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German East  Africa  was  a  hybrid  colony.  It
was neither completely a settlement nor a trade
colony, and its hybrid character opened up "spa‐
ces of negotiation" between German settlers and
the colony's other inhabitants. In Spaces of Nego‐
tiations,  Söldenwagner  uses  an  anthropological
approach to explore the interactions between Ger‐
man  settlers,  other  Europeans,  and  Africans  in
German East Africa in the decade and a half be‐
fore the outbreak of World War I. Using records
from the colonial administration, memoirs, travel
reports, and newspapers, Söldenwagner describes
the negotiated character of colonial policy as well
as the rich interpersonal interactions and negotia‐
tions of identity that took place in the everyday
life of the colony. 

Germany  established  its  control  over  East
Africa in 1884, and early on a debate developed as
to  whether  East  Africa  should  be  a  settler  or  a
trade  colony.  On  the  one  hand,  "emigrationists"
who pushed for  the creation of  a  settler  colony
sought to expand the German nation and to redi‐
rect  German  emigration  towards  new  German
territories.  Emigrationists,  who were usually na‐

tionalists, called for the state to actively encour‐
age and support  settlement.  On the other hand,
supporters  of  the  "economic  standpoint"  argued
that settlement in East Africa was too difficult to
be economically profitable. They saw East Africa
as a supplier of raw materials and as a new mar‐
ket.  After  1900 they also  believed that  indepen‐
dent Africans were the best producers of raw ma‐
terials,  a  conviction  that  clashed  with  emigra‐
tionists' plans to use Africans as forced laborers.
Representatives of both viewpoints were present
in the colonial administration, and so "East Africa
ended  up  being  a  colony  that  incorporated  ele‐
ments  of  both  settler  and trade colonialism" (p.
51). 

Emigrationists  initially  hoped  to  fill  East
Africa with small-scale German peasant farmers,
but that idea, which never came to fruition, grad‐
ually gave way to the desire to attract "gentleman
farmers"  who  could  purchase  more  land  and
grow cash crops.  In reality,  however,  settlement
was never very extensive: there were never more
than about five hundred settlers. Moreover, Ger‐
man settlers and officials deemed a great number



of settlers to be "racially dubious" (p. 53). Greeks
were among the earliest and most successful set‐
tlers, but Germans disliked the economic competi‐
tion and considered them "second-rate whites" (p.
59). The German colonial administration recruit‐
ed Boers and German-speaking Russians to begin
settling the land, but both plans failed. The Boers
preferred to make a living through hunting and
trading rather than farming, which led Germans
to compare them to "gypsies" and led one official
to call them "white Maasai" (p. 63). German settle‐
ment finally picked up in 1907 because of the ex‐
tension  of  railway  lines  and  the  emergence  of
profitable cash crops, especially rubber. Most new
settlers were upper-class males. 

Land acquisition in East Africa was controlled
by the colