data about the inhabitants of the territories. 18 

They also resolved to ask their respective technical services, in 
medicine, veterinary science, and agriculture, to begin to co-
ordinate programmes of research. 

Already in the mid-192os, the Colonial Office was working 
with the East African Governors to re-establish the Amani 
Agricultural Research Station in Tanganyika, which had been 
inherited from Germany following the First World War. 
Likewise in Uganda the British government was collaborating 
with the League of Nations' International Commission on 
Sleeping Sickness, spearheaded by one of its own officers, 
Lyndhurst Duke, and planned to set up a Human Trypano-
somiasis Research Institute for all of East Africa. 19 And in 
Kenya, the Civil Research Committee had decided that that 
territory 'possesse [ d] conditions peculiarly favourable as a site 
for an intensive dietetic experiment', and so had begun a multi-
year study of the nutrition of indigenous inhabitants.20 None of 
these efforts, however, included provisions for psychological, 
sociological, or anthropological research-the subjects that 
might shed light on the human side of economic development. 
This was cause for concern not just for Oldham and many of his 
colleagues in Britain affiliated with the Colonial Office Advisory 
Committee on Education in Tropical Africa and with the 
recently founded International Institute of African Languages 
and Cultures (IIALC), both of which were then preoccupied 
with social science research, but also for an amateur psychologist 
just beginning to make his presence felt in Nairobi: Henry Laing 
Gordon. 

Gordon's first intervention on these questions came while he 

18 'Summary of Proceedings of the Conference of Governors of the East African 
Dependencies, 16 April 1926', C0533/589; 'Tsetse F1y Sub-Committee of Civil Research 
Committee, 1925-26', PRO; and quotation in 'The Mind of the Native', East Aftican 
Standard, 7 Oct. 1926, in C0533/648, PRO. 

19 C0533/584, 'International Commission on Sleeping Sickness, 1926', and 
C0822h5ho, 'Sleeping Sickness Research Station, Entebbe, Future Arrangements of 
the Station, 1929', PRO. The Human Trypanosomiasis Institute was officially established 
inJune 1927. 

2o Committee of Civil Research, 'Interim Report of the Sub-Committee on Dietetics 
July 23, 1926', C0758h9/6 'Dietetics Research, 1926', PRO; also see Cynthia Brantley, 
'Kikuyu-Maasai Nutrition and Colonial Science: The Orr and Gilks Study in Late 1920s 
Kenya Revisited', International]oumal ef Aftican Historical Studies, 30 (1997), 49-86. 
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was still himself squarely among the settler population, having 
moved to Kenya in the mid-192os as a private physician. Just as 
the East African governments were beginning their efforts at co-
ordinating research, Gordon gave an address to the Kenya and 
Uganda Natural History Society in Nairobi on 'The Mind of the 
Native'.21 What he shared with numerous officials and scientists 
at the time, including the Director of Kenya's Medical 
Department, who was then preparing a memorandum for an 
Imperial Research Service, was an abiding belief that to be a 
good imperial trustee required a knowledge of 'the facts'. 22 
Where he differed, although at this early date his rhetoric was in 
many respects still quite close to those advocating ethnographic 
studies of African 'mentalities', was in his emphasis not just on 
psychology, but on physiological studies of the brain as 'the 
servant of mind'. (This emphasis likely came from his previous 
work experience in a neurological division of a London hospi-
tal.)23 A sustained enquiry of Africans in Kenya, Gordon argued, 
would help reveal 'possible sources of persistent racial differences 
produced in the long ages of human life before the brief period 
we call history began'. This knowledge, he argued, was essential 
for effective 'native policy'. 

Like many such proposals, the East African native welfare 
institute never became a top priority for either the Civil 
Research Committee, which was charged with evaluating it, or 
the East African governments, which viewed agricultural, nutri-
tional, and epidemiological research as far more important in 
the short term. Oldham, for his part, continued to press in the 
late 1920s for research into the human side of African coloniza-
tion, developing a strong relationship with Bronislaw Malinowski 
while a member of the Hilton Young Commission for Closer 
Union in East Africa, and encouraging Malinowski to draft an 
article for the IIALC's journal, Africa, on the need for 'practical 

21 'The Mind of the Native: Scientific Study Recommended by a Psychologist-
Mental Processes', East Afiican Standard, pt. 1 on 7 Oct. 1926 and pt. 2 on 8 Oct. 1926. 
These articles include many verbatim excerpts from Gordon's lecture; all quotations in 
this paragraph, unless otherwise noted, are from these. 

22 The proposal was circulated to the Imperial Conference in 1926, but was consid-
ered premature and unwieldy; see C0323/965/r6, 'Imperial Conference, 1926: Imperial 
Co-operation in Research, 1926', PRO. 

23 'Henry Laing Gordon', EastA.ftican Medical Journal (1947), 313-14; see also 'Dr. H. L. 
Gordon', Eugenics Review, 39 (1947-8), 109; my thanks to Sloan Mahone for this reference. 
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anthropology' in the management of African imperial affairs. 24 

Through his efforts with the Colonial Office Advisory Commit-
tee on Education, Oldham and his colleagues also helped to 
usher in a trial project in Kenya, sponsored by the Carnegie 
Corporation, to experiment with 'the wholly new idea' in Africa 
of mental testing as an aid in selecting individuals for higher 
education and government service. 25 Gordon, meanwhile, 
continued to pursue his interests in psychology and neurology, 
accepting, in 1928, a part-time role as the Visiting Physician at 
the Mathari Mental Hospital in Nairobi where he would 
encounter both African and European patients. It was in this 
period that he deepened his interest in the neurological dimen-
sions of African mental illness and developed a close working 
relationship with Kenya's medical pathologist, F. W. Vint. It was 
also then that Gordon became increasingly focused on eugenical 
ideas, opening one of his articles with the precept: 'Control of 
human breedings must come before betterment of human 
brains. Lacking good endowment education fails. '26 

In spite of their different ·emphases, there was, at the start of 
the 1930s, nothing inherently antagonistic in the burgeoning 
plans for human research pursued by Gordon and Vint on the 
one hand, and Oldham and Malinowski on the other. By the 
middle of the decade, however, they were on opposite sides in a 
rather public and heated controversy over research into African 
mental capacity. A central reason for this was that proponents 
on each side saw the debate as a test of imperial research priori-
ties as a whole. The institution brought in to adjudicate the 
debate, the African Research Survey, was asked, in effect, to 
navigate the increasingly volatile terrain of the human and racial 
sciences vis-a-vis Africa. Its final verdict on these questions laid 
the foundations for research in and on British Africa well into 
the 1940s and beyond. 

24 See Report ef the Commission on Closer Union ef the Dependencies in Eastern and Central Africa 
(London: HMSO, 1929); and Bronislaw Malinowski, 'Practical Anthropology', Africa, 2 
(1929), 22-38. 

25 Report ef the President and the Secretary as to An Educational Program in Africa (New York: 
Carnegie Corporation, 1927), 14. 

26 H. L. Gordon, 'A Note on Diagnosis of Arnentia (Mental Deficiency) in Africans', 
East African Medical Journal, 7 (1930-1), 208-14, quotation at 208. 
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II. The African Research Survey: A Project of Imperial Co-ordination 

The African Survey's genesis dates from a series of conferences 
on 'African problems', held at the University of Oxford in 
November 1929, which were designed to coincide with the 
Rhodes Memorial Lectures of the South African, General Jan 
Smuts. 27 The participant list, which included more than thirty 
natural and social scientists, civil servants, politicians, and heads 
of Oxford colleges, was a veritable who's who of Britain's impe-
rial and academic élite. Delivering the welcoming address, the 
Oxford historian H. A. L. Fisher set the tone; these would be 
meetings expansive in vision and practical in outcome. Above 
all, he asked participants to bear in mind throughout their time 
together the question of 'what help Oxford might give to the 
solving of scientific, economic, political, ethnological and other 
problems of Africa-a continent which as General Smuts has 
said [in his first lecture] must be regarded as a unity'. The partic-
ipants' answer to the question was to encourage Oxford to estab-
lish an 'Institute of African Studies' in the newly built Rhodes 
House. The main need, they argued, was to remedy the dearth 
of information relating to the continent 'as a whole' through co-
ordinated research and thus aid officials in Britain and Africa to 
make more informed decisions about colonial policies. 28 

During the early years of the project's conceptualization, 
between 1929 and 1931, a loose network of individuals in Britain 
affiliated with the Round Table Movement, the IIALC, and the 
Colonial Office Advisory Committee on Education in the 
Colonies, 29 joined forces in their support of the Oxford Institute, 

27 'Minutes ofa Conference on Africa at Rhodes House, 9-w & 16 November, 1929', 
LP, GD40/i7/i20. It should be noted that these are not verbatim transcripts, but brief 
summaries of each speaker's comments. 

28 See 'A Proposed Institute of African Studies at Oxford University, for Rockefeller 
Foundation, 28 March 1930', in File 2792, Rhodes Trust Archives (RTA), Rhodes House, 
Oxford; and John Cell, 'Lord Hailey and the Making of the African Survey', A.frican 
Affairs, 88 (1989), 481-505. The material in this section is an extremely abbreviated 
version of eh. 2 of my doctoral thesis in which I detail very carefully the transition from 
an Institute of African Studies to a Survey of African Research. 

29 The Round Table movement was itself a loose federation of individuals, many of 
whom had had first-hand experience in South Africa under Alfred Milner and were often 
known as 'Milner's Kindergarten'; it included Lionel Curtis, Reginald Coupland, and 
Philip Kerr /Lord Lothian; the membership of the IIALC and the Advisory Committee 
on Education in Tropical Africa (which became in 1929 the Advisory Committee on 
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believing that it could do what other societies and institutions 
had thus far failed to do: synthesize the insights of investigations 
on Africa in the fields of 'political science, natural science, 
economics, and anthropology'. They wished, as they put it, 'to 
experiment with a new and more comprehensive form of 
research than . . . [had] ever previously been attempted'. 30 Two 
field sciences which were then being positioned to provide just 
such a comprehensive overview of the continent-ecology and 
social anthropology-were by chance represented in the activi-
ties of the project's earliest scientific advisers: the evolutionary 
theorist at King's College (London), Julian Huxley, and the 
anthropologist at the London School of Economics, Bronislaw 
Malinowski. 31 

When the proposed Institute of African Studies failed to 
secure the funds necessary for its foundation in 1931, its instiga-
tors decided that what was required was a 'preliminary survey' 
of 'African research' which would indicate what was 'most worth 
doing and how it [ could] best be done'. 32 They envisaged this 
survey as requiring two to three years to complete and involving 
at least two individuals: a director and a 'scientific lieutenant'. 
The survey would culminate in a series of published reports 'of 
immediate and practical value' and would also serve 'as the basis 
for some permanent scheme of African Research' such as the 
Institute originally planned. 33 For this revised and smaller-scale 
project they succeeded in convincing the Carnegie Corporation 
to provide a series of grants from its British Dominions and 
Colonies Fund, amounting to $u5,ooo. The preliminary survey 
ultimately took over five years to complete and resulted in three 
official volumes totalling more than 3,000 pages: Lord Hailey's 

Education in the Colonies) overlapped considerably and includedJoseph Oldham, Lord 
Lugard, and Hanns Vischer. 

30 Both quotations, Lord Lothian to Edmund Day, Rockefeller Foundation, 30 Mar. 
1931, Rockefeller Foundation Archives, Tarrytown, New York. 

31 Julian Huxley, 'Memorandum on the Possibility of Establishing an Ecological 
Department as Part of the Proposed Oxford School of African Studies' [Feb. 1930], in 
File 2792, RTA; and id., 'A Proposal for a Bureau of Ecology for Africa', 29 Apr. 1931, 
File 3, 16/ 26d, Royal Institute of International Affairs, London; in addition to his article 
on 'practical anthropology', Bronislaw Malinowski also wrote, 'The Rationalization of 
Anthropology and Administration', Afaca, 3 (1930), 405-29. 

32 [Joseph H. Oldham], 'African Research', 18h9 May 1931, LP, GD4oh7h21. 
33 African Research Survey, Executive Committee Meeting Minutes, 20July 1935, 

LP, GD40/I7/i27. 
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An African Survey, E. B. Worthington's Science in Africa, and S. H. 
Frankel's Capital Investment in Africa, all issued by Oxford 
University Press in 1938. 34 

The immediate importance of Hailey's volume to British offi-
cials is indicated by the fact that the Colonial Office arranged for 
2,000 copies to be distributed among its African colonial govern-
ments; in 1939, the original print-run of 6,000 had sold out and 
OUP issued another 2,000 volumes. By comparison, Lord 
Lugard's book, The Dual Mandate in Tropical Africa-which was 
into its fourth edition by 1937 and which had, in many respects, 
framed inter-war discussions of British trusteeship, development, 
and colonial governance-had sold only 2,242 copies.35 These 
numbers are symbolic of a deeper transition that had been taking 
place during this period, and which was marked more concretely 
by the British government's passage in 1940 of the Colonial 
Development and Welfare Act. This Act not only increased 
substantially the amounts of money available to colonial territo-
ries for economic development, but it also created a pool of 
£500,000 a year (approximately $2.5 million) available for 'colo-
nial research'. The establishment of the latter fund was attributed 
explicitly to Lord Hailey and his 'African Survey'.36 Not surpris-
ingly, when the Colonial Research Committee was founded in 
1942, Hailey became its Chair and E. B. Worthington, at Hailey's 
invitation, served as its scientific secretary. 

What has been overlooked by most historical examinations of 
the African Research Survey is the sheer collectivity of the proj-
ect and the pre-eminent place given to scientists and to a consid-
eration of 'the machinery of knowledge'. While Worthington's 
and Hailey's volumes were issued under their names alone, they 
were in truth the product of an extensive network of hundreds of 
experts, many of whom had conducted research in Africa, or 
who were employed in the British Colonial Services. 
Worthington's work, in particular, relied heavily on scientists in 
the African technical departments and was intended to address 

34 Lord Hailey, An Afiican Survry (London, 1938); E. B. Worthington, Sdence in Africa: A 
Review ef Sdentific Research Relating to Tropical and Southern Africa (London, 1938); and S. H. 
Frankel, Capital Investment in Africa: Its Causes and Effects (London, 1938). 

35 Figures for An Afiican Survry from Oxford University Press out-of-print archives and 
in C0323/J524/8, PRO; figures for The Dual Mandate from Margery Perham, Lugard: 
Tears ef Authority (London, 1960), 645. 

36 Charlesjeffries (ed.), A Review '![Colonial Research, 1940--1960 (London, 1964). 
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existing research 'from the point of view of public welfare' and 
its 'adequacy or inadequacy [in terms] of resources in men, 
money, training, and ... results'.37 In other words, at issue was 
the type of applied research being conducted in the colonial 
territories and its usefulness and appropriateness to future 
economic and social development. The debate over African 
mental capacities was just one of several behind-the-scenes 
controversies over research priorities in which the Survey 
became embroiled, and helps to explain how this multi-year 
project both embraced and codified new perspectives and colo-
nial policies concerning African peoples. 38 

III. Race, Eugenics, and Social Anthropology: Reactions to the 
Kenyan Research Proposals 

By 1938, when the African Survey's reports were published, 
social anthropology had become a cornerstone of its investiga-
tions and also served to frame its recommendations regarding 
the future study of Africans. 39 This in part explains the disci-
pline's pride of place in the Colonial Social Science Research 
Council, which was founded in 1944 as a direct offshoot of the 
Colonial Research Committee.40 Yet anthropology's supremacy 
was hardly guaranteed; nor was it, as we have seen, the only 
social scientific discipline important to African affairs in the 
1930s. The burgeoning fields of colonial demography and 
psychology were also turning their gaze to the continent.41 What 
all these disciplines brought with them were links to medical and 
biological fields, complicating what were still very fluid bound-
aries between the 'social' and the 'natural' sciences. One of the 

37 African Research Survey-'Scientific Survey', no date (Oct. 1933], GD4oh7h23, 
LP. 

38 On this point see J. Hargreaves, 'History: African and Contemporary', African 
Research and Documentation, 1 (1973), 7. 

39 See, inter alia, Lord Hailey, An Aftican Survry, 1637. 
40 Colonial Research Committee, Progress Report, 194:r-43, Cmd. 6486 (1943). 
41 In the realm of demography see e.g. Granville Edge, 'Devitalized Vital Statistics in 

the Tropics: Being a Plea for the Revision of Some Existing Practices',Joumal '!{Tropical 
Medicine and Hygi,ene, 38 (1935), 41-6 and Robert R. Kuczynski, Colonial Population (London, 
1937). For a recently completed doctoral dissertation that should contextualize the 
broader significance of neurology, psychiatry, and psychology in East Africa, see Sloan 
Mahone, 'The Psychology of the Tropics: Conceptions of Tropical Danger and Lunacy 
in British East Africa', University of Oxford, 2004. 
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noteworthy features of the period, in fact, was precisely the way 
in which new lines were being drawn around specific research 
activities. Through the collection of morbidity and mortality 
statistics as well as general birth and death rates, demographic 
science could be linked equally to eugenical and to preventive 
health care aims. Likewise, psychology could play competing 
roles, contributing to familiar discussions on the 'degenerate' or 
'insane native' as well as to discussions on 'educability' and the 
rationality of various forms of African social organization. At the 
crux of such debates were questions of equality and difference: 
were Africans to be treated the same as Europeans? If not, 
should it be assumed that they were fundamentally different 
from other human populations and was there evidence to 
substantiate such assumptions? It was this last question that 
came to the fore in the mental capacity debate touched off by H. 
L. Gordon's visit to Britain in the autumn of 1933 when he first 
made public his and F. W. Vint's efforts in Kenya.42 

Gordon arrived in England in October on special leave from 
his post in Nairobi to be in London for two months to present 
the results of his research and to secure further financial 
support. 43 With the exception of a very brief notice in the British 
Medical]oumal in 1932 on the 'Brain and Mind in East Africa', 
little was known of his investigations outside Kenya, particularly 
since he had pursued them independently of any official research 
programme. 44 As he told an audience at the British Eugenics 

42 For a history of eugenics in Britain and Kenya, which has drawn upon several of 
the same sources relating to H. L. Gordon's proposal, see Chloe Campbell, 'Eugenics, 
Race, and Empire: The Kenya Casebook', Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, School of Oriental 
and African Studies, 2001. Campbell, however, accords Gordon's research greater 
support than I do and limits her analysis to a study of the content of eugenics without 
placing this in the context of imperial research priorities; she also overlooks British 
administrators' increasing preoccupations with 'racial prejudice'. Our different emphases 
lead to different arguments about whether eugenics was ever endorsed as an area for 
active research in British tropical Africa. I address this issue more fully in the conclusion. 

43 Much of the background material for this section can be found in BY/26/7, 
'Publications 1931-50, Mental Capacity of Natives', KNA, Nairobi. Parts of this story 
have also been analysed by Megan Vaughan, Curing their Ills: Colonial Power and A.fiican 
Illness (Cambridge, 1991), 110-11; Saul Dubow, Scientific Racism in Modern South Afiica 
(Cambridge, 1995), 201-2; Jock McCulloch, Colonial Psychiatry and 'the A.fiican Mind' 
(Cambridge, 1995), 46-9; and Osaak A. Olumwullah, Dis-Ease in the Colonial State: 
Medicine, Sociery, and Social Change Among the AbaNyole ef Western Kenya (Westport, Conn., 
2002), 217-22. All focus primarily on Gordon and Vint. 

44 This was a cautiously critical review; British Medical Association, 'Brain and Mind 
in East Africa', British Medical Journal (30 Apr. 1932), 812-13. 
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Society, the main question that had prompted his enquiries was 
'whether or not natives of the [Kenya] Colony possessed the 
same mental capacities as white men'.45 Puzzling over different 
explanations of African 'backwardness', he elected to answer his 
question through a preliminary examination of Kenyan cranial 
capacities. After giving several talks to national scientific and 
political societies during his stay, Gordon submitted, just before 
his departure, an article to The Times entitled 'The Native Brain: 
Observations in Kenya, A Comparison with Europeans', in 
which he amalgamated and summarized the substance of his 
and Vint's research.46 

The main thrust of the work, he claimed, stemmed from an 
examination of approximately 3,500 skulls, which led him to 
conclude that the average adult male 'native' had a cranial 
capacity at least 150 cubic centimetres smaller than that of an 
average European. Organizing the data by age, he determined 
that at puberty the African skulls he had examined ceased to 
develop whereas European brain capacity rose 'steeply'. Moving 
into the medical laboratory, where Vint conducted his studies, 
Gordon reported that Vint's post-mortem examinations of more 
than 300 brains indicated that the 'cortex' of native brains 
showed a 'quantitative deficiency' at the cellular level when 
compared with those of Europeans. Gordon's final conclusion 
was also the most controversial: only those Africans who had 
'received some kind of European education' exhibited the 
'mental affliction known as dementia praecox', referred to in other 
contexts as schizophrenia.47 These findings, he argued, were 
immediately relevant to debates concerning colonial develop-
ment and trusteeship. Only if administrators had an empirical 
grasp of the biological differences between Africans and 

45 H. L. Gordon, 'Amentia in the East African', 77ze Eugenics R.eview, 25 (1934), 223-35. 
The talk was delivered on 7 Nov.; Gordon arrived in England on 4 Oct. and departed on 
30Nov. 

46 H. L. Gordon, 'The Native Brain-Observations in Kenya-A Comparison with 
Europeans', 77ze Times, 8 Dec. 1933; for Vint's work see 'A Preliminary Note on the Cell 
Content of the Pre-frontal Cortex of the East African Native', East African Medical]oumal, 
9 (1932), 30-5. In addition to his talk to the Eugenics Society, Gordon also delivered 
lectures to the Royal Society of Medicine, the African Circle of the Royal Institute of 
International Affairs, the Royal Medico-Psychological Association, and the Empire 
Parliamentary Association; see H. L. Gordon to Dr A. R. Paterson, 12 Dec. 1933, 
BY/26/7, KNA. 

47 Gordon, 'The Native Brain'. 
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Europeans, he believed, could they develop effective educational 
and social programmes suitable for Africans. 

In certain respects Gordon can be safely described as an old-
school eugenicist who clung to assumptions that were increas-
ingly discredited or under assault both within and outside 
Eugenics Societies in Britain and North America.48 In Nairobi, 
just a few months before his departure for England, he elabo-
rated on these tenets in an address on 'Eugenics and the Truth 
about Ourselves in Kenya'. 49 His central argument was that 
colonial trustees overlooked human heredity when they devel-
oped their medical, educational, and legal policies: 'nurture' took 
precedence in the absence of any knowledge of 'nature'. 
Drawing parallels between animal and human 'stock', he 
lamented that 'the worst of our [white] race' was allowed to 
reproduce far too rapidly while the 'best' declined in numbers. 
'Subcultural groups' of all races-'white, Asiatic, and African'-
were proliferating and 'we do nothing about it': 'if this is allowed 
to go on we cannot avoid sinking to a level beyond rescue'. 50 
Fundamental to Gordon's research was the belief that 'racial 
backwardness', or inferiority, was the norm among Africans, 'for 
races of men differ in body, brain, and natural ability just as 
individuals differ'. 51 Though he conceded during his talk to the 
Eugenics Society in London that further investigation would be 
required to show whether environmental factors influenced 
mental development, he believed it was evident that 'cerebral 
deficiencies' in Africans had a 'genetic basis': 'even the best of 
the natives', he asserted, 'are on a lower biological level than the 
average European'.52 

Concerns over racial degeneration and 'social decay' were 
widespread in both Europe and Africa in the late nineteenth and 

48 On the history of eugenics in Britain see G. R. Searle, Eugenics and Politics in Britain, 
1900-1914 (Leyden, 1976); Nancy Stepan, The Idea ef Race in Science: Great Britain, 1800-1960 
(London, 1982), eh. 5: 'Eugenics and Race'; Daniel Kevles, In the Name ef Eugenics: Genetics 
and the Uses ef Human Heredit:y (Berkeley, 1985); Richard A. Soloway, Demography and 
Degeneration: Eugenics and the Declining Birthrate in Twentieth-Century Britain (Chapel Hill, NC, 
1990); and Elazar Barkan, The Retreat ef Scientific Racism: Changing Concepts ef Race in Britain 
and the United States Between the Two World Wars (Cambridge, 1992). 

49 H. L. Gordon, 'Eugenics and the Truth about Ourselves in Kenya', delivered 18 
Mar. 1933 to the Kenya and Uganda Natural History Society and 'published to assist 
formation of a Society for Study of Race Improvement'. 

50 Ibid. 2 and 3. 
51 Ibid. 2. 
52 Gordon, 'Amentia in the East African', 229 and 234. 
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early twentieth centuries and laid the foundations for many 
eugenics programmes. 53 If in Europe preoccupations focused on 
differential birth rates between the wealthy and the poor, as well 
as the 'degenerate' stock of criminals and the feeble-minded, in 
tropical Africa commentators were equally if not more 
concerned with the question of whether Africans as a group were 
'dying out'.54 Speculations over the causes of such declines were 
rampant and ran through a gamut of explanations: infertility, 
psychic trauma, epidemics and malnutrition, cultural practices, 
and even colonization itself. 55 Some in Britain saw this process 
as inevitable, and it merely indicated to them the victory of a 
biologically superior race over an inferior one. Karl Pearson, 
arguably the father of biometrics, expressed this faith in racial 
hierarchies most succinctly at the turn of the century: 
It is a false view of human solidarity, a weak humanitarianism, not a 
true humanism, which regrets that a capable and stalwart race of white 
men should replace a dark-skinned tribe which can neither utilise its 
land for the full benefit of mankind, nor contribute its quota to the 
common stock of human knowledge. 56 

Yet lurking behind such preoccupations, in an African 
context, was often an equal anxiety about the place of European 
populations in the tropical territories and their lack of resiliency 
in the face of climatic and epidemiological threats.57 This was 
certainly the case in Kenya, where several physicians in the 
1920s had begun to explore the biological consequences of 

53 See e.g. J. E. Chamberlin and S. Gilman (eds.), Degeneration: The Dark Side of Progress 
(New York, 1985); and D. Pick, Faces of Degeneration: A European Disorder, c. I848-1918 
(Cambridge, 1989). 

54 On the latter point see Vaughan, Curing their Ills, eh. 6: 'Syphilis and Sexuality: The 
Limits of Colonial Medical Power'; and Nancy Rose Hunt, 'Colonial Medical 
Anthropology and the Making of the Central African Infertility Belt', in Helen Tilley and 
Robert Gordon (eds.), Anthropology, European Imperialism and the Ordering of Africa 
(Manchester, forthcoming). 

55 For an overview of the historical evidence on actual population trends see J. C. 
Caldwell, 'The Social Repercussions of Colonial Rule: Demographic Aspects', in A. Adu 
Boahen, General History qf A.frica, vol. 7: A.frica Under Colonial Domination 1880-1935 (Berkeley, 
1985), 458-86. 

56 Karl Pearson, The Grammar of Science (1900), quoted in Peter J. Bowler, Biology and 
Social 17zought, 1850-1914 (Berkeley, 1993), 70; for an analysis of depopulation concerns 
that focuses primarily on the Americas and the Pacific see Patrick Brantlinger, Dark 
Vanishings: Discourse on the Extinction of Primitive Races, 1800-1930 (Ithaca, 2003). 

57 Dane Kennedy, Iskmds of White: Sett/,er Society and Culture in Kenya and Southern Rhodesia, 
1890-1939 (Durham, NC, 1987). 
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'climatic conditions' on European schoolchildren.58 At a meet-
ing on white settlement in the highlands in 1929, a range of 
participants discussed the effects of the Kenyan climate on resi-
dents, the lead speaker remarking that 'the Highlands are in no 
sense a Colony medically speaking ... neither a white man, and 
far less women and children can live here healthily without 
changes home'.59 The question many posed, including Gordon 
who was in the audience, was the extent to which these were 
permanent and irreversible changes. The very presence of 
settlers in East Africa's 'highlands' was referred to in the litera-
ture on tropical medicine and racial acclimatization throughout 
the first several decades of the twentieth century as a medical 
'experiment'.60 

In this context, Gordon was hardly alone, either in Kenya or 
in Britain, in worrying about the broader implications of 
European settlement and racial degeneration. During the 1929 
Oxford conference on African problems, several of the partici-
pants repeatedly turned the discussion to the rapid social 
changes taking place across the continent and underscored the 
need to investigate them more fully. Leopold Amery, the former 
Colonial Secretary, for instance, raised the concern that 
Europeans in Africa functioned as a 'ruling race' and mused 
'whether in the last resort the best could be got from the African 
without admixing his blood with other stocks. This in turn led 
him to reflect on the degeneration noticed in, for example, the 
Portuguese colonies.' Dietrich Westermann, the German linguist 
and collaborator with Oldham on the IIALC, concurred, noting 
the 'problem' of 'detribalization' and the suspected depopulation 
in places like Sierra Leone and Liberia. Africans, he claimed, 
were 'losing the basis of their existence (the tribe) . . . [ and] had 

58 M. MacK.innon, 'Education in its Relation to the Physical and Mental 
Development of European Children in the Tropics',Joumal efTropicalMedicine and Hygiene 
(1 May 1923), 136-40; H. S. de Boer, 'A Survey of European Children of School-Going 
Age Attending Schools in Nairobi, Kenya Colony', Kenya Medical Journal, 1 (1924-5), 
265-g. This preoccupation had a long history in racial acclimatization debates; see e.g. 
David Livingstone, 'Human Acclimatization: Perspectives on a Contested Field of 
Inquiry in Science, Medicine, and Geography', History efScience, 25 (1987), 359-g4. 

59 The speaker was Dr Burkitt, 'The Medical Aspect of Closer Settlement of 
Europeans in the Kenya Highlands', East African Medical Journal, 6 (1929-30), 188-90, 
quotation at 188. 

60 See e.g. Andrew Balfour and Henry Harold Scott, Health Probkms ef the Empire: Past, 
Present, and Future (London, 1924), w4-5. 



HELEN TILLEY 

lost "Lebenslust, Lebensinhalt, Lebenszweck" [love of life, 
content of life, and purpose in life]'. 'When a race no longer 
knew what it was living for,' he asserted, 'it might well be in 
danger of decay.'61 While Amery and Westermann were trou-
bled more by 'detribalization' and the labour implications of 
'depopulation', their wider conversation, concentrating as it did 
on how one 'race' should govern another and the potential for 
improvement among the 'natives', certainly resonated with at 
least some of the concerns Gordon himself expressed. 

In spite of this resonance, however, a number of natural and 
social scientists in Britain reacted swiftly to Gordon's publica-
tions, expressing several cautions and, frequently, sharp criti-
cisms. Among this group were Lewis Leakey, the Kenyan-born 
archaeologist; Julian Huxley, who was himself working to reform 
the British Eugenics Society; Cyril Burt, also a member of the 
Eugenics Society and a psychologist at the University of London; 
Lancelot Hogben and J. B. S. Haldane, two London-based 
geneticists who had already done much to discredit tautologies in 
eugenics arguments; and, finally, Bronislaw Malinowski,Joseph 
Oldham, and one of Malinowski's students, Meyer Fortes, who 
was then at work on the applicability of intelligence tests across 
'racial' groups. The criticisms coming from members of the 
Eugenics Society serve to reinforce several historians' arguments 
that in the inter-war period eugenics came under increasing 
scientific attack even by its adherents and sympathizers.62 

The first and most pervasive critique expressed focused on 
Gordon's methods. Leakey, for instance, not only challenged 
Gordon's ability to get accurate skull measurements from living 
subjects, but also questioned whether the post-mortem subjects 
were in any sense normal if they were likely acquired from hospi-
tals, prisons, and mental asylums.63 While Leakey had himself 
procured skulls as part of his archaeological research in East 
Africa, these, he felt, were useful for explaining human evolu-
tion, not intelligence. 64 His own loyalties in African research 

61 Remarks of Leopold Arnery and Dietrich Westermann, 'Minutes of Conference on 
African Problems', LP, GD40/I7/120. 

62 See e.g. Stepan, 1he Idea ef Race in Science, 139; on Huxley's transformations around 
race see chs. 4 and 5 of Barkan, 1he &treat ef Scientific Racism. 

63 L. S. B. Leakey, 'The Native Brain: Is Size a True Guide? Reasons for Stunted 
Growth', 1he Tunes, 13 Dec. 1933. 

64 See his comments in the introduction to Elisabeth Kitson, 'A Study of the Negro 
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were in the realm of social anthropology: the 'most pressing and 
important problem', he wrote in a proposal for an East African 
research institute in 1930, was the 'proper study of the social 
customs and organisation of the tribes of East Africa'.65 Huxley, 
likewise, drew attention to the difficulties of comparing Africans, 
whose body mass was substantially lower, with Europeans; if this 
difference were taken into account it might be found that 
Africans and Europeans had identical brain sizes relative to their 
body weight. He also pointed out that Gordon drew his evidence 
predominantly from only one population group: 'the variety of 
racial types in East Africa is so great that a good deal of compar-
ative work will have to be done before any conclusions can be 
drawn'. 66 

The second criticism, expressed by almost all the writers, 
addressed Gordon's arguments and was much more damning. 
'Few scientists', wrote Burt in his rejoinder, 'will accept the 
conclusions he has drawn ... [which] are so contradictory to 
current theories and current practice that both the data and the 
logic on which they rest demand the closest scrutiny'. 67 The 
principal problem was that correlations between skull size and 
'inborn mental capacity' had been rejected by scientists as erro-
neous. Meyer Fortes, a psychologist turned social anthropologist, 
recognized this, calling Gordon's work 'irresponsible ... because 
it exploits long abandoned scientific fallacies in the interests of 
his own prejudices'. 68 This was a reproach that Lancelot 
Hogben and]. B. S. Haldane were also adamant about, having 
recently published their own research on human heredity in 
which they stressed just how complex genetic interactions with 

Skull with Special Reference to the Crania from Kenya Colony', Biometrika, 23 (1931), 
271-314. 

65 Lewis Leakey, 'Plans for a Projected East African Scientific Research Institute', and 
L. Leakey to B. Malinowski, 14 Apr. 1930, Bronislaw Malinowski Papers, Africa I, Mai 
589; and Malinowski to Lewis Leakey, 28 Apr. 1930, MP, Africa I, 5, London School of 
Economics, hereafter MP. 

66 Julian Huxley, 'The Native Brain-Size and Growth', The Tunes, 18 Dec. 1933. 
67 Cyril Burt, 'The Native Brain-Intelligence Tests', The Times, 15 Dec. 1933. 
68 M. Fortes, unpublished letter to The Tunes, in MP, Africa I, #13; also see M. Fortes, 

'A new application of the theory of neogenesis to the problem of mental testing (percep-
tual tests of "g")', University of London, Ph.D. thesis, 1930, and id., 'Perceptual tests of 
"general intelligence" for inter-racial use', Transactions efthe Royal Socie!Y ef South Afiica, 20 
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the environment really were.69 Not only had new studies 
brought to light the importance of recessive genetic traits, but 
they had also demonstrated that genes were not fixed properties 
and could be much altered depending on their external condi-
tions. Gordon's generalizations, they therefore felt, were based 
on faulty methodology and assumptions, as well as untenable 
chauvinism. 70 'There is an obvious danger', Hogben wrote 
sarcastically, 'in assuming that a grandfather clock is necessarily 
a more sensitive instrument than a wrist-watch, or imagining 
that empty heads are any less empty because they are large.' 71 

Hogben, who had spent four years in Cape Town as Professor 
of Zoology (from 1927 to 1930), was in fact no stranger to contro-
versies regarding how Africans were presented to the British 
public. Shortly after his arrival back in Britain in 1930, he co-
wrote a letter to the BBC sharply criticizing a pamphlet it had 
distributed entitled 'Africa-the Dark Continent'. He and his co-
signers were concerned that readers were presented with a 
'misleading' picture of modern life in Africa; most troubling was 
the pamphlet's 'central thesis' that '"there is a fundamental 
difference of mentality" between Africans and Europeans'. 'It is 
our experience', they wrote, 'that this last statement is quite 
untrue. All the evidence that we are aware of supports the view 
that Africans and Europeans have the same natures and are of 
the same average intelligence.' 72 Whether in the context of 
'mentality' or 'mental capacity', Hogben's moral and scientific 
commitments were to equality. 

Julian Huxley, who was by then a member of both the African 
Survey's general and executive committees, offered a more 
ambiguous response to Gordon. On the one hand, his reply in 
The Times, while on the face of it not explicitly antagonistic, ulti-
mately undermined the bulk of Gordon's evidence. On the 
other, he wrote privately with several prominent members of the 
Eugenics Society to the Under-Secretary of State for the 

69 See e.g. Lancelot Hogben, Genetic Principles in Medicine and Social Science (London, 
1931), and id., Nature and Nurture (London, 1933). 

70 J.B. S. Haldane, 'The Native Brain', The Times, 19 Dec. 1933. 
71 L. Hogben, 'Letter to the Editor',Joumal //[the Rf!YalA.frican Socie!)I, 33 (1934), 432. 
72 Letter to the BBC from Clifton Roberts, Lancelot Hogben, Winifred Holtby,J. F. 

Harrabin, Lucy Johnstone Scott, Norman Leys, F. S. Livie Noble, W. H. C. Malton, 
Lord Olivier, V. S.S. Sastri, Georgiana M. Solomon, G. L. Steer,Josiah Wedgwood, 14 
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Colonies supporting 'further and fuller investigations into the 
matter ... by a team of scientific experts'. Both positions require 
explanation. From Huxley's 1929 tour of East Africa, he had 
become uncomfortably aware of what he ref erred to as 
Europeans' 'first and greatest assumption, [that] of black's 
considerable and inherent inferiority to white'. This view, he felt, 
was based on 'race and class prejudice, and the all but universal 
human tendency either to exploit or to patronize those who have 
less power and less knowledge than ourselves'. 73 The evidence, 
according to Huxley, simply did not exist to establish 'inherent 
inferiority'; such assumptions were therefore counter-productive 
to effective colonial administration. 

Huxley, however, remained committed to scientific investiga-
tion of Africans' physiology and intellect, so while he could chal-
lenge Gordon's conclusions publicly, he could also endorse 
further research privately, though with important qualifying 
remarks. He and his colleagues in the Eugenics Society thought 
that Gordon's and Vint's findings seemed to 'show the existence 
of a definite degree of inferiority' between the average African 
and the average European. 'It is, however, quite uncertain', they 
commented, 'how much of the difference is truly genetic, and 
how much due to environmental conditions, notably nutrition 
and disease.' 74 Averages, too, were scientifically suspect since 
they failed to capture the broad range of abilities in any particu-
lar population; even if it were someday shown that there did 
exist differences in intelligence, 'the great majority of the two 
populations [Africans and Europeans]', Huxley wrote elsewhere 
in a frequently cited passage, 'will overlap as regards their innate 
intellectual capacities'. 75 The research they hoped would be 
undertaken would explore more rigorously relationships between 
diet, disease, and ability. Huxley made clear in his other publica-
tions, however, that he believed it was 'improper and inadequate 

73 Julian Huxley, Afiica View (London, 1931), 394· 
74 Eugenics Society to Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, 21 Nov. 1933, 
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same signatories except Huxley, Crew, and Gilks. 

75 Huxley, Afiica View, 406. 



HELEN TILLEY 

diet', and not any inherent intellectual inequality, that was at the 
root of 'backwardness among the native inhabitants of Africa'. 76 

While many of the respondents agreed that 'the educational 
policy of the Empire' would benefit from a deeper understanding 
of the mental attributes of its subject members, several seemed to 
doubt whether anything but racial prejudice was at the root of 
Gordon's research. 77 Bronislaw Malinowski was in this latter 
camp. He was particularly uneasy with the idea that anyone 
would argue that human differences were the result of perma-
nently fixed, biological properties. 

In these days ... of strong racial passions, of organised racial aggres-
sion, and of corresponding legitimate resentment and profound anxiety 
on the part of the non-Caucasian races, the use of the prestige of 
science for obviously partisan aims is dangerous politically and socially 
... No correlation between the weight of the human brain and the 
cultural efficiency of an individual or of a race can in my opinion be 
established ... It seems doubtful to me ... whether it is really a benev-
olent gesture to 'extend the hand of science' [to quote Gordon] to a 
fellow-creature only to deal him a knock-out blow: to brand him with 
intrinsic racial inferiority; to insinuate that education leads him into 
dementia precox ... All these implications do as much harm to the repu-
tation of Anthropology or Psychology, as they offend the sense of fair-
ness of a European. They will be resented by all intelligent Africans. 78 

Malinowski had spent much of the last decade promoting a 
new kind of research in anthropology, one which would be more 
directly relevant to colonial affairs. He described the situation in 
a memorandum he sent to Oldham in 192]: 'The conflict of race 
and culture is rapidly becoming the burning problem of world 
politics. Anthropology, which purports to study races and 
cultures, should obviously provide some directing principles or at 
least a dispassionate and scientific attitude towards the issues. '79 

Prior to the First World War, anthropologists were predomi-
nantly preoccupied with questions concerning the evolution and 

76 Julian Huxley, Science and Social Needs (London, 1935), 241. 
77 Leakey, Huxley, and Burt all prefaced their letters with comments on the wider 

importance of the questions Gordon's research raised regarding the administration of 
territories in Africa; the quotation is from Burt. 
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79 B. Malinowski, 'Memorandum on Colonial Research', Dec. 1927, OP, Box 2, File 
2; also see id., 'New and Old Anthropology', Nature, 113 (1924), 299-301. 
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diffusion of human cultures for which the methods and results of 
physical anthropology, zoology, and prehistoric archaeology 
were deemed most appropriate.80 The concerns that Malinowski 
(and Oldham) brought to the fore were founded on a preoccupa-
tion with the present, not the past, and therefore required differ-
ent methods and theoretical instruments. 

Particularly in the formative period during the late 1920s, 
Malinowski's description of anthropological science was neither 
strictly social nor biological, but in fact drew attention to 
inevitable fusions. The discipline's subject matter, he wrote, 
'touches both biology and the science of society'; it 'unites the 
knowledge of the human organism and race with that of 
culture'.81 Yet his explicit research programme, with respect to 
Africa, increasingly stressed the latter spheres-society and 
culture-and evinced critiques of the former--biology and race. 
Unlike geneticists and physical anthropologists, who were more 
willing to offer biological explanations of human difference, social 
anthropologists like Malinowski preferred to see these as the 
result of culture. 'The better we know people of an alien race, the 
more we realise that their minds work even as ours do, though 
within a different cultural setting. '82 

What becomes clear in their reactions to Gordon is that 
Huxley's and Malinowski's priorities for research actually existed 
in tension with one another, with Huxley being far more willing 
than Malinowski to support investigations of African 'mental 
capacity' using the tools, broadly speaking, of biology and medi-
cine. In certain respects this difference had its roots in the very 
questions that captured their imagination in the first place. 
Malinowski was not gripped by the idea of comparing intelli-
gence as a fundamental research question, while Huxley was, or 
at least was more so than Malinowski. Given their prominent 
roles in the African Survey, one wonders, if these two men had 
been asked to decide the future direction of African research, 
whose point of view would have triumphed. 

80 Henrika Kuklick, 'Tribal Exemplars: Images of Political Authority in British 
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Yet there was another significant body of thought on these 
issues: that of colonial officials themselves. The only non-scientist 
to respond immediately to Gordon's article in 1he Times was the 
former Parliamentary Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies, 
T. Drummond Shiels, who expressed concern that 'rash general-
izations' in scientific research about alleged African 'mental inferi-
ority' might divert attention from the real task at hand: 'to give 
opportunity for the African to rise to his fullest possible stature ... 
The proof of the brain is not in its anatomy or histology, but in 
its product.'83 In a discussion two years earlier, concerning the 
possible areas for racial research in the African Survey, 
Drummond Shiels was even more candid: 'We had to be careful 
that all this study and research on the African in Africa did not 
merely contribute to retention of the native in an inferior posi-
tion. '84 This combination of administrative concerns, like those 
expressed by Drummond Shiels, and shifting scientific under-
standings of race in the 1930s, effectively tipped the scales away 
from biological or even psychological research in British colonial 
Africa and towards sociological interpretations of African 
peoples. 

IV. Brain Physiology and Intelligence Tests: Developments in Kenya, 
the Colonial Office, and the Afacan Research Survey 

The story of Gordon's and Vint's research programme, however, 
did not end with these initial objections. Gordon returned to 
Kenya convinced that his presentations and lobbying had had a 
great effect. 'Without exception,' he wrote to the Director of 
Kenya's Medical Department during his return voyage, 'these 
eminent scientists expressed high opinions of the work by Dr. 
Vint and myself, agreed as to the great importance of our results, 
and gave their support without hesitation to my plea for a big 
team research [effort].'85 One reason for Gordon's enthusiasm 
was the fact that he set sail for Kenya before the majority of his 
critics in London had their replies published. Given the later 

83 T. Drummond Shiels, 'The Native Brain', The Times, 28 Dec. 1933. 
84 Drummond Shiels in Minutes of meeting [unmarked and undated, but 18 Mar. 
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manoeuvrings in Britain, it also seems likely that Gordon was 
unaware that support by scientists for further research did not 
necessarily mean they endorsed his methods, assumptions, or his 
conclusions. He did note, however, that the senior officials he 
met with at the Colonial Office 'gave [him] no encouragement' 
and 'ridiculed the letter' from the Eugenics Society, reactions 
that had far more significance than he realized. 86 Despite this, he 
felt the next task was to develop an official research proposal 
from the Kenya government to be presented to Britain's 
Economic Advisory Council. 

Reception of Gordon and Vint's work in Kenya itself was 
more positive, but it none the less encountered criticism. In addi-
tion to Leakey's vocal refutations, a group of educational 
experts, including the director of the Jeanes School, James 
Dougall, the school's temporary psychologist, Richard Oliver, 
and the colony's Director of Education, H. S. Scott, all regis-
tered their reservations. The controversy, in fact, had begun a 
year earlier in March of 1932 following a talk delivered by Vint, 
and chaired by Gordon, to the Kenya Branch of the British 
Medical Association. Speaking on the subject of deficiencies in 
the 'Cell Content of the Prefrontal Cortex of the East African 
Native', Vint sparked considerable debate concerning 'the native 
brain-capital available for native progress'. 87 Though he was 
careful not to draw far-reaching conclusions from his research, 
those who responded to Vint's presentation seemed quite 
prepared to accept that African brains were qualitatively inferior 
to those of Europeans and, therefore, that their intellectual abili-
ties were also inferior. 88 

The Director of Education, H. S. Scott, who later helped to 
draft the chapter on Education for the African Survey, was 
unsettled by these hasty conclusions. '[I] t certainly did appear', 
he wrote in a response, 'that in their comments on Dr. Vint's 
papers they went beyond the limits justified by his cautious 

86 Ibid. 
87 Comments by H. L. Gordon, in F. W. Vint, 'A Preliminary Note on the Cell 

Content of the Prefrontal Cortex of the East African Native', EastAfacan Medical]oumal, 
9 (1932), 30-55, quotation at 50. 

88 Vint did say that he thought the East African native's cerebral development only 
reached that 'of the average European boy of between 7 and 8 years of age'; but this did 
not preclude the idea that Africans' nerve cells might mature differently under different 
'conditions of life and education'. Vint, 'A Preliminary Note on the Cell Content', 48-9. 



HELEN TILLEY 

statements. '89 Scott considered attempts to correlate intelligence 
and brain weight an unresolved 'controversy' and, anticipating 
statements later made in London, raised doubts about Vint's 
methodology, including differences that might exist among differ-
ent tribes in Kenya; variations between body and brain size which 
Vint did not discuss; and the effects of the 'physical and social 
environment' that might influence brain development. Calling the 
implications of Vint's results 'profoundly disquieting', Scott none 
the less decided to 'take them at face value' in order to highlight 
other factors that he believed influenced intellectual development: 
[Let us suppose] the native arrives to within 16% of the mental capac-
ity of the average European. Is that really astounding? If you took an 
average European family or group of families, and bound them down 
for generations with a burden of malaria, and riddled them with 
worms-to mention only two of the environmental disabilities under 
which the African suffers--would you be astonished to find that such a 
group of Europeans failed to reach within 16% of their more fortunate 
fellow Europeans? Is it not evident that so far from discouraging us 
from further effort, the facts disclosed must inevitably spur us to giving 
the East African at least not less opportunities than he now enjoys of 
mental development both before he is born and in his childhood?90 

At issue for Scott was how Africans were to gain access to 
higher education in Kenya. His fear was that policy-makers would 
use scientific evidence that suggested African inferiority to justify 
reducing support for further education. He called himself a 
'convinced environmentalist' who wished to improve standards of 
life for Africans, in particular, in terms of health care and nutri-
tion, in order that they could benefit socially and intellectually. 
'[T]he evidence as far as it goes does seem to indicate the exis-
tence of a large number of Africans who, given good environmen-
tal conditions and fair training, are of relatively high educable 
capacity.'91 As part of a seeming compromise, Scott did endorse a 
full-scale research programme, but he privately objected to 
Kenya's Colonial Secretary that, 'according to Dr. Gordon, I am 
engaged in preparing Africans for dementia praecox'. 92 

89 H. S. Scott, 'A Note on the Educable Capacity of the African', East Afiican lvledical 
Journal, 9 (1932/33), 99-110, quotation at 99. 

90 Ibid. rn4. 
91 Ibid. I08. 
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Among the authors Scott drew upon was the young psycholo-
gist, Richard Oliver, who had been in Kenya since February of 
1930 to conduct research on intelligence tests with a grant from 
the Carnegie Corporation. In this capacity Oliver wrote a series 
of articles on the 'Comparison of the Abilities of Races' for the 
East Afacan Medical Journal. 93 His work was supervised by James 
Dougall, director of the experimental Jeanes School, and had 
been arranged in consultation withJoseph Oldham in his capac-
ity as member of the Colonial Office Advisory Committee on 
Education in the Colonies. 94 Dougall had himself summarized 
his own position on 'racial psychology' in a 1932 article, 
'Characteristics of African Thought'. In this piece, his main aim 
was to demonstrate that 'the African thinks as we do, argues and 
makes deductions from commonly accepted premises . . . [HJ e is 
a reasonable being capable of logical thought, inference, and 
speculation. '95 Like Malinowski, he believed that whatever differ-
ences existed between Africans and Europeans did not result 
from disparities of 'mind' but were rather 'due to a difference in 
culture and civilization', the study of which, he argued, was best 
undertaken by the burgeoning field of social anthropology.96 

Under Dougall's tutelage, Richard Oliver began to develop 
intelligence tests that might assist educators in Kenya to measure 
pupils' general aptitude and to offer appropriate vocational guid-
ance. 97 The tests themselves consisted of six elements: picture 
numbering, in which pictures of objects were given numbers and 
the pupil, when presented with the pictures in a random order, 
had to write the corresponding number below each image; 
picture classification, in which four of five pictures had something 
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in common and one was an anomaly; picture completion, in 
which a student had to identify the missing element of a common 
object in each picture; comparison, in which a student was 
presented with images that were either the same or different and 
had to identify them as one or the other; number series, in which 
students had to complete a series of related numbers, e.g. 2 4 6 8 
... ; and finally picture absurdities, in which, for example, a goat 
was drawn with the tail of a cow and the student had to cross out 
the absurd part. 98 

Oliver's articles describing his research were hardly unequivo-
cal attacks on Gordon's and Vint's studies, but they did chal-
lenge a number of their underlying assumptions. He began his 
series, for instance, by disclaiming any relationship between 
'innate racial ability' on the one hand, and 'cultural achieve-
ment' on the other. Cultural advances, he argued, could not 'be 
explained by biological principles'. 99 Accepting the testimony of 
an American psychologist speaking on the subject of 'Racial 
Differences in Mental Traits', Oliver also acknowledged that 'All 
[humans] have the same senses, the same instincts and emotions. 
All discriminate, compare, reason, and invent.' 100 Perhaps most 
significantly, Oliver challenged the assumption that 'intelligence 
test results provide [ d] an accurate picture of the real state of 
affairs' . 101 'It is of course impossible', he wrote, 'to measure 
['innate educable capacity'] directly, detached from what has 
actually been learned; nature and nurture are inextricably mixed 
up in a man.' 102 

For intelligence tests to be used for comparative purposes, 
Oliver believed their architects had to acknowledge inherent 
cultural biases that were difficult, if not impossible, to overcome. 
Even non-verbal 'performance' tests of the kind he devised could 
still contain visual cues that were culturally specific; they could 
also be administered in a language or setting that was unfamiliar 
to those being examined. The very idea of a test, which empha-
sized speed, efficiency, and performance, was hardly universal. 
'It is therefore probably safe to say', Oliver conceded, 'that no 

98 Oliver, 'The Adaptation of Intelligence Tests to Tropical Africa', 190-1. 
99 Oliver, 'The Comparison of the Abilities of Races', 161. 

100 Quoting R. S. Woodworth, Presidential Address to the American Association for 
the Advancement of Science, 1910, ibid. 164-

101 Oliver, 'The Comparison of the Abilities of Races', 169. 
102 Ibid. 
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test has yet been devised which draws equally upon the experi-
ence of advanced and primitive groups, and which is therefore a 
completely true measure of the intelligence of such groups.' 103 

For those reasons, despite having developed an intelligence test 
himself, if asked the question, 'How do Africans compare with 
Europeans in intelligence?', Oliver admitted that he would have 
to answer 'that he does not know'. 104 

While the scientists were wrestling to establish their positions, 
the British government needed to determine its own. After all, if 
Gordon's vision of a 'big team research effort' were to get off the 
ground, it would require government funds, and in the midst of 
the world economic depression it was already clear that the 
Kenya government had none to offer. The prospect of funding 
Gordon's and Vint's research had first been proposed in the 
autumn of 1932. The Colonial Office's medical adviser, Dr A. T. 
Stanton's first reaction was to declare the research 'fanciful' and 
based on 'scanty data [from which] rather sweeping conclusions 
had been reached'. In fact, he felt the investigation was 'not 
really a medical one-it is an anthropological one directed 
towards issues which hardly fall within the medical sphere'. 105 

Gordon's suspicion that officials at the Colonial Office were 
unsupportive was on the whole accurate. Above all, the non-
scientific staff was concerned that his research had 'political' 
objectives and would stir up 'anti-black' sentiments that were 
neither 'justifiable' nor very useful. 106 These reservations were 
not limited to Gordon, however, but applied more broadly to 
any scientific research that might undermine educational and 
social aims within the continent. Commenting on the danger of 

103 Ibid. 171. 
104 Oliver, 'Mental Tests in the Study of the African', 45. In an interesting anecdote 

(p. 44), Oliver described a particular maze test that he used with both European and 
African children: '[The European child] penetrates to the centre of the maze quickly 
enough, but with many errors. The typical procedure of the Africans tested was different. 
The subject would study the maze for many minutes without making a move: then he 
would trace his path to the centre without hesitation or error. The test had to be aban-
doned as a test of intelligence, for even the most difficult mazes in the series were solved 
in this way by too many of the subjects.' 

105 Minute by Acheson, 17 Aug. 1932 and minute by Stanton, 12 Aug. 1932, 
C0822/ 47/5, 'East African Native-Brain Structure and Mental Capacity, 1932', PRO. 

106 See the minutes by the Assistant Secretaries of State for East and West Africa 
respectively,]. E.W. Flood, 8 Dec. 1933, C0822/55/i, and A. Fiddian, 24 Aug. 1932, 
C0822/47/5, PRO. 
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introducing psychological methods to Africa, one official wrote 
cynically: 'I would rather give people firearms than intelligence 
tests to play with.' 107 The general sentiment in the Colonial 
Office seemed to be that research in the human sciences would 
at best reinforce existing administrative efforts, and at worst 
divert attention from these objectives and prompt unfounded 
and unnecessary controversies. 

Much to Gordon's frustration, the Kenya government made 
no official request for funds until the summer of 1934. 108 In the 
intervening period, officials in Britain had decided it best to 
create a special subcommittee of the Economic Advisory 
Council that would consider 'whether further research into this 
subject is desirable'. 109 Doubts remained, however, particularly 
in the mind of the Prime Minister, Ramsay MacDonald, about 
whether such a topic should even be tackled by the 
government. 110 While the new proposal had been broadened to 
include not just 'the general question of heredity', but also 'the 
special parts played by the environment' and 'social heritage of 
the tribes', it was still considered controversial, not least because 
of the 'propaganda' campaign that had been waged in the 
British newspapers. 111 'There is definitely a risk', wrote the 
Assistant Secretary of State for East Africa to Kenya's Chief 
Secretary, 'of the uneducated charging into the field and saying 
that it is scientifically established that the black man of Kenya is 
of a lower order and mentality than the white, when nothing of 
the sort has been established at all, and there is the further 
danger that generalisations will be made from particular tribes in 

107 R. V. Vernon, minute, 24 Oct. 1929, CO 323/Io36/20, 'Education-
Psychological Tests of Educable Capacity, 1929', PRO. 

108 H. L. Gordon to Dr CarlyleJohnstone, Acting Director of the Medical Services, 8 
July 1934, BY/26/7, KNA. 

109 For the committee's full remit see Francis Hemming [Secretary to the EAC] to L. 
B. Freeston [Secretary to the East Africa Governors Conference], 31 Aug. 1934, 
C0822/61/J4; and Report by Dr Hemming on his meeting with Mr Freeston, 16 Nov. 
1933, C0822/55/J, PRO. 

110 The Prime Minister served as President of the Economic Advisory Council. For 
the recurring doubts expressed by Hemming, Secretary to the EAC and the Prime 
Minister, see minute by Stanton, 18 Oct. 1933, C0822/55/J; Hemming to Freeston, 29 
Oct. 1934, Hemming to Freeston, 16 Nov. 1934, C0822/6i/i4, PRO. 

111 For the final proposal see J. Byrne, Kenya Governor, to Sir Philip Cunliffe-Lister, 
Secretary of State for the Colonies, 5July 1934, BY /26/7, KNA. On Gordon's 'press 
campaign', see dispatch from Colonial Office to Secretaries of Native Affairs of East 
Africa including Kenya, Uganda, Tanganyika, Nyasaland, Northern Rhodesia, and 
Somaliland, 11 Oct. 1934, C0822/6i/J4, PRO. 
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Kenya to "the African" generally.'112 As misgivings on a number 
of fronts grew, the Prime Minister asked to consult with Joseph 
Oldham. 113 

Oldham of course was involved in a number of different 
research projects simultaneously: those of the IIALC, the African 
Survey, and the efforts to co-ordinate human research in East 
Africa. In addition to helping facilitate Oliver's work in Kenya, 
he had also been involved in approving the work of a social 
anthropologist, Dr Yates, who had arrived in the Colony late in 
1932 with a partial fellowship from the IIALC. 114 Initially, 
Oldham seemed supportive of a co-ordinated project between 
Yates, Vint, and Oliver, though in discussing this he made no 
mention of Gordon's work. After Gordon's visit to England, 
however, Oldham joined forces with his IIALC colleagues, 
Malinowski and Fortes, in offering 'an emphatic protest' against 
Gordon's claims. 'Nothing is to be more deprecated', he felt, 
'than that racial resentment should be aroused or that a race 
which is struggling to advance should be discouraged and that 
racial prejudices and pride, of which there is already too much, 
should be nourished by inferences which the facts as they are at 
present known do not in the slightest degree warrant.' 115 What 
his actual motives were when he met with the Prime Minister 
are not clear, but by the end of the meeting he had convinced 
MacDonald to relegate the enquiry into Africans' mental capac-
ity, not to an EAC subcommittee, but to 'Sir Malcolm Hailey in 
connection with his projected survey of African conditions'. 116 

By involving an 'independent body' such as the African 
Survey, the Colonial Office and British government were able to 
distance themselves from Gordon's research programme while 
simultaneously appearing to give credence to its importance. 
This did not stop Gordon, and a growing number of allies, from 
continuing to put pressure on the government for direct funds. In 
1934 and 1936, the East African Branches of the British Medical 
Association offered a general endorsement of the proposal, 

112 J. E.W. F1ood to M. Moore, 17 Apr. 1934, C0822/61h4, PRO. 
113 Hemming to L. B. Freeston, 29 Oct. 1934, C0822/6Ih4, PRO. 
114 Oldham to]. L. Gilks, Director of Kenya Medical Services, 8 Oct. 1932, BY /26/7, 

KNA. 
115 J. H. OUclham], unpublished draft letter to The Times, no date, MP, Africa I, #13. 
116 Francis Hemming to Freeston, 16 Nov. 1934 and Minute by Freeston, 8 Nov. 1934, 

C0822/61h4, PRO. 
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although tellingly the East African Medical Service itself did not, 
despite the fact that it held inter-territorial research co-ordinating 
conferences in 1933 and 1936. 117 The project was also reviewed 
positively in the South African Medical Journal, though the reviewer 
was careful to mention that environmental as well as biological 
features would be taken into account. 118 The Kitchener School 
of Medicine in the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan also approached 
Gordon about doing 'a parallel research in the Sudan' which was 
mentioned with some frequency to the Colonial Office. 119 In 
England itself, there was also a steady trickle of letters to The 
Times and a series of questions on Gordon's proposals in 
Parliament. 120 Yet none of these efforts translated into formal 
government support in either Kenya or Britain. As one official in 
the Colonial Office clarified, when Gordon's supporters claimed 
the project was demanded by 'the whole medical profession of 
East Africa': 'the last means the local branches of the British 
Medical Association and nothing else'. 121 

By the middle of 1935, a new Secretary of State for the 
Colonies was appointed, Malcolm MacDonald, son of the 
former Prime Minister and member of the African Research 
Survey's general committee. MacDonald had been involved in 
the Survey's preparations since July of 1931. On receipt of his 
government post, he submitted his resignation. The following 
month, he was asked in the House of Commons whether the 
Colonial Office was 'now in a position to recommend a grant' 
for the Kenyan investigations 'into the causes of physical and 
mental backwardness in the natives ... [an] investigation', the 
questioner underscored, which had been 'demanded on repeated 
occasions by scientific bodies in Kenya and in [Britain]'. 
MacDonald replied in the negative, noting that he wished to 

117 James Sequeira to Dr Paterson, 5 Feb. 1934, BY /26/7; 'Resolution on Research in 
Africa', East African Medical Journal, 13 (19361 ), 122; and also material in C0/822/72/8, 
PRO. 

118 Editorial on the 'Mental Quotient of the Natives', South African Medical Journal, 8 
(1934), 277; also reported in East African Medical Journal, 11 (1934-5), IOI. Also see Dubow, 
Scientific Racism in Modem South Africa, 202; and Vaughan, Curing their Ills, 110--11. 

119 J. Byrne to Cunliffe-Lister, 5July 1934, BY /26/7, KNA. 
120 See the letters to The Times in 1934 on 1, 2, 5, 8, II, and 22Jan., on 28 and 31 Aug., 

on 3, 6, and 19 Sept., and on 9 Oct.; questions regarding the status of the project and 
proposal were asked in Parliament on 29 and 30 Nov. 1933, in the autumn of 1934, and 
in the summer of 1935. 

121 J. E. W. Flood, minute, 19 Sept. 1936, C0822/72/7, 'East African Native-Brain 
Structure and Mental Capacity, 1936', PRO. 
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await the issue of the African Survey's reports since these would 
highlight the 'inter-relation of African problems' and help to 
determine 'the course of future research'. 122 

In private, the members of the African Survey continued to 
express doubt about the merits of Gordon's plans. The Oxford 
historian Reginald Coupland, a member of the Survey's general 
committee, told Malcolm Hailey he thought the proposal was 
'amateurish' and 'inadequate', especially on the 'sociological 
side', a view shared wholeheartedly by Malinowski. 123 Coupland 
was developing a research proposal on East Africa at the 
University of Oxford under the auspices of the newly founded 
Social Studies Research Committee. 124 While his proposal 
moved forward and was funded, the research plans in East 
Africa were held in check. 125 Even in 1935, the African Survey 
was already being positioned by the government as an arbiter of 
future African research. l 26 

The period between 1935 and 1938, when the final reports for 
the Survey were published, was pivotal with respect to a number 
of scientific debates concerning African populations. It was 
during this time that the very concept of 'race' came under 
heightened scrutiny, in particular by scientists who used the term 
to frame their research. This arose in part from concern over 
'racial hygiene' in Nazi Germany, but it also stemmed directly 

122 'Trusteeship, House of Commons, 91h July 1935', East Afacan Medical Journal, 12 
(1935-6), 153-4; the questioner was Sir Ernest Graham-Little who had originally hosted 
Gordon's talk to the Empire Parliamentary Association in 1933. 

123 Coupland to Malcolm Hailey, 13 Mar. 1936, LP, GD40/I7/I28. 
124 On Coupland's work, see C0847/6/3, C0847/11/2, and C0847/I4/2, 'African 

Research: Professor Coupland's Scheme', for 1936, 1938, and 1939 respectively, PRO. 
125 On Gordon's further independent work, see Gordon, 'An Inquiry into the 

Correlation of Civilization and Mental Disorder in the Kenya Native', East Afacan 
Medical Journal, 12 (1935-6), 327-35; and id., 'On Certification on Mental Disorder in 
Kenya', ibid. 358-65; on the East African branch of the British Medical Association's 
endorsement of continued research along these lines see 'Resolution on Research in 
Africa', EastAfacanMedical]oumal, 13 (1936--7), 122. 

126 See e.g. the proposals put forward to the Rhodes Trust by the Africa Co-operation 
Society of Southern Rhodesia for an 'Inter-Territorial Survey of British Africa Relating 
to Soil, Water, Rivers, Forests, Tsetse Fly, Malaria, Etc', in RTA, File 2790, Rhodes 
House, Oxford. This proposal was deferred and later rejected because it was seen to 
duplicate work already done by the African Research Survey. Also relevant are the 
debates concerning the establishment of the Rhodes-Livingstone Institute in Northern 
Rhodesia/Zambia, which I discuss in eh. 6 of my doctoral thesis; the RLI, unlike 
Gordon's project, was ultimately funded, in large part because it was seen to meet a need 
for anthropological research in British territories. 
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from internal critiques of research methods in psychology, eugen-
ics, and anthropology. In these fields there was an increasing 
recognition that scientific studies could incorporate and repro-
duce unfounded assumptions concerning 'racial inferiority'. Not 
only were Gordon's methods submitted to rigorous analysis, but 
so too were those of numerous other researchers. Gradually there 
emerged a community of scholars willing to contest such biases in 
their own fields. Siegfried Nadel, another psychologist turned 
social anthropologist and adviser to the African Survey, could in 
this way write of the 'danger of [intelligence] test results being 
used as a social or political weapon, since they may be inter-
preted as demonstrating the constitutional inferiority and unedu-
cability of racial or ethnic groups'. It was important, he believed, 
to 'formulate conclusions' from such tests in ways which would 
not 'lend a scientific backing to popular prejudices . . . [because] 
even if our testing technique could counter the more conspicuous 
and tangible factors in the environment ... it would still have 
failed to isolate the substratum of race and heredity'. 127 

On a more fundamental level, scientists also began to chal-
lenge particular biological criteria that sustained the concept of 
race in the first place. Even before the full scope of Nazi science 
was well known, this controversy concentrated on the question of 
pure racial types. 'The word "race" is a vague formula', wrote 
one social psychologist as early as 1898, 'to which nothing defi-
nite may be found to correspond. On the one hand, the original 
races can only be said to belong to palaeontology, while the 
more limited groups, now called races, are nothing but peoples, 
or societies of peoples, brethren by civilization more than 
blood.' 128 This analysis was seized upon by Joseph Oldham in 

127 Siegfried Nadel, 'The Application of Intelligence Tests in the Anthropological 
Field', in Sir Frederic Bartlett, M. Ginsberg, E.J. Lindgren, and R.H. Thou1ess (eds.), 
The Study ef Socie!)!: Methods and Problems (London, 1939), 184-98, quotations at 187-8; also 
see Nadel, 'A Field Experiment in Racial Psychology', British Journal ef Psychology, 28 
(1937), 195-211. Nadel was appointed in 1937 as government anthropologist to the Anglo-
Egyptian Sudan; before that, his fieldwork was in Nigeria. 

128 A. H. Keane, quoted injoseph Oldham, Christiani!)! and the Race Probl,em (London, 
1924), 61. Keane's book, Man: Past and Present, was significantly revised in 1920 by A. C. 
Haddon and Hingston Quiggin after Keane's death; the original author of the quotation 
was the Italian Gustavo Tosti in an article on Durkheim and suicide that appeared in the 
American Journal ef Sociology in 1898. For a study of anthropology and race in the period 
when Keane's work first came to the fore, see Douglas Lorimer, 'Theoretical Racism in 
Late-Victorian Anthropology, 1870-1900', Victorian Studies, 31 (1988), 405-30. 
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his book Christianity and the Race Problem. If a race were constituted 
neither by language nor nationality, then it could only be char-
acterized by physical features, but there was growing evidence 
that differences, whether in appearance or genetic make-up, 
were hardly rigid between so-called racial groups. 'Let us 
remember', wrote Julian Huxley in 1931 in Afaca View, 
that 'race' is a mere convenience to help in pigeon-holing our knowl-
edge of human diversity. The term is often used as if 'races' were defi-
nite biological entities, sharply marked off from each other. This is 
simply not true. In a community like the human species, in which inter-
breeding is possible between each and every variety, and migration has 
been the rule since the earliest of times ... such entities cannot exist. 129 

To dispel some of the 'myths' concerning racial biology 
Huxley joined forces in 1935 with the anthropologist A. C. 
Haddon, and the demographer Alexander Carr-Saunders, to 
write 'a survey of "racial" problems'. Race, according to these 
authors, had become a 'pseudo-scientific rather than a scientific 
term . . . it turns out to have no precise or definable meaning'. 
Rather than continue in a state of confusion in which 'race' 
could be 'employed to bolster up the appeals to prejudice', they 
recommended abandoning the term altogether and substituting 
in its place 'ethnic group'. 130 This two-pronged critique simulta-
neously eliminated the ideas of fixed racial differences and of 
pure racial types, and drew attention to the abuses that arose 
precisely because the term was so ill-defined. 

As a consensus began to emerge that destabilized the biological 
underpinnings of race, scientists began to shift their debates to the 
social arena. 'When we speak of human race differences,' wrote 
Raymond Firth, another of the social anthropologists who advised 
the African Survey, 'we mean only a set of broad divisions, artifi-
cial, and not established on any very solid basis ... Where racial 
antagonism exists it is really a social antagonism ... It is founded 
not on difference of capacity of mentality between the races as 
such, but on differences of economic and other social interests.' 131 

129 Huxley, Aftica View, 395. 
130 Julian Huxley, A. C. Haddon, and Alexander Carr-Saunders, We Europeans: A 

Surv~ of Racial Probkms (London, 1935), 216 and 92. 
131 Raymond Firth, Human Types (London, 1938), eh. 1: 'Racial Traits and Mental 

Differences', 22. Firth's views on Gordon's work were extremely critical (p. 32): 
'Examination of the brains of different races tells us practically nothing about their 
mental character.' 
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Quoting the work of an American 'racial psychologist', Firth 
argued that it was 'inexcusable' to withhold rights and privileges 
from particular social groups simply because they could be identi-
fied and isolated by certain biological traits. Such acts, he 
believed, stemmed from deep-seated 'fear of competition', 'jeal-
ousy', and the desire to 'deliberately exploit'. 132 Europeans, he 
felt, were guilty of denying 'equality of rights' because this would 
prove 'a threat to [their] social privilege and control'. The 
Jim Crow laws of the United States and the colour bar of South 
Africa were in Firth's eyes simply 'set up in defence of vested 
interests'. 133 

V. The African Research Survey: Race, Difference, Equality) 
and the Enduring Ambiguities 

This kind of candid criticism was hardly sufficient to alter the 
legal and political structures that sustained inequalities, but it did 
help British officials to be more cautious about justifying policies 
of difference on biological grounds. The choice before the 
authors of the African Survey in evaluating Gordon's work was 
in this sense momentous. The Survey was designed to provide an 
overview of existing conditions and policies in Africa; underlying 
this, it was also meant to indicate the direction of future 
research. Receiving its stamp of approval or its censure could 
thus translate into success or failure. How then was Gordon's 
and Vint's research ultimately described in the final published 
volumes, An African Survey and Science in Africa? 

In the first place, both texts acknowledged the 'abundance of 
criticism' that surrounded the presentation of Gordon's results. 
They were also quick to point out that the study of brain physi-
ology was in its scientific infancy and that research along these 
lines had thus far demonstrated no proven correlation between 
'physical characteristics of the brain and intellectual or moral 
qualities' .134 'There would seem', the Survey pronounced, 'little 
advantage to be derived from the suggested inquiry into the 
physical characteristics of the African's brain as a basis of 

132 Ibid. 10-11 and 35. 
133 Ibid. 26. 
134 Worthington, Science in Afiica, 585, and Hailey, An Afiican Survry, 37. 
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conclusions regarding his mental capacity. Certainly research of 
this type could not produce results of the social and political 
importance which some have expected from it.' A key objection 
levelled against Gordon's work was his assumption that Africans 
were, in their normal state, inherently deficient. The tautology of 
his argument was precisely the problem: 'The abnormal condi-
tion of the Kenya native is taken for granted', the Survey pointed 
out, 'yet it is difficult to see what is to be the criterion of normal 
"self-development," or exactly how bradyphysis [backwardness] is 
to be diagnosed.' 135 

Turning to intelligence tests, the Survey also cast considerable 
doubts. 'At one time hopes were entertained that important 
conclusions regarding racial abilities could be drawn from tests 
of this kind, but as the methods of use came to be examined 
more critically it was realized that they were not so devised as to 
eliminate the effects of differences in environment and upbring-
ing.' While investigations into Africans' physiology or psychology 
were 'to be welcomed . . . it would not be reasonable', they 
believed, 'to suggest support for [any] investigation based on 
assumptions such as those which characterize the theory of 
Kenya bradyphysis'. 136 The kinds of studies that would be most 
helpful 'in formulating policy', wrote Worthington, were those 
that combined 'knowledge of the mental and physical develop-
ment [ of Africans] ... with a survey of diseases, of nutrition, of 
animal husbandry methods, and even botany, zoology, soils, etc. 
In fact, the ecological outlook', he argued, 'would be all-impor-
tant in such an inquiry in order to understand the several factors 
working on native development.' 137 

The chapter of the Survey in which these questions were 
discussed was on 'the African Peoples' in a section titled 'the 

135 Hailey, An Afiican Survry, 37-8. In one of his articles, Gordon introduced the term 
'bradyphysis' as a synonym for backwardness and defined it as 'a non-progressive state 
showing deficiencies of social, moral, intellectual, and material self-development' in 
Kenyan tribes. 

136 Both quotations, Lord Hailey, An Afiican Survry, 38; see also W. B. Mumford and C. 
E. Smith, 'Racial Comparisons and Intelligence Testing-Some Notes on Psychological 
and Anthropometrical Studies of African and European Differences: A Corrective to 
Some Popular Opinions', Afiican Affairs, 37 (1938), 46-57- Dr Mumford, a psychologist at 
the University of London's Institute of Education, was also an adviser to the Survey and 
sections of this article correspond almost verbatim to the Survey's findings. 

137 Worthington, Science in Afiica, 586. Also see the statement by the anthropologist 
E. W. Smith on Gordon's and Vint's research: 'A valid conclusion can only be reached, I 
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problems of ethnic classification'. Drawing on the work of 
Hogben, Leakey, Huxley, Haddon, and Edwin Smith, the Survey 
acknowledged that physical differences did exist among human 
populations, 'but the use of physical characters, however care-
fully elaborated, will not in itself afford a basis of classification, in 
the sense of making it possible to delimit groups all members of 
which are marked by common and clearly defined characteris-
tics'. In rejecting both mental testing and brain analysis, saying 
that neither would 'form a safe basis for the determination of 
general administrative policy', the Survey's authors were shifting 
emphasis away from biological, or racial, criteria in policy-
making and endorsing instead social criteria. 138 This is not to say 
that difference ceased to be an important analytical category in 
African administration, but that the source of difference was no 
longer sought in innate or hereditary qualities. 

In the struggle to determine research agendas, the pattern 
may at first appear to have been one in which priorities in 
Britain superseded those developed in East Africa. In fact, a 
different interpretation is also possible and rests on changing 
disciplinary and institutional parameters. Dr Stanton, the 
Colonial Office's medical adviser, was first to suggest that 
Gordon's research had no place in colonial medical departments 
per se. Anthropology, he believed, was a more appropriate disci-
pline to undertake such studies. At the first International 
Congress of Anthropological and Ethnological Sciences held in 
London in 1934, the participants present seemed only too willing 
to oblige, passing a resolution that 'insisted on the importance of 
a profound study of methods of research into the mental apti-
tudes of the African peoples' .139 The operative word here, 
however, was 'methods', since the Congress was recommending 
scrutiny not of 'mental aptitudes' themselves, but of research 
methods used to determine these. Present at this meeting were 

think, by making a complete survey of the conditions of African life; it is not a matter of 
intelligence tests alone, nor of post-mortem examinations of the brain; soil, diet, disease, 
social customs and conditions-all these, and probably other things too, must come 
within the scope of enquiry.' E. W. Smith, 'Africa: What Do We Know oflt?', Journal ef 
the Royal Anthropological Institute, 65 (1935), 1-81, quotation at 56. 

1ss Hailey, An Afiican Survry, 40. 
139 Quoted in the EastA.frican Medical Journal, 12 (1935), 262. Also see 'Anthropologists 

in Congress', Afiican Affeirs, 33 (1934), 398-403; this editorial added a cautionary note 
'deprecating the drawing of conclusions from the inadequate data at present available'. 
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E. B. Worthington, Audrey Richards, Lucy Mair, Diedrich 
Westermann, and Louis Leakey, all of whom influenced the 
African Research Survey considerably. As British social anthro-
pology further defined its research programme in the mid-193os, 
many of its practitioners-individuals like those just named as 
well as Raymond Firth, Siegfried Nadel, Bronislaw Malinowski, 
and Meyer Fortes-actively chose to discredit such investigations 
for their racial and ideological biases. In the meantime, colonial 
medical departments abandoned any systematic study of race or 
mental ability and concentrated instead on research into 
Africans' nutrition, diseases, physiology, and metabolism. By 
adopting the position it did, the African Survey in effect closed 
the door on any programme of research sanctioned by the colo-
nial state that would pursue the biological dimensions of 'racial 
difference' or intelligence. 

Not surprisingly, however, ambiguities in the Survey's analysis 
remained, resting in particular on the distinction between inferi-
ority and equality. While the authors made clear that they did 
not endorse the idea that Africans were inherently inferior, they 
acknowledged that 'universal equality of innate capacity' was still 
an open scientific question. By discounting inferiority they were 
neither embracing nor rejecting the principle of social equal-
ity.140 This question remained implicit and unanswered 
throughout the pages of An African Survey, having important 
consequences for future debates and policies regarding colonial 
rule. With respect to Gordon's research, however, the Survey was 
unequivocal. 'The view has been expressed', wrote an official at 
the Colonial Office who was asked to summarize the history of 
the controversy, 'that there is very little substance in Dr. 
Gordon's theories. This extract from Lord Hailey's Survey settles 
the matter finally.' 141 

Conclusion 

A number of historians have recently examined critically the rela-
tionship of gender and reproduction to African colonial states. 142 

140 Hailey, An Afiican Suro~, 36. 
141 Minute by C. White, 12 Dec. 1938, C0822/85/u. 
142 Lynn Thomas, Politics ef the Womb: Women, Reproduction, and the State in Kenya 

(Berkeley, 2003); Nancy Rose Hunt, A Colonial uxicon: Of Birth Ritual, Medicalization, and 
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What their studies reveal is that the language of eugenics and 
demography, with their emphases on race, fertility, health, and 
improvement, clearly had important effects on the conduct and 
even legislation of African administrations. Whether in the Belgian 
Congo, Kenya, French West Africa, or Uganda, regulating repro-
duction, controlling women's bodies, and managing population 
levels were always a high priority for officials. In this sense, eugeni-
cal concerns, defined as population concerns, were pervasive 
across the continent. 

Yet if one is to speak of eugenics societies proper, these devel-
oped beyond a 'fledgling' form in British Africa in only two terri-
tories: Egypt and South Africa. 143 In both regions such efforts 
tended to be initiated as much by individuals in educational and 
scientific institutions as they were by officials of the state. To 
sustain eugenics movements in these territories thus required at 
least two things: the existence of a critical mass of autonomous 
institutions of higher education (including medical associations) 
and comparatively large-scale capital investment in a scientific 
infrastructure (including national scientific societies). While the 
central problem in South Africa in the inter-war period was 
'poor whites' and the pivotal issue in Egypt was birth control, in 
both societies eugenics activities functioned within a larger 
context of nation-building. 144 

Colonial states, on the other hand, not only lacked the capital 
and people necessary to maintain an autonomous realm of scien-
tific research, but they were also, by their very juridical status, 
hampered from pursuing nationalist ambitions. Kenya, with its 
settler population, could have been an exception to this rule. 
Gordon, and the handful of individuals who backed the African 
mental capacity proposals and tried to found a Society for the 
Study of Race Improvement in Nairobi in the 1930s, wished this 
Mobiliry in the Congo (Durham, NC, 1999); Owen White, Children ef the French Empire: 
Miscegenation and Colonial Sociery in French West Africa, 1895-1960 (Oxford, 1999); Carol 
Summers, 'Intimate Colonialism: The Imperial Production of Reproduction in Uganda, 
1907-1925', Signs, 4 (1991), 787-807. 

143 Dubow, Scientific Racism in Modern South Africa, 132-s; for the fascinating Egyptian 
story see Omnia S. El Shakry, 'The Great Social Laboratory: Reformers and Utopians in 
Twentieth Century Egypt', esp. chs. 2, 5, and 6, Unpublished Ph.D. thesis, Princeton 
University, 2002. 

144 In addition to Dubow's discussion of eugenics and 'poor whitism', also see Morag 
Bell, 'American Philanthropy, the Carnegie Corporation and Poverty in South Africa', 
Journal ef Southern African Studies, 26 (2000), 481-504-
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to be the case. They failed for a variety of reasons, pre-eminent 
among them being the requirements of colonial administration 
itself, which placed a much higher premium on research into the 
colony's natural resources, its infectious diseases, and its inhabi-
tants' nutritional and cultural status. Eugenics research was 
simply a luxury colonial states could not afford. 



10 
A Crucial Experiment: Ethnographic 

Fieldwork in French Africa, 
c.1900-1930 

EMMANUELLE SIBEUD 

In 1913 Marcel Mauss wrote a long article in which he denounced 
the backwardness of French ethnography. Although this article is 
still quoted to underline the belated development of fieldwork in 
French anthropology, 1 the homage Mauss paid to colonial civil 
servants who collected 'treasures of science' is usually forgotten. 2 

He pictured them as benevolent amateurs in need of scientific guid-
ance, and therefore called for the creation of a Bureau of Colonial 
Ethnography under his direction. Fieldwork, he argued, was as 
crucial for colonial agency as it was for the development of social 
sciences. Mauss was certainly not a colonialist, 3 but he truly 
believed that the social sciences should be part of the 'civilizing 
mission', just as they were intended to contribute to social 
improvements at home. Moreover, in 1913 colonial ethnography 
was leading a global reshaping of French anthropology, and 
Mauss and Durkheim were clearly one step behind. In 1911 
their lnstitut Francais d' Anthropologie opened a few months after 
the lnstitut Ethnographique International de Paris (lnstitut 
Ethnographique), partly relying on the reports of the colonial 
ethnographers who had set up the latter. Mauss's essay of 1913 
was obviously intended to fill the gap by convincing colonial 
ethnographers to enter academic, preferably Durkheimian, 

1 Victor Karady, 'Le Probleme de la legitimite clans !'organisation historique de l'eth-
nologie frarn;:aise', Revue Fra71faise de Sociologi.e (1982), 17-:15. 

2 Marcel Mauss, 'L'Ethnographie en France et a l'etranger', Revue de Paris (1913), 
537-60 and 815-:17, at 833. 

3 He was a member of the Comite pour la Protection des lndigenes which tried to 
defend the rights of native people by petitioning the political authorities. 



EMMANUELLE SIBEUD 

networks. Who were these colonial ethnographers? And why did 
they play such a prominent part in the revival of ethnography in 
France during the first three decades of the twentieth century? 
The answers to these questions provide clues which can help us to 
understand two major developments of the late 1920s: first, the 
foundation in 1925 of the highly academic Institut d'Ethnologie de 
la Sorbonne with colonial subsidies, and, secondly, the creation in 
1930 of Africanism, that is, a science dedicated to (French) Africa. 
But to understand them also requires a better knowledge of scien-
tific practices in a colonial context. 4 There were complex links 
between colonial domination in Africa and the blossoming and 
renewal of cultural anthropology (called 'ethnology' in France) 
with a major interest in the study of African societies. Colonial 
agency permitted the emergence of new practices along with the 
qualification of new practitioners. In this respect colonial experi-
ence was a crucial experiment in the epistemological change lead-
ing from Broca's anthropology relying on a natural history 
paradigm to Mauss's ethnology relying on the new social sciences 
paradigm. 

I. A Generation of 'Broussards' 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, French domination in 
Africa was firmly established and French colonial territories were 
divided into two colonial federations: the General Government 
of French West Africa (1895) and the General Government of 
French Equatorial Africa (1910). By 1914, each General 
Government had published a specialized bibliography which 
listed hundreds of books and articles dealing with its territories, 
mostly in a scientific (or would-be scientific) way.5 Yet few 

4 George Stocking remarks that Balandier's notion of colonial situation has been used, 
paradoxically, to avoid addressing the tricky question of the building of modern cultural-
ist anthropology in colonial contexts. George W. Stocking (ed.), Observers Observed: Essqys 
on Ethnographic Fieldwork, History of Anthropology, 1 (Madison, Wis., 1988), 4. Colonial 
ethnography is, indeed, often regarded merely as a feature of the colonial way of life, 
carried out by peripheral amateurs and thus poorly connected with metropolitan science. 
Answering Stocking's call for the analysis of real colonial situations, this essay contextual-
izes the interactions between French anthropology and colonial experience in French 
Africa in the first three decades of the 20th century. Emmanuelle Sibeud, Une science 
imperiak pour l'Afaque? La construction des S(J1)oirs efricanistes en France, 1878-1930 (Paris, 2002). 

5 The French West African bibliography was compiled in 1912 by a civil servant from 
the Ministere des Colonies in Paris. EdmondJoucla, Bibliographie de l'Afrique occidentale 
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metropolitan scientists were granted the freedom to explore 
French Africa, 6 and even fewer literary specialists, as they were 
suspected of harbouring all sorts of false humanitarian ideas. 7 

Official research carried out by professionals was considered a 
luxury that colonial authorities could not really afford, 8 and the 
very first research structure in French Africa, the Comité des 
Études Historiques et Scientifiques de l'AOF, was only estab-
lished in 1915 in the wake of the intellectual mobilization of the 
First World War. Nevertheless, collecting data was part of the 
'white man's burden' in Africa and a moral duty for diligent civil 
servants,9 if not a priority for their hierarchy. 

Only a minority of colonial agents really did engage in scientific 
research on Africa. It is true that colonial administrators were 
regularly asked to write political reports and had to know, or at 
least to be able to manage, native customs in order to avoid seri-
ous trouble. But they were not compelled to publish papers in 
scientific journals or to seek the patronage of highly specialized 
learned societies, which usually welcomed their contributions but 
rarely solicited them. It is therefore necessary to note the differ-
ence between the masses of official reports locked in administra-
tive archives and the papers which colonial agents committed to 
scientific research wrote for specialized journals such as 
L'Anthropologie. These colonial agents clearly distinguished between 
their professional and academic activities. They were not just 
amateurs of a new exotic kind, clinging to science in order to avoid 
being entirely lost on their remote and savage peripheries. On the 

.franfaise (Paris, 1912). Two years later, the French Equatorial African bibliography was 
put together by the colonial administrator at the head of its geographical section. 
Georges Brue!, Bibliographie de l'A.frique equatoriale.frans:aise (Paris, 1914). 

6 The Ministere des Colonies regularly denied the Commission des Voyages in the 
Ministere de !'Instruction Publique (which gave scientific grants) the right to order expe-
ditions in colonial territories. Emmanuelle Sibeud, 'L' Afrique ouverte, 1870-1914', in 
Villes, espaces et territoires: travaux de l'Ehess (Paris, 1999), 107-18. 

7 This situation lasted till the 1920s. Andre Gide was allowed to cross French 
Equatorial Africa because he joined a medical expedition. It partly explains why his 
travel account, and Albert Londres's account a few years earlier, were scathing diatribes 
against French adininistration. 

8 From 1900 on, colonial federations were supposed to have a separate budget and to 
be self-sufficient, which was, in fact, almost impossible. 

9 Immediately after the creation of the Coinite des Etudes Historiques et Scientifiques 
de l'AOF, George Hardy, Head of Public Instruction in Senegal, wrote a paper, 'Le 
Bilan scientifique de l'Afrique occidentale fran~aise', in the Bulletin du Comite de l'A.frique 
Franfaise (1916), 3-26, in which he celebrated colonial research and urged all colonial 
agents to contribute to it. 



EMMANUELLE SIBEUD 

contrary, they comprised a tight group of seventy to eighty people 
who regularly published articles in specialized and rather elitist 
journals, joined metropolitan learned societies, and decided in the 
1910s to launch their own research institute as they were not satis-
fied with the existing ones. They were able and willing to share 
the odd jobs of research, such as writing reviews in scientific jour-
nals. But most of all, they wanted to have their own way. In the 
1910s they advocated ethnography against an outdated biological 
anthropology inherited from Broca, but also against a strictly 
academic Durkheimian sociology. Their initiative released a 
chain reaction of institutional and paradigmatic changes, ending 
in the global reshaping of French anthropology. Thus they proved 
to be successful dissenters and entirely deserved the description as 
ethnographers which they actively sought. 

Maurice Delafosse's dual career (as a colonial administrator and 
as a scholar) sets the tempo of French colonial ethnography from 
the early 1890s to the end of the 1920s. 10 Like most administrators 
until 1914, 11 Delafosse did not train at the École Coloniale. Instead 
he studied anthropology at the Museum and at the Musée 
d'Ethnographie du Trocadéro with Ernest-Theodore Hamy, 
professor of anthropology in the first institution and curator of the 
second. As a result Delafosse's first works on Africa were based on 
secondary sources and museographic analyses. 12 In 1894 he 
became an administrator, because he was unable to gain a position 
as a museographer, but also because it was the quickest route to 
fieldwork. From this point on he regularly published papers and 
books, 13 and skilfully used the influence of his scientific patrons to 
avoid professional assignments which would have interrupted his 
research. 14 In 1901, when he was taking a year's leave to teach 

10 Delafosse was born in 1870 and died prematurely in 1926. 
I I William B. Cohen, Empereurs sans sceptre: histoire des administrateurs de la France d'outre-

mer et de ['Ecole Coloniale (Paris, 1976) 
12 Maurice Delafosse, 'Note sur une figure du Dahome representant une femme 

enceinte', L'Anthropologie, 5 (1894), 571-5; id., 'Statues des rois du Dahome au musee 
ethnographique du Trocadero', La Nature, 1 (1894), 262-6; id., Manuel dahomien, grammaire, 
chrestomatie, dictionnaireftan,ais-dahomeen et dahomeen-ftan,ais (Paris, 1894). 

13 For a list of his publications, seejean-Loup Amselle and Emmanuelle Sibeud (eds.), 
Maurice Delafasse. Entre orientalisme et ethnographic: l'itineraire d'un efricaniste, r870-r926 (Paris, 
1998). 

14 In 1899 Ramy obtained a grant from the Acadernie des Inscriptions et Belles 
Lettres (of which he was a member) for Delafosse to study Sudanese dialects in the north-
ern Ivory Coast. At the time Delafosse was in Liberia, where he served as French consul 
but could not carry out any useful research and wanted to go back to the Ivory Coast. He 
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Sudanese dialects at the School for Oriental Studies in Paris, he 
announced the birth of a new science which he called negrology. 15 

Built on ethnographic data provided by colonial administrators, 
negrology was intended to study African societies from a strictly 
scientific viewpoint. However, as a new science negrology was a 
failure and in the years that followed Delafosse became more and 
more involved in ethnography. In 1908 he and Arnold van 
Gennep launched a new journal promoting ethnography, the Revue 
des Études Ethnographiques et Sociologiques, and two years later, when 
Delafosse resumed his colonial career in Paris, they were able to 
set up the Institut Ethnographique (1910), which rapidly attracted 
more than two hundred members, 16 and freed ethnography from 
its former institutional bounds. During the First World War, 
Delafosse returned to Africa and promoted the foundation of the 
Comité des Études Historiques et Scientifiques de l'AOF. Back in 
Paris again in 1920, he reorganized the lnstitut Ethnographique, 
which became the Société Frans;aise d'Ethnographie, and in 1925 
he was one of the patrons of the lnstitut d'Ethnologie at the 
Sorbonne with Lévy-Bruhl, Mauss, and Rivet. 

Delafosse succeeded in changing a colonial career into an 
academic one. From 1909 on he was a teacher at the School for 
Oriental Studies, at the École Coloniale and briefly at the 
Institut d'Ethnologie where he taught ethnography. (He died in 
1926.) A practical and professional background of this sort was 
not unusual for the teachers at the School for Oriental Studies, 
whose main task was to prepare diplomats. But before the First 
World War it was a most unexpected ending for a colonial 
career, as the building of a new body of civil servants offered 
opportunities for rapid advancement and open access to gover-
norship. Delafosse was almost the only colonial administrator 
from French Africa to enter academic networks professionally, 17 

resigned the grant as soon as the colonial authorities agreed to send him back to the 
Ivory Coast. Cf. Fonds Benoit Garnier, 'Proces-verbaux des seances: mars 1899', 
Academie des Inscriptions et Belles Lettres. 

15 Maurice Delafosse, 'Les Liberiens et Jes Baoules: negres civilises et negres dits 
sauvages', Les milieux et les races (Apr.-May 1901), 97-122 and 139-49. 

16 In 1914 the Institut Ethnographique registered 225 members, whereas there were only 
150 in the Societe des Americanistes (founded in 1895), 230 in the Societe d'Anthropologie 
de Paris (founded 1859), and 26o in the prestigious Societe Asiatique (founded 1832). 

17 Delafosse's immediate successor, Henri Labouret, inherited his academic position 
in 1926, but they were almost the only Parisian academics from colonial and African 
backgrounds until the Second World War. To enter academic networks was much easier 
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and his pos1t10n was not always comfortable. As a colonial 
administrator, he had never been in charge of a colonial govern-
ment, and as a scholar he was certainly less impressive than 
Mauss, for example, who was an outstanding graduate and 
belonged to an important academic circle. In 1909 governor 
Francois-Joseph Clozel asked Delafosse to put together what was 
known about Haut-Senegal-Niger, and he thus published his 
most impressive work in 1912, 18 but this was his most important 
official commission. In fact, it was almost his only one. Similarly, 
he managed to become a full-time teacher, but he had to deal 
with the exclusivism and condescension of the Durkheimian 
team. Therefore the large intellectual influence Delafosse 
exerted in the 1910s and 1920s did not come from institutional 
sinecures. Nevertheless, he made his way and became one of the 
more efficient promoters of cultural anthropology in France. 

Delafosse was a brilliant teacher in the field of African 
cultures, but he also made an important contribution to the 
methodology of fieldwork, and deeply influenced some of the 
first academically trained ethnologists in the 1920s. No wonder 
that one of them, the Americanist Alfred Metraux, dedicated the 
very first French essay dealing with the practicalities of fieldwork 
to Delafosse and published it in his journal (then the Revue 
d'Ethnographie et des Traditions Populaires). 19 In addition, Delafosse 
was the spokesman for a highly coherent group which turned out 
to be the core of the institutional and paradigmatic reshaping of 
French anthropology. Indeed, before he gained academic recog-
nition, Delafosse enjoyed the joint recognition of his fellow 
administrators. They were first regular contributors to and read-
ers of the Revue des Études Ethnographiques et Sociologiques, and then 
dedicated members of the Institut Ethnographique. Their ethno-
graphic enquiries could be criticized but they could not easily be 
dismissed because they dealt with the people under French 
domination. Thus their subject was the 'mission to civilize' 
which the French were so eager to promote.20 Moreover, they 
in Algeria, Indo-China, and Madagascar, where official research institutions were 
created in the 19th century, or very early in the 20th century. 

18 Maurice Delafosse, Haut-Senegal-Niger (Paris, 1912). 
19 Alfred Metraux, 'De la methode dans les recherches ethnographiques', Revue 

d'Ethnographu et des Traditions Populaires (1925), 266-90. 
20 Alice L. Conklin, A Mission to Cwilu:,e: The Republican Idea ef Empire in France and West 

Afaca, I89!JI9JO (Stanford, 1997). 
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were the only labour force available for ethnographic enquiries, 
and they formed quite a strong group in contrast to the metro-
politan anthropological institutions which were in disarray. 
Their support was crucial to any new anthropological research 
institute, not only in order to get fieldwork done, but also to 
convince the political authorities to put money into the project. 
In the 1910s they rebelled against the low status accorded to 
fieldworkers in French anthropology. They claimed ethnography 
as a new science, more precisely, as one which they would help 
to achieve a breakthrough. But when relevant, second-stage 
positions became vacant in France they quietly returned. This 
did not happen until the late 1920s, when ethnology had become 
a legitimate academic subject. 

In the meantime, colonial ethnographers were key figures for 
an understanding of the development leading from Broca's 
biological anthropology to Mauss's cultural ethnology.21 They 
did the work in the field and at home as well when they became 
involved in van Gennep's new and provocative Revue des Études 
Ethnographiques et Sociologiques, and then in the setting up and 
running of the lnstitut Ethnographiquc. Like Delafosse, they had 
been born in the 1870s and 1880s and belonged to the first gener-
ation of colonial civil servants. They were regarded as brilliant 
broussards (bushmen) until 1914, but their careers often ended in 
bitterness because they did not easily fit into the new post-war 
bureaucratic model. They can be defined as a colonial avant-
garde. Following Delafosse's call to develop the discipline of 
negrology, they promoted the scientific study of African societies 
against the racist prejudices of their contemporaries at the very 
beginning of the twentieth century. They were also the first to 
deal with colonial situations, and because they urged metropoli-
tan specialists to acknowledge their works, they forced them to 
react to the imperial realities which were pervading the realm of 
science. Colonial ethnography relied on complex interactions 
between colonial ethnographers and metropolitan scientists, 
both trying to handle the conflicting necessities of studying and 
civilizing African societies. As a result, there is no point in 
contrasting the rather naive involvement of amateurs confined in 
the ideological fallacies of the colonial situation on the one hand, 

21 Laurent Mucchielli, La Découverte du social: naissance de la sociologie en France (Paris, 
1998). 
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and the critical and political response of metropolitan scientists 
to colonization on the other. 

II. Africa and Ethnography 

That colonial servants in Africa committed to scientific research 
were predestined to become ethnographers is a statement that 
needs to be questioned. Ethnography was both popular and 
remarkably vague in France at the beginning of the twentieth 
century and its relationship with the study of African societies 
was quite ambiguous. Colonial servants asking the Commission 
des Voyages in the Ministere de l'Instruction Publique for scient-
ific instructions were usually advised to collect ethnographic as 
well as botanical, zoological, and geographical data, but how 
they should achieve this was left entirely up to them. And they 
had to choose among competing definitions of ethnography, 
which was both a science in its own right and an auxiliary 
subspeciality claimed by anthropology, sociology, and geo-
graphy. The low status of ethnography was matched by a 
general disregard for the study of African societies, 22 and their 
link was thus partly a negative one. However, in the 1890s new 
and positive connections appeared separately, first in Paris, 
where scholars from the Société d'Ethnographie claimed that 
they were Africanists, and secondly among the emerging 
network of colonial ethnographers in French Africa. 

The Société d'Ethnographie was created in 1859, in the same 
year as its lasting institutional rival, the Société d' Anthropologie 
de Paris. The latter was dedicated to biological enquiries and 
dismissed cultural phenomena as too fleeting, whereas the 
former took the opposite approach. At first, the Société 
d'Ethnographie refused to consider Africa, arguing that African 
societies were 'savage'. It therefore asked for a biological, not a 
cultural, analysis. This position changed in the final decade of 
the nineteenth century, with the society's obvious decline.23 It 

22 For instance, history, regarded as the queen of social sciences, simply ignored 
Africa on the lame pretext that African societies had no history of their own. 

23 In 1859 the society had attracted prestigious members such as Ernest Renan. See 
Claude Blanckaert, 'Les Deux Parties du probleme: Renan et l'ethnographie 
(1848-1865)', Etudes Renaniennes, 102 (1996), 62-89. The society was quite successful until 
the 1870s. 



Ethnographic Fieldwork in French Africa 297 

began looking more and more like a closed circle, harbouring 
out-of-date and vague theories. 24 In response to this internal 
crisis, some of its members in the 1890s became increasingly 
interested in a continent which was partly French, and where 
they hoped to prove the usefulness of their science. To meet the 
scientific needs of colonization, they created the Société 
Africaine de France in 1891, first as a mere division of the Société 
d'Ethnographie, then as an independent society open to colo-
nialists. But they were soon taken over by their former allies, 
who claimed that the development of trade was more important 
than any scientific enquiry, and who suspected humanism of 
being an obstacle in the path of efficient colonial management. 
At the end of the decade, therefore, Africanist ethnographers25 

transferred their philanthropic impulses back to the old society, 
which, at the same time, welcomed a group of Black students 
fighting against racism and colonialism on behalf of Pan-
Africanism. 26 In 1900, when the Société d'Ethnographie held its 
very last international conference, it was already waning, and its 
fierce and brand-new criticism of colonization was all the more 
resented. As a result, colonial ethnographers strongly rejected 
the legacy of their metropolitan predecessors and looked for a 
radical renewal of ethnography. 

In fact, the whole discipline of ethnography was in disarray in 
France around 1900. Its learned society was dying. The Musée 
d'Ethnographie du Trocadero had been given the same subsidy 
since its foundation in 1878 and its curators, Ramy and his assis-
tant René Verneau, were anthropologists in the French way. 
This meant that they belonged to the Société d' Anthropologie 
(and certainly not to the Société d'Ethnographie), and were dedi-
cated to anthropometry.27 Ethnography was hardly taught at the 
École d' Anthropologie de Paris (where it was part of prehistoric 
studies), and only haphazardly at the École Coloniale and in the 

24 Luc Chailleux, 'Histoire de la Société d'Ethnographie: la Revue Orientale et 
Americaine (1858-1879). Ethnographie, orientalisme et americanisme au xixe siecle', 
L'Ethnographie, 4 (1990), 22-46. 

25 They were actually the first to claim the title of Afriqnists when in 1893 they 
decided that their society's bulletin should be called Journal des A.fticanistes. 

26 They were led by Benito Sylvain, a lawyer from Haiti, who in 1901 published a law 
thesis on native status in African colonies. Benito Sylvain, Du sort des indigenes dans Les 
colonies d'exploitation (Paris, 1901). In 1900 he represented African people under French 
domination at the first Pan-Africanist conference in London. 

27 Nelia Dias, Le Musee d'Ethnographie du Trocadero (Paris, 1991). 
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new Universites populaires. Yet ethnography was also a leftover 
speciality that some ambitious young scholars chose in order to 
make their way in anthropology. They were looking for 
academic positions for themselves, but also aimed for a general 
reassessment of French anthropology, which was still stuck in 
Broca's biological paradigm. This was the case for Mauss, who 
gained an academic appointment at the École Pratique des 
Hautes Études in 1901, before he completed his thesis, and for 
van Gennep, who presented a thesis on totemism in Madagascar 
there in 1904. But if ethnography represented a real opportunity 
for well-trained and brilliant students, what could colonial 
administrators expect from such a confused and poorly institu-
tionalized science? There was a personal link between Delafosse 
and Hamy, curator of the Musée d'Ethnographie du Trocadero, 
but his fellow colonial ethnographers were rarely trained in 
museography, as he happened to be. And as they belonged to 
the same generation, it is not likely that he alone led them to 
ethnography. The decision was actually based as much on indi-
vidual strategies as on subconscious and collective motives. 

Undertaking some scientific research while in Africa had been 
part of the 'white man's burden' from the very beginning of colo-
nial domination. The exploration and then the imperialist parti-
tion of Africa took place on behalf of science. At first great 
discoveries such as huge mountains and lakes-Lake Chad, for 
instance, was expected to be an inland sea-were anticipated. 
Then colonial conquerors boasted about the rich natural 
resources of the African interior. But disillusionment set in when 
the continent had been crossed in all directions. And quite soon 
the positive image of mysterious Africa was replaced by the nega-
tive one of a wicked continent abandoned to the excesses of 
nature, symbolized by the dryness of the Sahara or the wildness 
of tropical forests, and forever resisting civilization. Thus it had 
to be tamed by science, and every European in Africa had to 
contribute his share to scientific research in order to dominate it 
fully. As agents of the civilizing mission, colonial administrators 
were particularly affected by this call of science. Their main 
problem was how to answer it correctly. As they were not permit-
ted to wander through the continent, they could not collect 
impressive information or write amazing accounts of transconti-
nental travels. In order to cope with the far less exciting realities 
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of their administrative assignment and to appear as worthy 
followers of heroes like Livingstone or Brazza, they had to 
become some sort of specialists. Natural history was not much of 
a resource, as professors in the Museum were more and more 
demanding and reluctant to work with poorly trained amateurs. 28 

Moreover, merely adding more specimens to a collection already 
numbering thousands was not enough to be acknowledged as a 
specialist. African history was not supposed to exist, apart from 
the very short history of French domination. What was left, then, 
was the study of the cultural habits of African people, that is, 
ethnography. This required no particular training, as it was not 
even properly taught at home. Every fieldworker could become a 
specialist in this or that population, mostly without any competi-
tion. Ethnography, therefore, allowed colonial administrators to 
carry on the prestigious tradition of exploration with what scien-
tific research they could afford. 

Yet ethnographic enquiries were not an entirely negative 
choice. Colonial ethnographers claimed that African societies 
and people were at best ignored in France, but more often 
grossly caricatured. In response, Delafosse coined the term 
'negrology'. As a new science it was unsuccessful. Nevertheless, it 
laid the foundations of what could be defined as a cautious colo-
nial Africanophilie. Delafosse opposed the racism of his contempo-
raries because it was based on outdated images of Africans, but 
he also resisted humanitarian philanthropists (such as the 
learned members of the Société d'Ethnographie) who pitied 
Africans in the abstract and refused to acknowledge real cultural 
differences. 29 Indeed, he argued that the images of Africans 
crushed by slavery or by other social and moral evils provided by 
negrophiles were just as bad as the racist statements of the négro-
phobes. Delafosse claimed that Africans had civilizations of their 
own and that European colonizers should respect these natural 
frameworks in order to promote a balanced development of 
Africa. In other words, he was looking for more efficient domi-
nation with the help of science. Most colonial ethnographers 
shared this positivist and paternalist conception. They described 
coherent African societies and often drew positive portraits of 

28 Christophe Bonneuil, Mettre en ordre et discipliner les tropiques: les sciences du vigital dans 
l'empire.franfais, 1870---1940, Ph.D. thesis, University of Paris VII, 1997, 2 vols. 

29 Delafosse, 'Les Liberiens et Jes Baoules'. 
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African people, but they truly believed in the civilizing mission 
and openly posited a cultural hierarchy starting with African 
primitivism and ending with Western civilization. 

Was colonial ethnography ever more than a mere extension of 
a more enlightened colonial agency? We may wonder, especially 
as some colonialists at the turn of the century were eager to 
dismiss the old idea of assimilation in favour of a policy of associ-
ation which was supposed to be more respectful of native 
customs, but also made it possible to cut the costs of colonial 
administration by relying on local institutions. In this respect 
ethnography was necessary for an understanding of native 
customs. But when Associationists organized a conference on 
colonial sociology in 1900, they were far more interested in such 
poor generalizations as Leopold de Saussure's book on the 
psychology of colonization, 30 which mixed Gustave Le Bon's 
fashionable racist theories with colonial recollections, 31 than in 
the monographic enquiries of Delafosse and his fellow ethnogra-
phers. Similarly, while the will to use scientific knowledge to 
achieve French domination was often displayed, it was hardly 
pursued. Before the creation of the Comité des Études 
Historiques et Scientifiques de l' AOF, the support to be given to 
colonial ethnographers already working on their own was left 
entirely to every governor's discretion. As a result there was a 
growing gap between imperialist ideology and current 
research, 32 and this encouraged colonial ethnographers to seek 
recognition in academic circles rather than in colonialist ones. 

This shift was underlined at the beginning of the twentieth 
century by the major controversy on racism aroused by the 
Dreyfus case. Defending the dignity of African societies, which 

30 Uopold de Saussure, Psychologie de la colonisation.fran,aise (Paris, 1899). 
31 The conference was, however, the first and the last of its kind and Saussure's book 

was at the core of the debate on native policy. 
32 In the 19ws Governor-General William Ponty wanted to launch a policy of associ-

ation in AOF. He was eager to promote social enquiries but wanted racialist analysis and 
metropolitan experts. In 1908 he ordered an inquiry on half-caste children and entrusted 
it to the anthropometric and racist team of the Ecole d'Anthropologie de Paris. Two 
years later he subsidized an inquiry on the African family so poorly organized by the 
Societe Antiesclavagiste de France that its results were published only in 1925, when they 
were clearly out of date. See Emmanuelle Sibeud, 'Du questionnaire a la pratique: l'en-
quete de la Societe Antiesclavagiste de France sur la famille africaine en 19w', in Claude 
Blanckaert (ed.), Le Terrain des sciences humaines: instrnctions et enquites (xviiie---xxe sucks) (Paris, 
1996), 329-55. 
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were often used as a foil by racist theoreticians, colonial ethnog-
raphers became involved in this controversy and they clearly 
sided with the culturalist (and thus anti-racist) party. The posi-
tion in turn-of-the-century France was not easy. People still 
enjoyed the exhibitions of so-called 'savages' at the zoo in the 
Jardin d'Acclimatation and new racist theories blossomed as it 
became apparent that Europeans were largely outnumbered by 
their 'native' subjects. Social scientists such as George Vacher de 
Lapouge took advantage of this fear to put forward simplistic 
and racist explanations of social evolution and to revive 
Gobineau's obsessive fear of panmixie. But the Africanophile posi-
tion of colonial ethnographers was not entirely new either. There 
had always been some positive discourse in defence of African 
people, mostly from philanthropists fighting slavery. However, 
this anti-slavery plea was almost exhausted by the beginning of 
the twentieth century. Slavery had supposedly been eradicated 
by colonization in French Africa, and anti-slavery crusaders 
belonged to less and less influential Catholic conservative circles. 
One reason why the colonial ethnographers were listened to was 
that they provided a welcome renewal of the philanthropic 
discourse. And the support they received was very convenient 
indeed as the Dreyfasists who opposed racism became increas-
ingly influential and were clearly the winners of the day. 33 But, 
in return, colonial ethnographers turned out to be the first intel-
lectuals of colonization. They had to deal with a highly ambigu-
ous position between French Africa and metropolitan France, 
between their administrative hierarchy and the scholars with 
whom they worked. 

III. Colonial Ethnography as Dissent 

Colonial ethnographers settled the matter unexpectedly by way 
of open dissent in anthropological circles when they founded their 
own research institute in 1910, the lnstitut Ethnographique. The 
breach was deliberate and the quest ambitious. Delafosse worked 
with van Gennep34 because both believed that ethnography was 

33 For example, Durkheim was appointed to the Sorbonne in 1902. 
34 Van Gennep was then a structural dissenter. He belonged to the same intellectual 

generation as Mauss. Van Gennep was the most brilliant student of Léon Marillier, who 
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the science of civilizations and that a collective debate on the 
methodology of fieldwork was necessary to put it on safe 
ground. 35 And both were aware there was no space for this 
in existing French anthropological institutions. In the 1910s the 
most important anthropological learned society, the Société 
d'Anthropologie, was dedicated to anthropometry. It distrusted 
ethnographic enquiries, which it saw as a mere literary hobby 
best left to travellers and other amateurs. In its narrow positivist 
perspective, a subjective field experience could by no means hold 
its own against repeated measurements duly taken in a labora-
tory. Thus the anthropometric bias of French anthropology, 
along with the diffuse scientism of Republican ideology, cast a 
deep shadow over fieldwork. Durkheimian sociologists also 
distrusted fieldwork for reasons which were not so different. 
Reviewing ethnographic accounts in the Année Sociologique, Mauss 
repeatedly complained that observers hardly ever came to the 
same conclusions concerning the same population. On the 
contrary, he pointed out, they quite often saw opposing facts. 
Therefore, he concluded, ethnographic data was always question-
able. It could not be checked, nor could it be converted into 
secure statistical data. Durkheim and Mauss implicitly outlined 
the difference between sociology, which was a science because it 
dealt with facts no other science could explain and because it 
discovered general rules, and ethnography, which seemed to be 
doomed to collecting data for other sciences (including sociology) 
and producing disorder through its individual and subjective 
accounts. This positivist perspective prevented them from fully 
understanding what was going on in the field. 
was the first incumbent of the chair of History of Religions of Uncivilized Peoples at the 
École Pratique des Hautes Etudes. But when Marillier died prematurely in 1901, Mauss 
secured the position with the help of his influential uncle. However, van Gennep was well 
known to British anthropologists (he was the translator of some of Frazer's books). From 
1905 on van Gennep wrote a chronicle on ethnography in the influential Mercure de France, 
in which he reviewed major anthropological works, and in 1907-8, with the support of 
Delafosse, he almost succeeded in founding an Office of Colonial Ethnography which 
would have provided a position for him. In 1912 he was appointed teacher of ethnogra-
phy at the university of Neuchatel. 

35 Van Gennep did fieldwork mostly in France but he also went to Algeria in 19n-12, 
which was a way of sharing the colonial experience of Delafosse and others. He wrote 
several articles on fieldwork methodology, for example, the long introduction to his 
Algerian studies which were published in the journal of the lnstitut Ethnographique . 
. l\rnold van Gennep, 'Etudes d'ethnographie algerienne', Revue d'Ethnographie et de Sodologie 
(1911). 
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Colonial ethnographers absolutely could not fit into the scien-
tific division of labour that this positivist perspective suggested. 
They were not looking for professional academic positions, but 
neither did they want to be disregarded and seen as remote and 
unskilled auxiliaries. They asked for a partnership, even an 
unbalanced one, and they were offered complete and self-deny-
ing subordination. They were all the more unwilling to accept it 
because, as colonial administrators, they already felt slighted or 
ignored in France. In 1909 Delafosse drew a vivid picture of the 
Broussard who was able to manage African savages and their 
weird habits, but who failed to persuade his fell ow-citizens that 
he was neither a modern Tartarin chasing lions through Africa, 
nor a new kind of despot ruling over armies of slaves and black 
beauties. 36 Scientific recognition was necessary to offset these 
eccentric images. And as they were aware that they were 
inevitable when it came to studying native peoples who had 
submitted to French domination in Africa, colonial ethnogra-
phers fiercely bargained for their institutional position. 

The anthropologists from the old Société d' Anthropologie 
(which was at that time going through a disturbing decline) 
belonged to the previous academic generation and had been 
overtaken. Durkheimian sociologists were out of touch. They still 
needed academic recognition, yet they could hardly imagine 
mixing with people who were not philosophy agrégés or at least 
former students of the École Normale Superieure. To found first 
a new journal, and then an independent research institute, was 
the only solution. It also provided an opportunity to deal with 
the colonial authorities. The Revue des Etudes Ethnographiques et 
Sociologiques (which in 1910 became the Revue d'Ethnographie et de 
Sociologie) published the results of current research and therefore 
supported the call for official recognition and subsidy. From this 
perspective, the lnstitut Ethnographique was a success. It 
received financial support from governor Clozel, and in 1914 
nearly all the governors of French colonies in Africa subscribed. 
The fact that it was a learned society (which colonial authorities 
could support when convenient, but which could claim auton-
omy at other times) rather than a regular research institute 
requiring annual financing was a large factor in this success. It 

36 Maurice Delafosse, 'Broussard ou Jes etats d'ame d'un colonial', BuUetin du Comite de 
l'Afaque Franfaise (1909). 
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made it possible to adapt the scientific logic of fieldwork to 
the political purposes of colonial patrons. However, the founda-
tion of the Institut Ethnographique launched something of an 
institutional frenzy. In 1911 Durkheim, Mauss, Levy-Bruhl, Paul 
Rivet, and Maurice Delafosse created the Institut Francais 
d'Anthropologie within the Museum so that anthropometry, 
Durkheimian sociology, and ethnography were equal elements. 
Two years later, in 1913, the Ministere des Colonies managed to 
revive the Société d'Ethnographie, which found suitable accom-
modation in the French colonial office. And the following year 
everyone gathered to found the Société des Amis du Musée 
d'Ethnographie du Trocadero in order to prevent its final finan-
cial collapse. As a result, in 1914 there were three learned soci-
eties dealing with ethnography (and as many ways of connecting 
scientific enquiries and colonial agency), whereas five years 
before there had been none. 

The creation of the Institut Ethnographique indeed came as a 
shock because it showed that colonial ethnographers were on the 
verge of getting out of academic and political control. 
Durkheimians and the Ministere des Colonies provided exactly 
the same (and correct) solution to this, namely, to found another 
research institute to put an end to this dissent. But although colo-
nial ethnographers might be dissenters, they were not rebels. 
Delafosse and the more prominent colonial ethnographers delib-
erately contributed to the Institut d' Anthropologie, or to the 
foundation of the Société des Amis du Musée d'Ethnographie du 
Trocadero. There they gained their academic stripes, and their 
dissent turned out to be a complete success in 1920 when 
Delafosse founded the Société Francaise d'Ethnographie with a 
large consensus, that is, with the support of his fellow colonial 
ethnographers, the colonial authorities, 37 and the most promi-
nent anthropologists, Mauss, Lévy-Bruhl, and Rivet. This institu-
tional achievement was dependent on the major epistemological 
change introduced by the Institut Ethnographique. 

The Institut Ethnographique was halfway between a learned 
society and an academic research institute. In 1914, colonial 
ethnographers accounted for only one fifth of all members (40 
out of 225 members), but they obviously made up the institute's 

37 The colonies of French Africa were registered as institutional members from the 
start, whereas governors personally supported the Institut Ethnographique. 
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labour force. They presented most of the papers at its monthly 
sessions and provided its journal with original articles and 
reviews. There was nothing unusual in all this, except that a 
collective logic progressively emerged from the regular sessions 
of the Institut Ethnographique which permitted ethnography to 
be established on a new foundation. Field experience ceased to 
be an isolated account that armchair anthropologists deciphered 
and deconstructed in order to get on with their own research. It 
became an experiment that could be shared with fellow ethnog-
raphers, one that they could go on working on at home in order 
to capture its unique content. As a result, colonial ethnographers 
tried and accepted the principle of joint cross-checking for field-
work, and their lnstitut Ethnographique was the very first labor-
atory of ethnography. The most important consequence was not 
the improvement in the quality of their results, but the fact that 
these results were now proper scientific data which was submit-
ted to a collective assessment and followed common epistemo-
logical rules. This allowed scholars to grasp them fully and to 
accord them a new importance in their own work. Thus French 
colonial ethnographers induced metropolitan anthropology to 
accept fieldwork, and the first ethnologists of the 1930s who were 
fieldworkers as well as scholars were unquestionably their heirs, 
even if they were reluctant to acknowledge it. 38 

Colonial ethnography was not a backwards speciality confined 
to remote peripheries, nor was it a false science invented to 
answer the ideological and practical needs of the colonial situa-
tion. On the contrary, it was the missing link between Broca's 
biological anthropology and Mauss's cultural ethnology. In the 
1910s colonial administrators established the very first scientific 
community of ethnographers in France, and consequently began 
to share and to tame field experience. They were the nucleus of 
a larger movement which was soon to be led by scholars like 
Mauss and Rivet. But their professional and colonial experience 
was the basis of their involvement with ethnography, first 
because their professional appointments introduced them to 
long-term field research, secondly because they wanted to be 
recognized as a new kind of specialist and not as mere scientific 

38 Emmanuelle Sibeud, "'L' Afrique d'une societe savante": Jes africanistes et leur 
memoire', in Anne Piriou and Emmanuelle Sibeud (eds.), L'Afiicanisme en questions, 
EHESS-Centre d'etudes africaines, Dossiers africains, 2 (Paris, 1997), 71-88. 
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auxiliaries, and thirdly because their desire for autonomy was 
powerfully supported by the European 'civilizing mission' in 
Africa. Their dissent in the 1910s was not only a sign of the insti-
tutional reshaping of anthropology. It also encouraged reluctant 
scholars to confront the issue of fieldwork, thus unsettling their 
almost worn-out positivist framework. This unforeseen bridge 
between colonial context and epistemological evolution shows 
that colonial experience was also an intellectual experiment 
which, on the whole, may have been more influential than we 
conveniently want to believe. 
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the Hamburg Institute of 
Nautical and Tropical Diseases 

WOLFGANG U. ECKART 

The Hamburg Tropical Institute, well known today as the 
Bernhard Nocht Institute, was founded on New Year's Day 1901. 
It was largely financed by the Hanseatic town and, at first 
glance, represented nothing but a small yet important step 
towards the institutionalization of tropical hygiene as a medical 
discipline in Germany. 1 The founding of the institute in itself 
was not unusual in Europe around 1900; it was in keeping with 
the times for the field, especially in Germany as a colonial power 
that was no longer in its infancy. Yet both the direct and indirect 
circumstances surrounding the foundation of this institute, which 
have so far been only marginally considered, raise a number of 
issues concerning relations between medicine and colonial ideol-
ogy and politics, the rivalry between old and modern medical 
theories, and finally, Germany's 'tale of two cities' in tropical 
medicine, that is, Berlin and Hamburg. 

Germany's accession to the group of colonial powers in 1884 
was immediately and enthusiastically supported by many groups 
of German physicians. By December 1884, 258 physicians had 
already joined the Deutscher Kolonialverein (German Colonial 

1 E. G. Nauck, 'Die Entwicklung der Tropenmedizin in den letzten 100 Jahren', 
Miinchener Medizinische Wochenschrifl, rno (1958), 51-4; Heinz Eberhard Krampitz, 'Einst 
und Jetzt: Die Tropenmedizin und ihre Aufgaben', ibid. 112 (1970), 1923-8; Hans 
Schadewaldt, 'Historischer Riickblick auf die Tropenmedizin in Deutschland', E. 
Rndenwaldt-Archiv, 2/6 (1975), 135-55; HelmutJ.Jusatz, 'Wandlungen der Tropenmedizin 
am Ende des 19. Jahrhunderts', in Gunter Mann and Rolf Winau (eds.), Medizin, 
Naturwissenscheft, Technik und das ,<,weite Kaiserreich: Vortriige eines Kongresses vom 6. bis II. 

September r973 in Bad Nauheim, Studien zur Medizingeschichte des neunzehnten 
Jahrhunderts, 8 (Gottingen, 1977), 227-s8. 
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Association). 2 Nine years later that figure had risen to 826 
members in the Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft (German Colonial 
Society), the Kolonialverein's successor, and by 1903 it had risen 
again to 1,500.3 There are various reasons why physicians 
responded so strongly to the acquisition of colonies, and they 
need to be discussed further. The coincidence of colonial acqui-
sition with the growing virulence of Social Darwinist ideas 
amongst physicians is likely to have played an important part. 
This had already become obvious at the 57th Annual General 
Meeting of the Gesellschaft für Deutsche Natuiforscher und Ärzte 
(German Society of Natural Scientists and Physicians) in 1884, at 
which the geographer Alfred Kirchhoff responded to a speech in 
support of colonialism by the physician and Africa traveller 
Gerhard Rohlfs4 by citing the laws of Darwinism to legitimize 
Germany's colonial expansion. 5 KirchhofPs line of reasoning 
culminated in the argument that 'in the international struggle for 
life a physically and morally superior people would always 
succeed', and would expand over the whole world by means of 
effortless adaptation. Without the slightest doubt, such peoples 
had emerged in the northern hemisphere,6 and the German 
people was one of them. The consequences were clear to all the 
physicians present, who gave the speech an enthusiastic recep-
tion. The power of the 'physically more capable' would allow the 
Germans effortlessly to expand, adapt, acclimatize, and defy 
tropical diseases in the German Empire's tropical and sub-tropi-
cal colonies. This idea spread quickly and was adopted enthusi-
astically, especially in medical literature. 

Against this background it probably came as a disillusionment 
that in the following year, at the society's 58th AGM, the 
respected medical authority on the empire, RudolfVirchow, gave 

2 'Mitglieder-Verzeichnis des Deutschen Kolonialvereins (Abgeschlossen Ende 
Dezember 1884)', Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 2 (1885), Suppl. 1. 

3 S. Parlow, 'Uber einige kolonialistische und annexionistische Aspekte bei deutschen 
Arzten von 1884 bis zum Ende des I. Weltkrieges', Wissenschaflliche Z,eitschrifl der Universitiit 
Rostock, Mathematisch-Naturwissenschaflliche Reihe, 15/ 3-4 (1966), 537-49. 

4 G. Rohlfs, 'Die Bedeutung Afrikas in Beziehung zu Deutschland', Tageblatt der 57. 
Versammlung Deutscher Naturforscher und A"rzte (1884), 38-40. 

5 T ageblatt der 57. Versammlung Deutscher Naturforscher und A"rzte, Magdeburg (1884), 392-3; 
Isodor Boas, 'Die 57. Versammlung Deutscher Naturforscher und Arzte zu Magdeburg', 
Berliner Klinische Wochenschrifl, 21 (1884), 644-5. 

6 Ibid. 645. 
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a lecture entitled 'On Acclimatization'. 7 In it he strongly rejected 
the Social Darwinist theory of the effortless acclimatization of 
races. To Virchow, who was sceptical about colonialism, 1885 
was the year in which 'Germany had pretty much missed its 
world historical chance' to pursue a 'colonial policy'.8 However, 
he also asserted that one should not 'have a passive attitude' 
towards colonial expansion 'which, in any case, had been decided 
on by the government', as 'science' was required to provide the 
'grounds on which one day the order of the new communities 
abroad were to be founded'. 9 Virchow rejected acclimatization 
theories based on the new racial theory as the unprovable 
constructs of eager Social Darwinists. 'Unfortunately', he said, 
'no one had ever witnessed that one race had changed into 
another', that, 'for example, a white population had become 
black in the tropics'. Finally, he suggested, research on the obsta-
cles to acclimatization should not be left to a few 'gentlemen zool-
ogists' or the committed colonial politicians, but should be the 
mission of a 'clinic for tropical diseases'. Virchow pointed out that 
medical research on tropical diseases was only just approaching 
the level of development of European medicine. At least for the 
moment, he suggested, a solid foundation for the permanent 
colonization of Africa by the white races was out of the question. 
First, he proposed, an organization for the study of tropical 
diseases would have to be set up, and then it would have to find 
out, 'by trial and error', whether such colonization was possible at 
all.10 

Despite this sceptical attitude towards colonial expansion, 
Virchow's plea for a 'clinic for tropical diseases' to take a scien-
tific, medical approach to the subject was the beginning of 
increased efforts in research on tropical medicine in Germany. 
But contrary to what Virchow intended, it was not the universi-
ties that institutionalized this new area of research, but groups 
which had a political interest in colonialism. As early as 1886 the 
Deutscher Kolonialverein addressed the central aspect of the new 

7 R. Virchow, 'Uber Acclimatisation', Tageblatt der 58. Versammlung Deutscher 
Natu,jorscher und Arzte (1885), 540-50. 

8 R. Virchow, Reichstag, 16 Mar. 1885, Stenographische Berichte (1885), vol. 81, pp. 
1855-62. 

9 Virchow, 'Uber Acclimatisation', 540. 
10 Ibid. 544-9. 
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field of research, the problem of acclimatization, and asked its 
member physicians abroad to report on the chances for acclima-
tization, and on sanitary conditions in tropical and sub-tropical 
regions. 11 The purpose of this medical survey was to find a 
biological justification for the expansion of the 'white race' into 
the 'tropical belt', as this was not to 'belong to yellow and black 
people alone in the future'. 12 The desired result soon seemed to 
have been achieved. Twenty-five German physicians abroad 
responded from their mostly sub-tropical places of residence in 
Africa, Asia, America, and Australia, and they provided a few, 
much appreciated examples of the permanent settlement of the 
white race in the tropics and sub-tropics. The results of the 
survey were published in a special issue of the Deutsche 
Kolonialzeitung, the journal of the German Colonial Society,13 and 
put clearly into political context: 'Even though Germany is 
young as a patron of overseas regions, even though it can point 
to only a few colonies, it has the advantage over older and more 
powerful colonial states.' Modern German medical science and 
the experience gathered by Germans all over the world was 
looked upon as 'extremely valuable support' for German colo-
nial aspirations. 'Scientific examination and sober evaluation' 
would have to 'precede action and always stand by its side'. 14 

Thus, under the direct influence of the German colonial 
movement, German tropical medicine was established as 
'research on racial acclimatization'. Even sceptical physicians 
could hardly remove themselves from its influence, as is shown 
by the fact that in 1889 Rudolf Virchow, notwithstanding his 
doubts about colonial expansion, participated in the preparation 
of a second questionnaire financed by the German Colonial 
Society. 15 Virchow, as a non-member, was not given the leading 
role in this undertaking. It was entrusted instead to a physician 
and colonial publicist by the name of Ernst Below, 16 who had 

11 Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 3 (1886), 361-2. 
12 E. Below, 'Die praktischen Ziele der Tropenhygiene', in A. Wangerin and 0. 

Taschenberg (eds.), Verhandlungen der Gesellschefl deutscher Natuiforscher und hzte, 68. Vers., 
Franlgurt a. M., pt. 1 (Leipzig, 1896), 91-120, at 96. 

13 Deutsche Kolonia/zeitung, 3 (1886), no. 19, special issue. 
14 Ibid. 554. 
15 E. Below, Die Ergebnisse der tropenhygienischen Frogebogen: Besonders uom Gesichtspunkt des 

intemationalen Seuchenschutzes aus betrachtet (Leipzig, 1892), 5. 
16 lsodor Fischer (ed.), Biographisches Lexikon der hervorrogenden Arzte der letztenforifzig]ahre 

(Berlin, 1932), i. 94; Eduard Holz, 'Ernst Below: Arzt, Tropenhygieniker und 
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been made a medical professor in Mexico a few years earlier 
under dubious circumstances. Below had a strong interest in 
verifying his own ideas concerning the acclimatization of the 
white race in the tropics. Hence the questions posed in the 
survey were dictated by his ideas. 

While the results of the first survey were inadequate for a statis-
tical evaluation, the outcome of the second survey could be said 
to be catastrophic. Of the several hundreds of physicians all 
over the world who had been addressed, only thirty-three 
responded, 17 which did not provide the foundation for a signifi-
cant statistical evaluation. Thus it was surprising that Below, who 
had been in charge of the questionnaire, drew far-reaching 
conclusions from these few responses. They allowed him to 
confirm his vision of racial acclimatization which, in his eyes, 
would eventually lead to a common natural law18 of an 'equato-
rial self-regulation of the species' or a 'formation of species 
through change of climates'. He expounded these ideas in a 
verbose and complicated manner whenever he was given the 
opportunity to do so at scientific meetings. 19 This attempt to 
formulate a natural law was, of course, hardly acceptable within 
the young discipline of bacteriology. Today we recognize its main 
theories and claims as a colonial teleology. The thorough explo-
ration and application of this law, Below argued, should be the 
real goal of the 'new science of tropical hygiene', especially since 
the 'white race, following its natural instincts, that is, the irre-
sistible desire for expansion', was about to 'spread over the parts 
of the planet that had so far been inhabited by black and yellow 
people alone'.20 Microscopy, bacterioscopy, and bacillus hunting 
seemed mere 'hindrances' to Below: 'As if, by counting the 
perspiration glands of a negro's skin and discovering some new 
kinds of plasmodia, one could reveal the nature of the relation 
Schriftsteller im 19.Jahrhundert. Eine Bioergographie', typescript merucal russertation, 
Medizinische Hochschule Hannover, 1991. 

17 E. Below, Die Ergehnisse der tropenhygienischm Fragehogen. 
18 E. Below, 'Artenbildung <lurch Zonenwechsel: Ein Gesetz der aquatorialen 

Selbstregulierung der Organismen hinsichtlich Acclimatisation sowie Veranderung und 
Neubildung von Arten', Die Fortschritte der effentlichm GesundheitsP.fiege: Organ.fiir die praktischm 
lnteressen der Arzte, Verwaltungsbeamten, Ingenieure, Architekten und Fahrikhesitzer, 2 (1893), 1-12, 
34-47, 43-4. 

19 He rud this especially at meetings of natural scientists, but unfortunately there are 
no reports of the reaction to Below's lectures. 

20 Below, Die praktischen .:(,iele der Troper,Jrygiene, 91. 
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between tropical diseases, acclimatization law, and racial forma-
tion. This alone could give us some hints for our behaviour in the 
tropics if we could unveil it.'21 

Politically, Below's claims gave voice to a nationalism that 
had become more and more chauvinist, and resembled the 
battle cry of the Alldeutscher Verband (Pan-German League), 22 

which Below had at least secretly supported since 1894. 
'Deutschland voran!' (Germany first!), 23 was the slogan to which 
he and his circle of tropical researchers subscribed. Their 
research, according to Below, suffered from the disease of 'scien-
tific know-nothingism, technicianism, Americanism'. And the 
support which the establishment of a 'central institute of tropical 
hygiene', a 'world parliament for hygiene' in the metropolis of 
Berlin would give them was thus by no means merely a matter 
of 'expanding the sphere of responsibility' of civil servants of a 
ministry, but one of the most important 'cultural issues' facing 
Germany, symbolizing 'the great cultural mission of German 
research'. Thus Below claimed: 'The world has not yet been 
quite given away.'24 'If we want to do more than merely imitate 
English and Dutch blind empiricism in approaching tropical 
hygiene, the Germans' task is to tackle the subject with their 
characteristic thoroughness and the idealism that never eludes 
them, and to search for the laws of tropical hygiene where they 
assert themselves: in nature, in comparative physiology, and 
meteorology. In this way we will prevent the young science from 
getting bogged down in the blind empiricism that has been 
threatening it so far.' 25 Below was convinced that the 'physiolog-
ical background of the philosophically skilled' and 'universally 
educated' German would provide 'a shining example' to the 
world on understanding the law of acclimatization, and would 

21 Below, 'Artenbildung <lurch Zonenwechsel', 93. 
22 On the ideological background of the Alldeutscher Verband, cf. M. S. Wertheimer, 

The Pan-German League 1890-1914 (New York, 1924), and R. Chickering, We Men Who Feel 
Most German: A Cultural Study ef the Pan-German League, 1886--1914 (Boston, 1984), an exten-
sive biography. According to Wertheimer (pp. 65, 72) and Parlow ('Uber einige kolonia-
listische und annexionistische Aspekte bei deutschen Arzten', 543), between 1894 and 
1914, 8% to 10% of all local League chairmen were medical doctors. In 1906 doctors 
accounted for 10% of state committees, and in 1914, 5%. Overall, they accounted for 9% 
of the committee in the same years. 

23 Below, Die Ergebnisse der tropenhygienischen Fragebogen, 51. 
24 Ibid. 15. 
25 Ibid. 51. 
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'secure Germany's position as a leading colonial power for the 
future'. 26 

Below drew his abstruse but politically contemporary theories 
from the statistically meagre results of the survey financed by the 
German Colonial Society. None the less, they were viewed with 
growing scepticism from the mid 1890s. Ernst Schon, in particu-
lar, scientific collaborator at the imperial health department, the 
Kaiserliches Gesundheitsamt, wrote critical reviews of Below's 
research, pointing out its shortcomings and confused arguments 
in his 'Essay from the Imperial Health Department' of 1897.27 

Schön also directly confronted Ernst Below in an open contro-
versy at the 68th AGM of the Gesellschaft für Deutsche Naturforscher 
und Ärzte. 28 According to Schon, satisfactory results in the field of 
tropical hygiene could be achieved only by 'individual scientific 
research'. He pointed out that 'in the interests of trade and 
exchange', 'blanket protective measures were not to be imposed 
but were to be adjusted to each case'. 'The national interest, and 
the welfare' of the protectorates, he claimed was 'already well 
served by the works of meritorious German scientists'.29 This, of 
course, referred not only to Robert Koch and his followers but 
also to bacteriology as a scientific method in general. 

In the Koch-Pettenkofer controversy,30 this new method had 
gained ascendancy over speculative theories of miasmatic influ-
ences or the fever-inducing effects of the climate. But Below did 
not accept this, and its consequences were not yet clear. Schon's 
devastating criticism of Below was initially dismissed as merely 
that of an 'junior scientist' at the Kaiserliches Gesundheitsamt. Yet this 
was a reputable institution headed by Robert Koch, and this inci-

26 E. Below, Deutsch/and vorani Die deutsche Tropenhygiene-Forschung, ihre Geschichte, Status 
praesens und Prognose (Berlin, 1895), 16, 18. 

27 E. Schon (ed.), Ergebnisse einer Fragebogenforschung aef hygienischem Gebiete, Arbeiten aus 
dem Kaiserlichen Gesundheitsamte, xiii, pt. 2 (Berlin, 1897). 

28 E. Schon, writing in Wangerin and Taschenberg (eds.), Verhandlungen tier Gesellschrifi 
deutscher Naturforscher und Arzte, 68. Versammlung. 

29 Ibid.; cf. also a report published in the Deutsche Kolonialzeitung on a lecture on tropi-
cal hygiene which Schon had given on 27 Nov. 1896, in which he had emphasized that 
'the old way of trying to solve riddles of tropical hygiene by way of statisics' had totally let 
down its advocates and the medical world. Deutsche Kolonia/zeitung, 13 (1896), 404-

3o There is a rich literature on the 19th- and 2oth-century history of bacteriology. Cf. 
e.g. W. Foster, A History ef Medical Bacteriology and Immunology (London, 1970); on the 
Koch-Pettenkofer controversy triggered by the issue of the aetiology of cholera, cf. 
among others, P. Steinbrtick and A. Thom, Robert Koch (184s-1910): Bakteriologe, 
Tuberkuloseforscher, Hygieniker--Ausgewiihlte Texte (Leipzig, 1982), 20 f., 214 f. 
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dent put an end to the idea of tropical research in medicine using 
questionnaires, mainly advocated by Below and financed by the 
German Colonial Society. It had virtually disqualified itself by the 
unsatisfactory results of its statistical evaluation. In the final years 
before the turn of the century, scientific interest in the method of 
collective tropical research in medicine declined rapidly. It also 
quickly came to an end politically.31 Only the extreme right-wing 
nationalists of the Alldeutscher Verein (Pan-German Association) 
bemoaned this decline, since in their view it threatened to obliter-
ate a traditional scientific principle of the first order, and took the 
nationalist element out of German tropical medicine. 

What remained ofBelow's ideas was the demand for a research 
centre specifically for tropical hygiene that would free the 
Kaiserliches Gesundheitsamt and the Institute for Infectious Diseases 
from working in tropical medicine. While Below was still searching 
for a 'law of the formation of species through a change in climate 
zones' at his desk, these two institutions had already started to 
tackle the practical problems of tropical hygiene. Thus the 
Kaiserliches Gesundheitsamt had organized expeditions to study 
cholera and plague in Egypt, India, and German East Africa. With 
Paul Kohlstock, 32 the medical consultant in charge of the colonial 

31 As early as 1900, E. Cohn, 'Zur Geschichte der deutschen Tropenhygiene', Deutsche 
Kolonia/zeitung, 17 (1900), 53-8, 53 f. had written: 'The majority ofresearchers acknowl-
edged that progress in casting light on dark areas in science was possible only through the 
detailed work done by individuals. What was required was not noisy speeches in the 
parliament of world hygiene, but the industrious silence of the laboratory. It is a fortunate 
coincidence that tropical hygiene was emerging just at the time when hygiene as a whole 
was blossoming and bacteriology in particular was developing, a field in which Robert 
Koch and his school put German work at the forefront of research.' And a few pages later 
(p. 56): 'While some denied [racial acclimatization], E. Below spoke of the law of forma-
tion of a species through change of zones ~ocality, bacillus, and the resistance of individu-
als and races) and regarded disease, as a part of the process of transforming races, as a 
natural and necessary process in the development of organisms; others claimed that 
acclimatization was merely a matter of hygiene. A decision could not be arrived at in 
debate, but only through the study of European physiology in tropical latitudes.' 

32 Born 5Jan. 1861 in Berlin; studied medicine at the Konigliche Friedrich Wilhelms-
Institut in Berlin; after training periods in Trier and Berlin, joined the Wissmann-Truppe 
and took part in putting down the 'Arab revolt' in German East Africa; headed the medical 
service after the death of the captain of the medical corps, Schmelzkopf; initially technical 
adviser to the Colonial Department in the German Foreign Office, finally permanent 
senior medical officer (Medizinalreferent) in the high command of the colonial force; 1892 
imperial commissioner for the control and combating of cholera in the Elbe region; 1896 
accompanied Koch on the rinderpest expedition to South Africa; 1897 professor; 1900 
participated in putting down the Boxer Rebellion in the East Asian Expeditionary Corps; 
died of typhus on 15 Apr. 1901 in Tientsin. Deutsche Medizinische Woclumschrifl, 27 (1901), 271. 
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forces in the Colonial Department of the German Foreign Office, 
Robert Koch combated the cattle plague by bacteriological means. 
Thereafter he himself conducted research on malaria and initiated 
further research on other tropical diseases. Finally, special classes 
in tropical medicine were set up for German colonial physicians at 
the Institute for Infectious Diseases and at the Oriental Seminar in 
Berlin, but they were unable to meet the demand. 

Thus by the end of the century, fifteen years after the begin-
ning of German colonization in Africa and the Pacific, there was 
still no central institution for research in tropical medicine in 
Germany. This lack was felt even more strongly as the domi-
nance of other European rivals in the field of tropical hygiene had 
increased. Dutch tropical physicians had been researching and 
teaching at an institute especially set up for the new discipline in 
Weltevreden in Batavia;33 France had centralized its tropical 
research, which had formerly been conducted in various places, 
in the École de Medecine Navale near Bordeaux, 34 and was 
about to set up a second large institute in Marseilles; and British 
scientists had a number of small research institutes at their 
disposal in British India, and larger institutions were planned for 
Liverpool and London. 35 These were set up as Schools of 
Tropical Medicine which served both educational and research 
purposes. In Germany there was only a department of twenty-five 
beds in the old Hamburg General Hospital for the observation 
and treatment of tropically infected seamen. It was led by the 
port physician Bernhard Nocht, but this institution was mainly 
intended to serve the needs of the port town of Hamburg, 36 not 

33 Cf. A. de Waart, J. F. van Hoytema, and S. P. Slayter, Ontwikkeling van het 
Geneesekundig Onderwijs te Weltevreden z85z-z926: Uitgegeven bij het 75janigbestaan van de School tot 
opleiding van Indische artsen (Weltevreden, 1926). 

34 Cf. G. Treine, 'L'Enseignement de la pathologie tropicale', Janus, 5 (1900), 168-73. 
35 Cf. Winkler, 'Schule fiir tropische Medizin in London', Miinchener Medizinische 

Wochenschri.fi, 47 (1900), 307; A. Davidson, 'The Schools of Tropical Medicine in Great 
Britain', Janus, 6 (1901), 419-22; Sir P. Manson Bahr, History ef the School ef Tropical 
Medicine in Lmdon (z89frI949) (London, 1956); B. G. Maegraith, 'History of the Liverpool 
School of Tropical Medicine', Medical History, 16 (1972), 354-68; Michael Worboys, 
'Manson, Ross and Colonial Medical Policy: Tropical Medicine in London and 
Liverpool, 1899-1914', in Roy MacLeod and Milton Lewis (eds.), Disease, Medicine and the 
Empire: Perspectwes on Western Medicine and the Experience '![European Expansion (London, 1988), 
21-37. 

36 On the activities of the Hamburg port physician, cf. H. Rodegra, Das Gesundheitswesen 
der Stadt Hamburg im z9. Jahrhundert unter Beriicksichtigung der Medizinalgesetzgebung 
(z586-r8r8-z900), Beihefte zu Sudhoffs Archiv, 21 (Wiesbaden, 1979), 155 f. 



318 WOLFGANG U. ECKART 

the purpose of research in tropical medicine, let alone teaching. 
Thus, among the colonial powers Germany alone did not have 
an institution for research and teaching. Once again, Germany 
was about to play the part of the belated nation in colonialism in 
general as well as in the specific field of tropical hygiene. 

In this awkward situation the German Colonial Society's 
Berlin Charlottenburg branch, which was highly active in the 
field of colonial medicine, initiated action towards the founding of 
a central institute for tropical hygiene in Berlin. It invited 
respected guests to discuss this intention on 31 January 1899. 
Those who took part included the Director of the Colonial 
Department, Gerhard von Buchka, Robert Koch, Head of the 
Oriental Seminar, Eduard Sachau, Paul Kohlstock, who was the 
medical official with responsibility for colonial troops, and the 
Hamburg port physician, Bernhard Nocht, whose patients were 
apparently needed for the planned venture. 37 According to a 
secret protocol (which had repercussions later) by Nocht,38 the 
discussion was led by Koch and absolutely 'dominated by his 
authority',39 with the result that the assembled physicians were 
quick to agree on matters of principle despite objections by 
Nocht,40 who feared for his patients in Hamburg. The proposed 
institute was to be attached to Berlin University, but placed under 
the direct control of the Colonial Department of the German 
Foreign Office. All patients with tropical diseases in Hamburg 
were to be transferred to Berlin.41 Since funds from the national 
budget would be needed to carry out such plans, and the budget 

37 Ibid. 152 f.; A. Guttstadt, Krankenhaus-Lexikonfiir das Deutsche Reich (Berlin, 1900), 
859-61. 

38 Cf. 'Errichtung eines Instituts fur Tropenhygiene', Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 16 (1899), 
I061. 

39 Staatsarchiv Hamburg (Hamburg state archive, hereafter cited as StAH), Senat, 
Cr. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. 1a, letter from Nocht to Dr Hachmann, chairman of the 
Medical College, Hamburg, 6 Feb. 1899, enclosure: 'Bericht iiber die Errichtung eines 
Instituts fur Tropenhygiene von Hafenarzt Dr. Nocht (Vertraulich).' The meeting, which 
was called by the Berlin-Charlottenburg branch of the Deutsche Kolonialgesellscha.ft, was 
attended by Gerhard von Buchka, Director of the Colonial Department of the German 
Foreign Office, Robert Koch, Director of the Oriental Seminar at the University of 
Berlin, Eduard Sachau, and Paul Kohlstock from the medical department in the high 
command of the colonial force, as well as, of course, Bernhard Nocht. Although Nocht 
could point to the rising figures for the incidence of malaria in the seamen's hospital 
(1894: 136; 1895: 158; 1896: 169; 1897: 184; 1898: 198), there seemed to be no way around 
the plans drawn up by Koch and von Buchka. 

40 StAH, letter by Nocht. 
41 Ibid. 
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debate for 1900 had already started, decisions needed to be made 
quickly. Koch and Kohlstock were asked42 to write a report on 
the establishment of an institute for tropical hygiene and to 
forward it to the Reichstag as soon as possible. The report arrived 
at the Colonial Department by mid-February and was with the 
Reichstag at the beginning of March. 43 Politically it appealed to 
Germany's imperialist colonial interests; scientifically it was 
intended to follow the principles of modem bacteriology. 

In their detailed preamble, Koch and Kohlstock based their 
arguments on the demands of 'colonial circles'. They claimed 
that an institute of tropical hygiene was necessary, and that the 
subject should be established as an independent discipline. The 
authors pointed out that medical science had 'only recently' 
developed so far 'that one could approach the realization of such 
an idea with reasonable expectations of success'. Finally, they 
argued that the international pressure of competition resulted 
from the fact that other 'colonial powers had already established 
such institutes' or, like Britain, were about to do so. The tasks of 
the proposed institute would extend to 'research', 'medical train-
ing', and 'caring for those with tropical diseases'.44 The first 
priority of research would be to study clothing, living conditions, 
and nutrition in the tropics, the most important tropical diseases 
occurring in the German protectorates (malaria, dysentery) as 
well as those expected there (cholera, yellow fever, Malta fever, 
beriberi), and, finally, the most important tropical and sub-tropi-
cal animal diseases. The institute should also be given the task of 
training all 'physicians and veterinary surgeons sent to serve in 
the tropics'. A third 'useful activity' for an institute of tropical 
hygiene would be to treat people who returned from the tropics 
sick and distressed, and keep them alive as 'useful forces' for the 
colonial service and prevent 'many from becoming invalids'. 45 

Thus, with respect to its tasks, the proposed institute was orien-
tated towards the pragmatic interests of Germany as a colonial 
power. This was also reflected in the authors' ideas about the 
institute's organizational structure because, according to Koch 

42 Miinchener Medi:dnische Wochenschrijt, 46 (1899), 501. 
43 R. Koch and P. Kohlstock, 'Gutachten betreffend die Einrichtung eines Instituts 

ftir Tropenhygiene, Berlin, 6. Februar 1899', published II Apr. 1899 in Miinchener 
Medizinische Wochenschrijt, 46 (1899), 5m--2. 

44 Ibid. 501. 
45 Ibid. 502. 



320 WOLFGANG U. ECKART 

and Kohlstock, it was conceivable only as a 'Reichsinstitut under 
the leadership of the colonial administration' in conjunction with 
the Institute for Infectious Diseases in Berlin.46 The plan for a 
bacteriological institute of tropical hygiene in Germany was real-
ized at the same time, rejecting speculative ideas of racial 
acclimatization. Politically, this plan struck a blow to the colo-
nialist extreme right wing of the Alldeutscher Verband. To its 
supporters it meant not only the end of their dream of Germany 
dominating the international field of tropical hygiene, but also 
the abandonment of Below's aim of investigating the most 
important 'means of acclimatizing the white race'. 

The political right wing called this the 'bogging down of 
German tropical research'.47 The journalist Fritz Bley,48 one of 
Alldeutscher Verband's leading propagandists, writing in the 
Wochenblatt, accused the colonial administration of trying 
'systematically to obscure the merits of the intellectual pioneers 
to whom the colonial bureaucracy owed its existence' .49 The 

46 Ibid.; also Franz Ludwig Prinz von Arenberg (Centre Party) in the Reichstag on 13 
Mar. 1899: 'The institution is conceived as affiliated neither to the imperial health 
department nor to the University of Berlin, but as directly answerable to the German 
Foreign Office. This latter point is important so that all the tropical doctors who are 
dependent on the Foreign Office can be instructed directly by the institute, and possibly 
be given commissions to carry out on their own responsibility.' Stenographische Berichte 
(1899), vol. 166, p. 1504. The problems for freedom of research and publication to which 
this sort of affiliation could give rise were not addressed in the report, but at the 
Reichstag meeting on 13 Mar. 1899, Hermann Miiller (Sagan), a deputy from the Deutsche 
Freisinnige Volkspartei, raised the issue: 'There was a discussion in the budget committee 
concerning the Foreign Office's attitude in respect of regulations and work schedule for 
experts who are engaged in scientific research. To my great delight, Director Reichardt 
replied that scientists would be granted unrestricted freedom of publication, and respect-
ing working hours and schedule, they would also have free scope. Now the question 
arises as to whether, in the interests of science, what the Foreign Office allows researchers 
abroad could or should not also be granted to researchers at home by the relevant 
department; whether they should be more strictly supervised and bureaucratically regu-
lated at home than abroad.' Ibid. 

47 F. Bley, 'Die Versumpfung der deutschen Tropenforschung', Deutsches Wochenblatt, 
27 May 1899, 848-52. 

48 Born 23July 1853 in Quedlinburg; after school and university, travelled through 
Scandinavia, Italy, Greece, the USA, and Venezuela; thereafter worked on the Ko'lnische 
,Zeitung-, 1885 Secretary-General of the GeseUsch<ifl for Kolonisation and chief editor of 
Kolonial-Politische Korrespondenz; 1887-9 head of the station at Usungula in German East 
Africa; 1897-9 editor in chief of the Ostpreussische ,Zeitung-, from 1905 editor of ,Zeiifragen. 
Biography: A. L. Degener, Unsere ,Zeitgenossen: Wer ists? (Leipzig, 1927), 134; R.eichshandbuch 
der deutschen Gesellscha.ft (Berlin, 1930), i. 149; Chickering, We Men JiWzo Feel Most German, 98, 
162, 214. 

49 Bley, 'Die Versumpfung der deutschen Tropenforschung', 850. 



Hamburg Institute of Nautical and Tropical Diseases 321 

'brushing aside of highly meritorious pioneers of research' in 
tropical medicine, such as Below and others, was, it seemed to 
him, 'nothing less than the abandonment of a scientific principle 
of extraordinary meaning' in favour of 'narrow aspects of 
research on microscopic bacteria'. Only more general research 
in tropical hygiene and the theory of the 'formation of a species 
through change of zones', on which Below had based his view 
that 'certain races acquired an inheritable immunity to certain 
epidemics as a consequence of acclimatization', argued Bley, 
truly represented the 'new [ colonial] outlook on German life in 
the tropics', both as a goal and 'a practical consequence'. 50 

Bley's criticism, which had no further effects, reflected the politi-
cal substance of the Pan-Germans' disillusionment at the tenta-
tive nature of Germany's colonial policy. Their irritation had 
increased during the 1890s, and was based on the vision of a 
'great Germanic colonization'. Below's acclimatization theories 
would have neatly dovetailed with this concept of tropical 
hygiene. 

The Colonial Department of the German Foreign Office and 
the German Colonial Society, however, were far from pursuing 
such unrealistic visions. None the less, the editors of the Deutsche 
Kolonialzeitung felt the need to combat their residual popularity by 
issuing a harsh rebuke to Bley, not only for the 'polemical 
tendency' of his accusations, but also because they 'obfuscated' 
historical developments. They argued that the results of the 
survey could not be called scientifically useful and that the 
'opportunity' to 'fund a world hygiene association subsidized by 
the state' had not yet come. Instead, the young discipline of trop-
ical medicine would have to be nurtured and developed further 
scientifically. But this could only be achieved by thorough indi-
vidual research. The last paragraph of their response stated: 'We 
Germans need not be ashamed of the pioneers of Germany's 
intellectual pursuits in this young area. Although there are not 
many of them, what they have achieved so far bears the hall-
mark of excellence in scientific work. We can only hope that 

50 'The practical significance of this for colonization is obvious. The answers to the 
questionnaires seem to suggest that dark-haired people have greater resistance to 
malaria, yellow fever, and blackwater fever than people with fair hair. If this were to be 
confirmed, it would be an important factor in the future selection of civil servants.' Ibid. 
851. 
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these high scientific standards that distinguish German physi-
cians in general will also be found in the new institute for tropi-
cal hygiene. Then we need not fear that it might be reduced to a 
mere colonial institute for bacterioscopy.'51 

While Fritz Bley and the editors of the Kolonialzeitung were still 
at odds with each other, the plan to set up an imperial institute 
for tropical hygiene had already overcome the obstacle repre-
sented by the Reichstag, and had been ref erred from the 
Bundesrat to the German Chancellor. 52 The proposed institute 
was to be in Berlin and 'led by the Colonial Administration', but 
it would be subsidized to the tune of only 20,500 Marks annually. 
All that was required, it seemed, was the consent of the Kolonialrat 
(Colonial Council), which consisted of representatives of the colo-
nial societies and experts, and their consent seemed certain. Yet 
events proved otherwise. As mentioned above, one of the partici-
pants in the German Colonial Society's meeting on 31 January 
1899 had been Hamburg's port physician, Bernhard Nocht, who 
had not been successful in asserting his position. Until then, all 
the physicians involved in Berlin, except for Nocht, were appar-
ently ignorant of the fact that Hamburg Medical College had 
already considered expanding its Department of Tropical 
Hygiene to provide a scientific training site for ships' doctors.53 

This venture was now being called into question and was in 
danger of being abandoned altogether unless Hamburg acted 
more quickly than the responsible offices in Berlin. On 6January 
1899 Nocht informed the Hamburg Senate and the Medical 
College about the proceedings in Berlin and asked them to 
push the Hamburg project ahead immediately.54 Hamburg 
reacted promptly. As early as 17 February the Senate instructed 
Hamburg's representative in the Bundesrat to put forward 
Hamburg's plans,55 and on 2June the Medical College presented 
detailed plans to the Senate, which it then forwarded to von 

51 'Tropenmedizinische Forschung', Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 16 (1899), 215-16. 
52 Stenographische Berichte (1899), vol. 166, p. 1506; Deutsche Medizinische Wochenrchrift, 25 

(1899), 836 (14 Dec. 1899). 
53 StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. 1a, Medizinalrat Reineke to Medizinal-

Collegium, Hamburg, 16 May 1899. 
54 StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. ia, Nocht to Hachmann, Hamburg, 6 

Feb. 1899; enclosure: 'Bericht iiber die Errichtung eines Instituts for Tropenhygiene von 
Hafenarzt Dr. Nocht (Vertraulich)'. 

55 StAH. Senat. C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. ia, Senat Hamburg to Bevollmachtigter 
der Hansestadt beim Bundesrat, Hamburg, 17 Feb. 1899. 
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Buchka. Thus the Hamburg project had progressed so far that 
Berlin could no longer catch up, although the Reichstag had 
already agreed to Koch's and Kohlstock's plans. At the same time 
Hamburg had pre-empted the Colonial Council meeting that was 
scheduled for 12 June. The process for establishing the institute 
was to be initiated at that meeting. In the meantime, doubts had 
emerged within the Colonial Department itself about whether, 
considering the forthcoming founding of an institute in London, 
it would be possible to support a similar institution, initially in 
Berlin. This situation finally left the Colonial Department of the 
German Foreign Office with virtually no alternative but to 
support the rival project in Hamburg during the Colonial 
Council meeting on 12 June. Two days later von Buchka 
informed the Hamburg Senate56 of the Colonial Department's 
consent and the subsequent resolution passed by the Colonial 
Council: 'The establishment of an institute of tropical health is 
necessary, and its location in Hamburg is regarded as useful. In 
the first place the Reich wishes to set up an institute of tropical 
health in Hamburg; if the Hamburg Senate wishes to set it up as 
a state institution, the Reich would none the less have extensive 
influence on it through an imperial commissioner.'57 Thus the 
question of the site was solved in favour of Hamburg, but the 
plan for an imperial institute and immediate political access to 
research had remained virtually unchanged. But Hamburg did 
not share these plans. The President of the Hamburg Senate 
issued a rather frosty invitation to von Buchka to attend negotia-
tions on the project. The meeting was to take place on 29 June 
1899 in Hamburg, and von Buchka's weakness in the negotiations 
became clear as he had no specific concept to put forward. 58 The 
position of the Senate negotiators was clear. An imperial institute 
could not be founded in the first instance since it was their firm 
intention to combine the job of director of the institute59 with 
that of port physician, who at that time was 'employed by the 

56 StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. ia, G. von Buchka to Senat Hansestadt 
Hamburg, Berlin, 14June 1899; Nocht to Medizinalrat Reineke, Hamburg, 15June 1899. 

57 Kohlstock, Deutsche Medizinische Wochenschrifl, 27 (1901), 271; Rodegra, Das 
Gesundheitswesen der Stadt Hamburg, 155. 

sa StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. ia, von Buchka (concept), Hamburg, 16 
June 1899. 

59 StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. ia, Protokoll der Besprechung zwischen 
Senatsunterhandlem und der Delegation der Kolonialabteilung des Auswartigen Amtes, 
Hamburg, 29June 1899. 
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Hamburg civil service'. He thus needed to be appointed by 
Hamburg as well. They argued that this was hardly a 'suitable 
area of work' for an imperial supervisor.60 Not all of the Colonial 
Council's ideas were adopted. Von Buchka thus achieved only 
limited success, but the Senate's negotiators did not obtain full 
independence for the proposed institute. Instead they agreed on a 
compromise that allowed Hamburg considerable freedom, while 
it also had to provide the majority of the finance. Hamburg was 
to establish an institute for nautical and tropical diseases, and the 
town's chief physician was to take over the position of port physi-
cian, in agreement with the Colonial Department. The Hanseatic 
town was also to finance and employ-in agreement with 
Berlin-two clinical assistants (one to be a doctor in training). 
The Colonial Department was to finance and fill-in agreement 
with Hamburg-the position of a medical assistant to support 
research and the institute's goals, and the position of a chemical 
assistant. Hamburg was to set up ten or twelve work tables, five of 
which were to be financed by the central government to the tune 
of 1,000 Marks each annually. Furthermore, Hamburg was to put 
the required number of sick-beds at the Colonial Administration's 
disposal and to treat and feed the patients, for which it would be 
reimbursed by the central government.61 The Hamburg city 
parliament had to pay a high price for its independence in this 
regard.62 Nevertheless, on 15January 1900, the Hamburg Senate 
recommended that the city parliament adopt the project on the 
basis of the negotiations. Nine days later the city parliament 
issued its consent, proclaiming it 'a matter of honour for 
Hamburg'.63 Just one year later the hospital and the institute 
began work under the direction of Bernhard Nocht.64 

60 Ibid. 61 Ibid. 
62 StAH, Senat, C1. VII Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. 1b, 'Annahme des Kostenvoranschlags fur 

Umbau und Ausriistung des Seemannskrankenhauses in Hi:ihe von 137.100 M.; zur erst-
maligen Einstellung des jahrlichen Reichszuschusses in Hohe von 20.500 M.' Cf. 
Stenographische Berichte (1899), vol. 166, pp. 1504 and 1506. 

63 StAH. Senat. C1. VB Lit. Qb no. 8b vol. 1a, 'Drucksache fur die Senats-Sitzung Nr. 
4 (15.Januar 1900), verteilt den 12.Januar 1900, Antrag, betreffend Umgestaltung des 
Seemannskrankenhauses und Verbindung desselben mit einem Institut fur Schiffs- und 
Tropenkrankheiten'; minutes, Senate Hamburg, 24Jan. 1900, speech by Dr Hachmann: 
the institute is 'a matter of honour for Hamburg'; Miinchener Medi;:.inische Wochenschrift, 47 
(1900), 178 (30 Jan. 1900) and pp. 2u-12 (6 Feb. 1900); Guttstadt, Krankenhaus-uxikon.fiir 
das Deutsche Reich, 859-61. 

64 B. Nocht, 'Die Umgestaltung des Hamburger Seemannskrankenhauses zu einem 
Institut fur Schiffs- und Tropenhygiene', Deutsche Medi;:.inische Wochenschrift, 26 (1900), 
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For the first two years the institute focused on training in trop-
ical medicine. Well over a hundred physicians were trained to 
work in the tropics in eight classes that lasted several weeks. By 
1914, the number of classes had increased to thirty-eight and that 
of the participants to more than 800. Fifty per cent of these were 
sent by the German Colonial Office, the Schutztruppe (colonial 
troops), and the German Imperial Navy; 40 per cent were civil-
ian German physicians; and about IO per cent were foreign 
physicians. 65 In tropical medical research the focus was on 
malaria, epidemic typhus, and trypanosomiasis, as it was in 
comparable institutions in Europe. In addition, thirteen scientific 
expeditions were mounted between 1903 and 1914.66 The financ-
ing of these expeditions is worth examining. One was fully and 
two were partly financed from the budget of the German 
Foreign Office's Colonial Department; two were sponsored 
entirely by private funds; and one from the resources of 
Hamburg's city parliament.67 Private and mixed sponsorship of 
research clearly dominated over sponsorship from the budget of 
central government. None the less, the financial situation of the 
Hamburg institute was much worse than that of other institutes, 
such as those in Liverpool or London. In 1904 a frustrated insti-
tute assistant pointed out, after having visited one of the rival 
institutions in Britain: 'In England and in the United States it is 
considered a duty to sponsor science, and not to leave this to the 
state as in our country.' Despite this, he suggested that Germany 
should not 'fear comparison with English tropical schools'.68 Ten 
years later this would be reiterated by the Nestor of international 
tropical medicine at the time, the malaria researcher Sir Ronald 
Ross, though in a more drastic manner. According to Ross, the 

203-4; M. Otto, 'Das Seemanns-Krankenhaus und Institut fur Schiffs- und Tropen-
krankheiten zu Hamburg', Archiv for Schiffi- und Tropenhygiene, 8 (1901), 239-44; 'Das 
Institut fiir Schiffs- und Tropenkrankheiten in Hamburg', Deutsche Kolonialzeitung, 18 
(1901), 173, 194-6. 

65 B. Nocht, Das neue Institut for Schi.ffi- und Tropenkrankheiten: Festschri.fl zur Ertfffoung des 
neuen Instituts for Schifft- und Tropenkrankheiten zu Hamburg am 28. Mai 1914 (Leipzig, 1914) = 
Archiv for Schifft- und Tropenhygiene, 18 (1914), Beiheft 5, 9-25, at 25. 

66 Nocht, Das neue Institut for Schifft- und Tropenkrankheiten, 22-3; P. Mtihlens, 
'Forschungsarbeiten des Hamburger Tropeninstituts und ihre Bedeutung ftir die Medizin 
und Hygiene der Warmen Lander', Die Medi;:.inische Welt, 8 (1934), 1384,. 

67 Nocht, Das neue Institutfor Schifft- und Tropenkrankheiten, 22-3. 
68 F. Fiillebom, 'Reisebericht tiber einen Besuch der tropenmedicinischen Schulen in 

England', Archiv for Schifft- und Tropenhygiene, 8 (1904), 292, 297 f., 299. 
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Hamburg institute had worked well throughout the thirteen 
years of its existence, its only shortcoming being the fact that it 
was not situated in London. Then, only a few weeks before the 
outbreak of the First World War, the discoverer of malaria trans-
mission ironically closed an address by remarking: 'If I had a 
bomb at hand, I would blow up your institute.'69 

The founding of the Hamburg Institute of Nautical and 
Tropical Diseases represented a decisive step towards the institu-
tionalization of tropical medicine in Germany. In 1919 Bernhard 
Nocht, its first director, was appointed as the first Professor of 
Tropical Hygiene in Germany at the newly founded University 
of Hamburg. Thus the subject was also established academically. 
The first journal for tropical medicine, Archiv für Schiffs- und 
Tropenhygiene, Pathologie und Therapie exotischer Krankheiten, 70 was 
founded in 1897 by Carl Mense,71 and was immediately sup-
ported by the German Colonial Society, which took a 'subscrip-
tion for twenty-five copies'. The first textbooks of bacteriology 
and parasitology were produced by Scheube (1896), 72 Plehn 
(1902),73 and Mense (1902).74 The German Society for Tropical 
Medicine was finally brought into being in 1907,75 and provided 
a field association and forum for scientific discussion for a multi-
tude of German researchers in colonial medicine and tropical 
medicine. When its co-founder and first chairman, Erwin Baelz, 
died in 1913, Nocht took over the leadership of the society. The 
process of institutionalizing German tropical medicine, which 
had began in the early 1880s, was concluded at the end of the 
First World War. The requirements of tropical medicine, and 
Germany's experience of its own colonial situation, had consid-
erably hastened this process. In the end, of course, the Kaiserreich 

69 Archive of the Bernhard Nocht Institute, Hamburg, Kasten 2, P. Muhlens, 'Rede 
zum 25iahrigen Bestehen des Instituts' (typescript), Hamburg, 1926. 

70 1941-1944: Deutsche Tropenmedizinische Zeitschrij/; today Zeitschriflfiir Tropenmedizin und 
Parasitologie. 

71 Reichshandbuch der Deutschen Gesellschqfi (1931), ii. 1229; Gottlieb Olpp, Hervorragende 
Tropeniirzte in Wort und Bild (Munich, 1932), 279-81. 

72 Heinrich Botho Scheube, Die Krankheiten tier wannen l.iinder (Jena, 1896). 
73 Friedrich Plehn, Tropenhygiene, mit spezwller Beriicksichtigung tier deutschen Koloni£n (Jena, 

1902). 
74 Carl Mense, Tropische Gesundheitslehre und Heilkunde (Berlin, 1902). 
75 Michael Huptas, 'Die Deutsche Tropenmedizinische Gesellschaft in denjahren 

1907 bis 1914: Ihre Griindung und Aktivitaten', medical doctoral thesis (typescript), 
Meclizinische Hochschule Hannover, 1992; Heinrich Schnee (ed.), Deutsches Kolonial-
Lexikon, 3 vols. (Leipzig, 1920), i. 315. 
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collapsed and its former colonial property was lost. For German 
tropical medicine a new age began. 
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Pharmacology in Indo-China 
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Connections with France were the major force shaping lndo-
Chinese contact, both institutional and informal, with European 
medicine and pharmacology from 1802 to 1954. The remnants of 
these lines of connection still format the institutional structure of 
medicine in the present-day nations of Cambodia, Laos, and 
Vietnam, and they remain important to the intellectual orienta-
tion of the medical communities there. While contacts between 
nationals of European countries other than France and the 
indigenous peoples of Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam were an 
important factor in the introduction of various forms of Western 
technology to Indo-China, 1 as far as Western medicine is 
concerned, the French influence was so dominant in lndo-China 
until at least 1954 that other influences can be regarded as negli-
gible. 2 This essay will concentrate on the introduction of Western 
medical theories and practices by the French, both before and 
during the formal colonial period (1862-1954), to Cambodia, 

The research for this paper was supported by grants from the Fulbright Foundation, the 
Social Science Research Council, and the Graduate School of the University of 
Washington. My thanks to Judith Henchy and Rich Richie for their assistance with 
library collections at the University of Washington and at Yale respectively. 

1 See C. Michele Thompson, 'Western Science in Indochina, 1800-1998', in David N. 
Livingstone and Ronald L. Numbers (eds.), Modern Science in National and International 
Context, vol. 8 of The Cambridge History of Science (Cambridge, forthcoming). 

2 In some ways Alexandre Y ersin was an exception to this as he himself was Swiss and 
some of his studies were done in Germany. However, his work in Indo-China was 
conducted within a thoroughly French system and he apparently made no efforts to 
introduce Swiss or German elements. Indeed, he took French citizenship in 1887, four 
years before he first arrived in Vietnam. See Antoine Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-biblio-
graphu: general ancienne et modeme de l'Indochine ftaTlfaise, Annales de la Acadfanie des Sciences 
Coloniales, 8 (Paris, 1935), 428-g. 
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Laos, and Vietnam, on the impact of the research opportunities 
offered by French lndo-China on Western medicine, and on the 
agency of the lndo-Chinese in turning the colonial imposition of 
Western medicine to their own purposes. 

The first exchange of European medical knowledge with the 
peoples of Indo-China came from Europeans who took service 
with local rulers. There were several such before 1790. However, 
there is no evidence that any of them had any long-term influ-
ence prior to the rise of Nguyên Phúc Anh in Vietnam. Nguyên 
Phúc Anh was the founder of the Nguyên Dynasty and he took 
the reign title Gia Long after establishing the dynasty in 1802. 
The fact that Gia Long favoured certain Frenchmen led to 
increased involvement of the French in Vietnam; eventually this 
played a role in the colonization of Cambodia, Laos, and 
Vietnam. One particularly influential Frenchman at the court of 
Gia Long was Jean Marie Despiau. Despiau was a French health 
care professional3 who served as one of Gia Long's personal 
physicians and as a member of the Nguyên medical service for 
over thirty years. 4 

Despiau also served the second emperor of the Nguyên 
Dynasty, Minh Mang, who came to the throne in 1820. Despiau 
was instrumental in introducing one European medical tech-
nique to Vietnam when Minh Mang sent him to Macau to 
obtain smallpox vaccine. 5 It is important to note that Despiau 
left Europe well before Edwardjenner's development of vacci-
nation as a prophylactic technique for smallpox. 6 Despiau, and 
other members of Gia Long's court, learned of vaccination for 

3 Until the late 19th century there was no legal distinction in France between a 
surgeon and a physician. In contemporaneous documents Despiau is sometimes referred 
to as a surgeon (chirurgien) and sometimes as a physician (médicin). Despiau first arrived in 
Asia while serving as the medical officer (efficier de sante) for a French commercial vessel. 
He left the vessel in Macau and lived there for some time. See Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-
biblwgraphic, l 14. 

4 Despiau arrived in Vietnam from Macau sometime in 1790 or early 1791, during the 
civil wars prior to the founding of the Nguy~n dynasty. He found work with the Nguy~n 
medical service almost immediately. 

5 For further information on the Vietnamese-sponsored expedition to Macau see C. 
Michele Thompson, 'Mission to Macau: Smallpox, Vaccinia, and the Nguy~n Dynasty', 
Portuguese Studies (Fall 2001), and ead., 'The Introduction of Vaccinia to the Court of the 
Nguy~n Dynasty 1820-1', in Peter Skold (ed.), Caging the Speckled Monster: A History efthe 
Global Experience ef Smallpox (London, forthcoming). 

6 C. Michele Thompson, 'A Negotiated Dichotomy: Vietnamese Medicine and the 
Intersection of Vietnamese Acceptance of and Resistance to Chinese Cultural Influence' 
(Ph.D. thesis, University of Washington, 1998), 44-5. 
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smallpox through news coming from the officers of a French 
ship, the Henri, who visited the Nguyên court at Huê in 1819. Dr 
Treillard, the medical officer of the Henri, attempted, unsuccess-
fully, to vaccinate a number of Vietnamese children in the Dà 
Ning area. 7 Treillard's information prompted Minh Mang to 
send Despiau to Macau in July of 1820. Despiau stayed in 
Macau, studying vaccination techniques, until February of 1821 
when he succeeded in transporting vaccine to the court in Huê 
to vaccinate Minh M<;1ng's children.8 

Since Minh M<;1ng and other members of the royal family 
could be expected to produce more offspring, a regular source of 
vaccinia would be beneficial to the dynasty.9 For this purpose 
Despiau also succeeded in transferring smallpox vaccine on a 
potentially long-term basis to the royal medical service of the 
Nguyên.10 Over five months after he returned from Macau, 
Despiau still had active vaccine and he had trained ten 
Vietnamese physicians to vaccinate. 11 Minh M<;1ng had even 
built a vaccination centre, within the grounds of the royal 
palace, for Despiau and his colleagues. 12 Clearly Despiau and 

7 According to Treillard, the vaccination sites did not produce the expected physical 
reaction and thus clearly gave no immunity to smallpox. Captain Rey, 'De Bordeaux a 
Hue au temps de S. M. Gia-Long', extract from Relation du second V<!)lage a la Cochinchine du 
navire le Henri arme ti Bordeaux par M. Philipon et commande par le capitaine Rt[y, pendant l'annee 
1819 et les trois premiers mois de l'anne 1820: Annales Maritimes et Coloniales (Paris, 1820), 
reprinted in Bulletin de la Societe des Etudes lndo-chinoises de Saigon (1932), 71-2. See also M. D. 
Gaide, 'La Medecine Europeenne en Annam, autrefois et de nos jours', Bulletin des Amis 
du Vieux Hue, 4 (Oct.-Dec. 1921), 200-1. 

8 Letter, Despiau to Jean Jacques Louis Baroudel, Procurator for the Missions 
Etrangeres in Macau, 28 July 1921. Letter reprinted in L. Cadier, 'Les Franc;ais au service 
de Gia-Long: xii. leur correspondance', Bulletin des Amis du Vieux Hue, 4 (Oct-Dec. 1926), 
428-9, 13July 1820, 63-4. See also letter, Mgr. La Bartette to Baroudel, 13June 1821, in 
L. Cadier (ed.), Documents relatifi a l'epoque de Gia-Long, Bulletin de L'Ecole Franc;aise 
d'Extreme-Orient, 12/7 (Hanoi, 1912), 65. See also Alexander Pearson, 'Respecting the 
Introduction of the Practice of Vaccine Innoculation into China AD. 1805: Its Progress 
Since that Period, and Its Actual State', report submitted to the Board of the National 
Vaccine Establishment, Canton, 18 Feb. 1816. Reprinted, with the inclusion ofreport 2 of 
19 Mar. 1821, in Chinese Repository, 2 (May 1833), 40. 

9 There is no evidence of any attempt to vaccinate those outside royal circles in 
Vietnam during this period. 

10 In a letter from Phillip Vannier to Baroudel, 13July 1820, Vannier states that Minh 
M.ing's objective was to establish within his country salvation from the misery of small-
pox, 'car ii veut l'etablir dans son pays et sauver Jes malheureux que la petite verole 
enleve tous Jes ans dans son royaume'. Cadier (ed.), Documents relatijs, 63-4-

11 These physicians were Despiau's colleagues in the royal medical service. See 
Thompson, 'A Negotiated Dichotomy', 72-5 and passim. 

12 Letter, Despiau to Baroudel. 
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the Vietnamese doctors he worked with understood how to 
maintain vaccinia. In many other places vaccinators were so 
enthusiastic about vaccinating everyone that shortly after they 
received vaccine they lost it through ignoring 'the technique of 
conserving the vaccine by maintaining a reserve of non-immune 
children for sequential vaccination'. 13 

We do not know how long the royal medical service was able 
to maintain its vaccinia, although clearly they had lost it by the 
early 1830s when Minh Mang's grandson, the future Emperor 
Tu Dúc, suffered a severe case of smallpox. 14 Despiau himself 
died in Hui on 21 December 1824, probably of cholera. 15 Before 
Despiau died, Minh Mang's dislike of the other Frenchmen at 
court had caused him to order all of them except Despiau to 
leave the country. 

After this no French physicians were invited to the court of the 
Nguyên for over sixty years, that is, not until after the French 
had completed the colonization process and the court had been 
made dependent on French support and protection. However, 
within the period during which France colonized not only 
Vietnam but also Laos and Cambodia, a notable amount of 
work was done which had both medical and colonial implica-
tions and thus foreshadowed the eventual shape of European 
medical and pharmacological activities in Inda-China. 

After Minh Mang's death, in 1840, French naval attacks 
threatened Vietnamese sovereignty. To the west the struggle 
between Vietnam and Siam for suzerainty over Cambodia and 
Laos weakened Cambodian and Lao rulers and made them 
receptive to the idea of outside assistance. The Mekong River was 
the transportation key to Cambodia and Laos, and the scientific 
work of a French naturalist publicized the wealth and the strate-
gic importance of the Mekong and the lands it flowed through. 16 

13 Michael M. Smith, Tu 'Real Expedition Maritima de la Vacuna' in New Spain and 
Guatemala, Transactions of the American Philosophical Society, NS, vol. 64, pt. 1 

(Philadelphia, 1974), 25. 
14 Nguy~n The Anh, personal communication,June 1998. 
15 See L. Cadiere, 'Les Franc;ais au service de Gia-Long: ix. Nguyen Anh et la 

mission, documents inedits', Bulletin des Amis du Vieux Hue, 1 Gan.-Mar. 1926), 183-5. 
Georges Taboulet, La Geste .fraTlfaise en lndochine: hiswire par Les textes de la France en lndochine 
des origines a 1911, vol. i (Paris, 1955), 296, n. 2; H. Cosserat, 'Notes biographiques sur Jes 
Franc;ais au service de Gia-Long', Bulletin des Amis du Vieux Hue, 3 Guly-Sept. 1917), 178. 

16 Henri Mouhot was related by marriage to the British explorer Mungo Park, and in 
some respects he was better known and publicized in Britain than in his native France. 
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Henri Mouhot (1826-61) travelled extensively through Siam, 
Cambodia, and Laos, where he died in 1861. 17 Mouhot's expedi-
tion was largely self-financed, but his travels through Cambodia 
and Laos were supported, to the extent of supplying servants and 
transportation, by King Duang of Cambodia and his son Crown 
Prince Norodom. 18 When Mouhot died, 19 his effects, including 
his drawings and specimens, were collected by his servants and 
taken to Bangkok. 20 There several British gentlemen resident in 
Bangkok shipped Mouhot's diaries, correspondence, scientific 
notes, and collections of specimens to his family on the island of 
Jersey. Mouhot's brother Charles divided the papers and the 
collection: he edited some and had them published himself; parts 
were edited and published by others; and various scientists were 
allowed to collate parts and write or present papers based on 
Mouhot's findings.2 1 

Mouhot's observations of flora, fauna, natural phenomena, 
and archaeological sites such as the Angkor temple complexes 
led many to conclude that Cambodia and Laos abounded in 
valuable forest and mineral products. 22 Indeed, the general opin-
ion was that 'Cambodia was exceptionally rich and that its rulers 
were neglecting their patrimony'.23 The publication of Mouhot's 
journals aroused great interest in France and Great Britain. 24 It 
can be said that these publications increased the willingness of 
the French government to agree to the establishment of a protec-
torate over Cambodia. 

French forces had gained control of the southern third of 
17 Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-bibliographic, 269. 
18 Henri Mouhot, Travels in Siam, Cambodia, and Laos, 1858-1860, Oxford in Asia 

Historical Reprints, 2 vols. (Singapore, 1989), i. 213. 
19 Mouhot probably died of one of the severe forms of malaria still prevalent in the 

area. 
20 Mouhot's chief servants were ethnic Chinese from Siam and they returned to 

Bangkok to present Mouhot's possessions to his friends there. Christopher Pym (ed.), 
Henri Mouhot's Diary: Travels in Siam, Cambodia, and Laos During the Years 1858-61, Oxford in 
Asia Historical Reprints (Kuala Lumpur, 1966). 

21 See the introductory sections by Michael Smithies, Charles Mouhot, and J. J. 
Belinfante in Mouhot, Travels in Siam, Cambodia, and Laos. See also reprints of the scientific 
papers created from Mouhot's notes and collection in the Appendix. 

22 See 'Paper Read at the Royal Geographical Society, 10 March 1862', in Mouhot, 
Travels in Siam, Cambodia, and Laos, 296-300. 

23 David Chandler, A History ef Cambodia (Boulder, Colo., 1983), 140. 
24 The publications in French and English are by no means identical. For an exami-

nation of the differences see Smithies, introductory section in Mouhot, Travels in Siam, 
Cambodia, and Laos, pp. v-viii. 
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Vietnam by 1862,25 the year in which the first publication from 
Mouhot's material appeared.26 One year later they concluded a 
treaty of protection with N orodom, who was in a precarious 
position vis-à-vis the inheritance of his father Duang's throne. 27 

From this treaty Norodom gained French protection from inter-
nal and external threats, while the French gained mineral rights, 
timber concessions, and a base from which to explore the mighty 
Mekong. 

Both the British and the French felt that the Mekong might be 
a riverine route to the interior of China and its fabled wealth. 
French forces in Saigon feared 'that Britain would steal a march 
on France'.28 This fear, coupled with dreams of the wealth of 
Cambodia and Laos, led to the formation of an expedition to 
explore the Mekong. The French navy sponsored the Mekong 
Exploration Commission and supplied all but one of its officers. 29 

The leader of the expedition, Commander Ernest Marc Louis 
de Gonzague Doudart de Lagrée (1823-68), was well prepared 
to deal with the situation in Cambodia, as he had conducted the 
negotiations which resulted in a French protectorate. 30 Two 
other members of the team, the second-in-command Lt. Francis 
Garnier (1839----73) and Dr Clovis Thorel (1833-19u), had had a 
good deal of experience in Vietnam, while the other Europeans 
of the company, Dr Lucien Joubert (1832----93), Louis Delaport 
(1842----1925), and Louis de Carné (18431 1), were fairly new to 
Asia. 31 The commission's report, authored mainly by Garnier as 
de Lagrée died during the expedition, was highly controversial, 
as was Gamier himself. 32 Garnier's views and activities, along 
with the report, increased French commercial and scientific 

25 Fighting and negotiations over the disputed territory continued for some time. 
26 Henri Mouhot, 'Notes on Cambodia, the Lao country', trans. Dr T. Hodgkin, 

Journal qf the Royal Geographical Sociery, 32 (1862). 
27 Chandler, A History qf Cambodia, 140-1. 
28 Milton Osborne, River Road to China: 17ze Search.for the Source qf the Mekong, 1866-73 

(New York, 1975), 43. 
29 Louis Delaport and Francis Garnier, A Pictorial Journey on the OM Mekong: Cambodia, 

Laos and Yunnan: 17ze Mekong Exploration Commision Report (1866-1868), vol. 3, trans. Walter 
E.J. Tips (Bangkok, 1998), p. vii. 

30 Osborne, Ri.ver Road to China, 22. 
31 Ibid. These officers were accompanied by numerous European and Asian under-

lings. 
32 Francis Gamier, Voyage d'exploration en lndo-Chine, effectui pendant les annies 1866, 1867 a 

1868, Official Commission Report, 3 vols. (Paris, 1873). 



French Colonial Medicine in lndo-China 335 

interest in Indo-China, 33 and directly contributed to the colo-
nization of central and northern Vietnam (Annam and Tonkin) 
and Laos.34 

The publications stemming from the expedition which are 
most pertinent to the subject of this paper are those of Dr Clovis 
Thorel. Thorel was one of two medical doctors on the expedi-
tion, Joubert, chosen for his expertise in geology, being the 
other. Thorel had served with the French Navy in Cochin-China 
since 1861. 'During this time he had shown a strong interest in 
botanical research, and this, in addition to his medical skills, had 
commended him to the expedition's planners.'35 Thorel put his 
time on the journey through Cambodia, Laos, and into China to 
productive use. His scientific notes and the drawings he made of 
botanical specimens form a major part of volume two of the 
expedition's report. Thorel also used his data to write and 
defend, in 1870, a doctoral thesis in medicine.36 Thorel's inter-
ests were wide ranging and the topics he covered include land 
types, climate, agricultural implements, domestic animals and 
their fodder, systems of indigenous agriculture, agricultural 
hydraulics, cereals, textile plants, oil-producing plants, plants for 
special products such as dyes, fruits, vegetables, forestry and 
forest products, and wild and cultivated medicinal plants. 

Thorel relied heavily on interpreters for much of his informa-
tion, as did the other members of the mission. The three official 
interpreters included a Frenchman (Seguin), a Cambodian 
(called Alexis Orn by the French), and a Lao (referred to as 
Alevy). 37 Thus the expedition was one of the earliest examples of 
Inda-Chinese participation in French scientific investigations. 

The situation of the interpreters foreshadows later arrange-
ments in French Inda-China. There was no attempt to record the 
real names of the Inda-Chinese interpreters; Alexis Orn was taken 

33 For more on Garnier and the controversies surrounding him and the report he 
authored see Osborne, River Road to China, 185-238. 

34 For Vietnam see Joseph Buttinger, The Smaller Dragon: A Political History of Vietnam 
(New York, 1958), 370-5, and Thomas Hodgkin, Vzetnam: The Revolutionary Path (London, 
1981), 134-8. For Laos see Arthur J. Dammen, Coriflict in Laos: The Politics ef Neutralization 
(New York, 1964), 9-11, and Auguste Pavie, The Pavie Mission Indochina Papers, 187g-1895, 
trans. and ed. Walter E.J. Tips, 6 vols. (Bangkok, 1999-2000). 

3s Osborne, River Road to China, 51. 
36 Clovis Thorel, 'Notes medicates du voyage d'exploration du Mekong et de 

Cochinchine' (Ph.D. thesis, University of Paris, 1870). 
37 Osborne, River Road to China, 52, 54. 
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against his will; unless they caused trouble or balked at some 
command, the interpreters are not mentioned, despite the fact 
that most of the information acquired by the party was filtered 
through them; and, finally, the members of the party did not 
know enough about Inda-Chinese culture to discern inaccuracies 
in what was related to them by the interpreters. For example, in 
Thorel's section on medicinal plants, he states quite plainly that it 
is his belief that the Inda-Chinese 'apart from the Chinese, do not 
possess any books on the properties of plants'. 38 The Vietnamese 
have numerous medical texts dealing with plants, some of which 
date from the fourteenth century. 39 Thorel does not attempt to 
give local names for the plants he describes. Part of his reason for 
this was that 'the writing systems of the Inda-Chinese languages 
are far from settled', and he states that he will leave the difficult 
task of adding local plant names to those 'who have more time 
and who are more gifted in the respective languages. Besides, over 
time, the writing of these languages will be regularized and 
perhaps simplified, and this lacuna will be more easily filled.' 40 By 
writing systems Thorel was ref erring to romanization of lndo-
Chinese languages,41 not to indigenous systems of writing, which 
had been at least as 'settled' as vernacular writing systems in 
Europe for the preceding thousand years or so. 42 

The above remarks are not meant to disparage the accom-
plishments of Thorel or other members of the expedition. Later 
scholars have used Thorel's data extensively.43 The expedition 
was a remarkable effort and the information the report 
contained transformed European understanding of mainland 
South-East Asia. However, the expedition also illustrates a 
pattern of colonial relations that was beginning to take shape in 
the realm of the sciences. 

38 Clovis Thorel, Sec. 4.3 of Agriculture et horticulture de l'lndo-Chine, in Gamier, Viryage 
d'exploration, ii. 1. 

39 Thompson, 'A Negotiated Dichotomy', eh. 4. 
40 Quotations from Thorel, trans. Walter E. J. Tips, in id., Agriculture and Etlznobotany ef 

the Melrong Basin, Clovis Thorel (Bangkok, 2001 ), 3-4. 
41 Ibid. 219. 
42 See the sections on Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam in Patricia Herbert and 

Anthony Milner (eds.), South-East Asia. Languages and Literatures: A Select Guide (Honolulu, 
1989), 49---g8. 

43 Local names were added to Thorel's catalogue of plants by Charles Prevost and 
Charles Lemaire in Catalogue des produits de l'lndochine (Hanoi, 1917), and by Alfred Petelot, 
Les Plantes medicinales du Cambodge, du Laos et du Vietnam (Saigon, 1952-4). 
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While Mouhot and Garnier were the most widely publicized 
of those Frenchmen who took an interest in the flora, fauna, and 
local conditions of lndo-China they were not alone. Indeed 
Thorel was not the first French physician to base a doctoral 
thesis on his work in lndo-China. Auguste Etienne Benoist de La 
Grandiere was a physician with the French Marine Corps who 
served in southern Vietnam from 1854 to 1862.44 He noted local 
climatic conditions and how they affected the health of the men 
in his care, and speculated as to the effects of local fruits and 
vegetables. He defended his thesis, based on his observations in 
Cochin-China, in Paris in June of 1862.45 Another medical man, 
Paul Bert, a professor of the Paris Medical School, became the 
Resident Général for Annam and Tonkin. Bert was a tremen-
dous administrator who retained an interest in medicine and 
pharmacology and in the potential medical and economic uses 
oflocal plants and animals.46 

Considerations of length preclude a full discussion of all the 
Frenchmen who investigated the economic and pharmacological 
possibilities of the flora of lndo-China. Thus I will note only a 
few of those early writers who were particularly influential. 
Benjamin Balansa, who died in Hanoi in 1892, took a strong 
interest in botany and published several articles on the local 
plants of northern Vietnam and their medical and economic 
potential.47 He also studied the work of Dutch agronomists in 
Java and expressed the opinion that both coffee and cinchona 
(the source of quinine) could be acclimatized to Indo-China. 
Edouard Francois Charles Brousmiche began his service in 
French lndo-China as a pharmacist with the French Medical 
Corps.48 He served during the 'pacification' of Tonkin, a bloody 
twelve-year war to wipe out Vietnamese resistance to the French 
imposed protectorate. Brousmiche became very interested in 
tropical plants and he took up Balansa's ideas about coffee which 

44 Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-bibliographic, 6o. 
45 Auguste Etienne Benoist de La Grancliere, 'Relation meclicale d'une traversee de 

Cochinchine en France a bord du navire-hopital (La Saone)' (Ph.D. thesis, University of 
Paris,June 1862). 

46 Charles B. Maybon, Lectures sur l'histoire moderne et contemporaine du pays d'Annam, de 
1428 a 1926 (Hanoi, 1927), 192-6. See also Taboulet, La Gesteftanfaise en Indochine, 874-9. 

47 Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-bibliographic, 32. Balansa's primary works were reprinted 
(some of them had never actually been published before) in the 1905 edition of the Bulletin 
Economie du Indochine. 

48 Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-bibliographic, 65. 
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later became, and remains, a major cash crop. French scholars 
studied lndo-Chinese medicine and materia medica throughout the 
colonial period. Albert Sallet's pharmacological studies, for 
example, are classics in the field of ethnobotany,49 and Leopold 
Michel Cadiere wrote detailed studies of the edible and medici-
nal plants of specific Vietnamese provinces. 50 Although the 
majority of French scholarly work focused on Vietnam, medical 
practices in Cambodia were described by M. A. LeClere, 51 while 
Lao medical traditions were studied by Camille Spire, 52 and by 
Philippe Jean Maurice Paul Brergues (1875-1906).53 

There were several early pioneers in the application of 
Western medical treatments to the peoples of ludo-China, as 
well as to European residents. Among the most remarkable was 
Sister Marie Remuald, Marie Gabrielle Bosredon (1847-1910), 
one of the very few Frenchwomen in lndo-China during the 
early French colonial period. She founded and ran a hospital for 
native Vietnamese, which included a maternity clinic and an 
attached orphanage in Culao Gien Cochin-China. 54 There was 
also Dr Armand Marie Corre (1841-1908), a naval medical offi-
cer assigned first to Cochin-China and then to the French garri-
son at Phnom Penh. Dr Corre pushed for the establishment of 
French medical programmes which, by assisting the local popu-
lation, would check the spread of disease among French military 
personnel. He was particularly concerned about smallpox and 
typhus.55 

In the late nineteenth century, colonial governments world-
wide regardedJennerian vaccination for smallpox as one of the 
greatest gifts of civilization to be bestowed by colonizer upon 
colonized.56 ludo-China was no exception to this, and vaccina-

49 Albert Sallet, Le Medecine annamite et la preparation des remedes, Exposition Coloniale 
Intemationale Paris, Indochine Franc;:aise, Section des Sciences no. 1 (Paris, 1931). 

50 Leopold Michel Cadiere, 'Plantes alimentaires et medicinales du Quang Binh et du 
Quang Tri', Bulktin Economie du Indochine (1905). 

51 M. A. LeClere, 'La Medecine chez Jes Cambodgiens', Revue Scientific de la France et de 
l'Etranger, 23 (1894), 715-21. 

52 Camille Spire, Les Laotians, coutumes, hygiene, pratiques medicaks (Paris, 1907). 
53 Brebion, Dictionnaire de bio-bibliographic, 67. 
54 Ibid. 65. 
55 Ibid. 85-6. 
56 David Arnold, 'Smallpox: The Body of the Goddess', in id., Coloniz;ing the Body: State 

Medicine and Epidemic Disease in Nineteenth-Century India (Berkeley, 1993), u6-58. See also 
Mark Harrison, Public Health in British India: Anglo-Indian Preventive Medicine 185g-1914 
(Cambridge, 1994), 82-98. 
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tion was 'unparalleled by any other sanitation measure among 
indigenous populations up to the XXth century'. 57 In 1860 
medical officers of the French marines began to organize vacci-
nation programmes in Vietnam. In the 1860s French doctors 
vaccinated Vietnamese living near military posts for smallpox 
and after conquering southern Vietnam the French made vacci-
nation compulsory. 58 The local inhabitants resisted the French 
vaccination campaigns rather strongly.59 This resistance was due 
in part to the haphazard effects of the vaccine available to colo-
nial vaccinators, in part to the extreme insensitivity of colonial 
health officials towards their patients,60 and in part to the exclu-
sion of traditional practitioners from participation in vaccination 
work.61 Although both variolation and vaccination had been 
practised in Vietnam sporadically since the 1820s and 183os,62 

often by travelling Chinese medics, and although local physi-
cians vaccinated many Vietnamese, especially in the north, the 
dominant colonial view was 'that these indigenous practitioners 
were an inappropriate instrument for mass vaccination'.63 Only 
after an élite French medical school was established in Hanoi in 
1902, were Indo-Chinese healers allowed to participate fully in 
vaccination programmes. 64 

However, the medical school was not the first French colonial 

57 Annick Guenel, 'Smallpox Prophylaxis in Vietnam During the Period of French 
Colonization: Variolation Versus Vaccination?', Paper presented to the History of 
Science Society Annual Meeting, 6---9 Nov. 1997. 

58 Annick Guenel, 'La Lutte antivariolique en Extreme-Orient: ruptures et continu-
ite', in Anne-Marie Moulin (ed.), L'Aventure de la vaccination (Geneva, 1996), 90. 

59 The cutting of the skin for vaccination was strongly opposed in some areas. See Dr 
Henry, 'Medecins annamites: organization du service medicale indigene en Annam', 
Annales d'Hygwne et de Medecine Coloniale, 1 (1898), 157. See also my discussion ofthis point in 
eh. 2 of Thompson, 'A Negotiated Dichotomy'. 

60 As cowpox was very rare in Asia, vaccinators in the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s often 
relied on arm-to-arm vaccination. For this purpose children who reacted well to the 
vaccine were requisitioned and often taken quite some distance from their families so that 
their vaccination sites might provide the lymph for vaccine for others. 

61 The only 'local' health practice which was ever expressly forbidden by the French 
was variolation for smallpox. Non-licensed vaccinators were also prohibited from practis-
ing their trade. Annick Guenel, personal communication, 9 Nov. 1997. 

62 Thompson, 'A Negotiated Dichotomy', eh. 3. 
63 Guenel, 'Smallpox Prophylaxis in Vietnam', 10-11. 
64 Laurence Monnais-Rousselot, 'Medecine colonial, pratiques de sante et societes en 

Indochine frarn;aise (1860-1939): une historie de l'Indochine medicale' (Ph.D. thesis, 
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scientific institute which offered training, and employment, to 
Inda-Chinese. The first of these was the Pasteur Institute in 
Saigon, founded in 1891 by Dr Albert Calmette (1863-1933).65 

Calmette's interest in lndo-China had been stimulated by 
Armand Corre, who retained strong opinions about public 
health, particularly vaccination, in the colonies. 66 The very first 
medical breakthrough achieved by the Pasteur Institutes oflndo-
China was the production of smallpox vaccine using water 
buffalo rather than European cattle. Medical discoveries of inter-
national importance, such as antivenin serum and the BCG 
(Bacille Calmette-Guerin) vaccine for tuberculosis, were made at 
the several Inda-Chinese Pasteur Institutes. 67 The second of 
these institutes opened in Nhà Trang in 1895 with Alexandre 
Y ersin ( 1863-1943), the discoverer of the plague bacterium, as its 
director. 68 Y ersin worked at the Pasteur Institute and he directed 
the Hanoi School of Medicine for many years. In lndo-China 
Y ersin developed an anti-plague serum, and conducted or super-
vised research on cholera, malaria, rabies, and tuberculosis; he 
also did pharmacological and agricultural research. His work on 
the acclimatization of cinchona enabled Inda-Chinese produc-
tion of quinine and a reduction in mortality from malaria. 69 

French scholars in lndo-China published in French journals, 
founded scholarly journals in lndo-China, and connected their 
work to the larger French colonial sphere. 70 But what about the 
Inda-Chinese who worked at the Pasteur Institutes? Not only the 
administrators of the Institutes but also the chief researchers in 
every field were French, and they came from institutions in 

65 Annick Guenel, 'The Creation of the First Overseas Pasteur Institute, or the 
Beginning of Albert Calmette's Pastorian Career', Medical History, 43 (1999), 1-25. 

66 Ibid. 4. See also Armand Corre, Traiti clinique des maladies des pqys chauds (Paris, 1887). 
67 P. Noel Bernard, Les Institutes Pasteur d'Indochine (Saigon, 1922). 
68 Eventually there were four main Pasteur Institutes, Saigon, Nha Trang, Ela Lat, 

and Hanoi, plus a number of other smaller centres and research stations. 
69 Bernard, Les Institutes Pasteur, passim. For a works-in-progress look at the research 

done by scientists connected to the Institutes and their various sub-stations, see the over 
40 years' worth of scientific papers published in the Archives des Institutes Pasteur 
d'Indochine. Their international importance is attested to by the fact that some issues at 
least can be found in virtually every research library with a collection on the natural 
sciences and/ or medicine in the USA. See also the volumes produced for the Exposition 
Coloniale Internationale Paris, Indochine Franfaise, Section des Sciences, Institutes Pasteur 
d'Indochine (Paris, 1931). 
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France. Inda-Chinese workers 'were to be selected and trained 
as laboratory assistants; no responsible positions could go even 
to local people with certifications from institutions of higher 
learning'. 71 

The case of the medical school, which also did excellent scien-
tific research, was similar. The most famous research unit of the 
Hanoi Medical School was the Radium Institute which was 
founded in 1924 by Professor Adrien-Charles Le Roy des 
Barres. 72 The institute treated European and Inda-Chinese 
patients and research was done on treatments for cancer, tuber-
culosis, malaria, liver abscesses, and other diseases. Le Roy and 
his collaborator, Paul-Charles-Mathias Heymann, published 
widely on their findings and both continued to teach at the 
medical school. 73 

Inda-Chinese, even those with French medical diplomas, were 
not permitted to teach at the medical school until 1945,74 and it 
was not until 1935 that one, Hô Dac Di, was accredited to prac-
tise in its hospital. 75 Tôn Tha'.°t Tùng became the first Indo-
Chinese intern at the hospital in 1938.76 Tùng was a surgeon and 
he developed a technique for rapidly exposing the liver. Assisted 
by Professor Meyer May, he used this new technique to remove 
a liver cancer. Both Dr Tùng and Professor May were stunned 
when their report was rejected for publication and the suggestion 
was made that Professor May should be listed as the principal 
author. 

Following this put-down Tùng switched his focus and began 
to study parasitic infestations. Eventually he designed a surgical 
procedure to 'remove dead ascarids blocking the entrance to the 
gall bladder, an operation which subsequently became routine 
throughout the world'. 77 The more Tùng worked on parasites 

71 Lewis Pyenson, Civilizing Mission: Exact Sciences and French Overseas Expansion 
1830---1940 (Baltimore, 1993), 341- 2. 

72 The Radium Institute was semi-independent of the medical school. Pyenson, 
Civilizing Mission, 72-4. 

73 Ibid. 
74 Annick Guenel, personal communication. 
75 David Marr, 'Vietnamese Attitudes Regarding Illness and Healing', in Norman G. 
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History, Asian Studies Association of Australia, Southeast Asia Publications Series, 14 
(Singapore, 1987), 180. 

76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 181. 
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the more he realized that poverty was the basis of this problem 
and that the colonial system was antithetical to the economic 
interests of the Inda-Chinese people. In many ways Tôn Thât 
Tùng exemplifies the eventual reaction of French-trained and 
French-educated Inda-Chinese scientists towards Inda-China's 
continued colonial domination by France. 78 These men and 
women often started as true believers in France's mission civilisa-
trice. They rose through a rigorous and exclusive French school-
ing system, believing that Western science and Western political 
systems would benefit them and their families and would eventu-
ally lift Inda-China into the world community of nations. 

However, when they reached the 'bamboo ceiling' in French 
colonial scientific institutes, it caused them to rethink their rela-
tionship to France, the French, and their own countrymen. Tôn 
Thât Tùng is the best known and most widely published of the 
Inda-Chinese medical and pharmaceutical personnel to join the 
resistance, but he is far from the only one. Tôn Thât Tùng 
became Ho Chi Minh's personal physician, was one of the 
creators of the medical corps for the Viet Minh armies, and from 
1947 to 1962 occupied the position of Vice-Minister of Health for 
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam. It was Tôn Thât Tùng 
who organized the operation in which the Inda-Chinese staff of 
the medical school retreated from Hanoi with Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam (DRV) units and became a mobile medical 
and surgical unit in 1946. By 1947, DRV medical units were 
producing their own smallpox vaccine and in 1949 they began 
producing their own penicillin and streptomycin. The first scien-
tific book published by DRV presses (1947) was Acute Pancreatic 
lnflammation and Surgery by Tôn Thiit Tùng.79 

During the Franco-Vietminh War, 1946-1954, there was an 
early attempt to preserve the Pastorian heritage of Inda-China. 
Indeed, negotiations independent of the French government 
took place between Ho Chi Minh's government and the main 
institute in Paris in 1946.80 The Hanoi Medical School was taken 
over by the Vietnamese after 1954 as was the Hanoi branch of 
the Pasteur Institutes. The branches in the south came under the 

78 Ton Tha't Tung, Dutng vao Khoa hpc cua wi (Hanoi, 1993); id., Souvenirs d'un chirugien 
vietnamien (Hanoi, 1962). 
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80 Annick Guenel, personal communication. 



French Colonial Medicine in lndo-China 343 

control of the US-backed Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnam) 
until 1975. However, following the reunification of Vietnam, 
links and collaboration with the Paris headquarters have been 
gradually restored, collaboration rather than control being a key 
difference. 

It can be said that, despite the bamboo ceiling, the Indo-
Chinese still feel affection for the French colonial medical and 
scientific institutes and their chief personnel. For example, 
although streets throughout Vietnam have been renamed for 
Vietnamese figures ( during the French period most streets were 
named for Frenchmen and Frenchwomen), the two French 
street names that have remained unchanged in many cities are 
those of Pasteur and Y ersin. I have observed this phenomenon 
in several different cites in Vietnam. The only changes in these 
street names are those that reflect Vietnamese pronunciation. 
Thus Yersin has become Xersin. FromJune of 1993 untilJune of 
1995 I lived about three blocks from Xersin street in Hanoi, and 
many people in the neighbourhood told me about the great 
French doctor for whom the street was named. Clovis Thorel 
would have to admit that the writing system has become stable 
and that it reflects local pronunciation. 
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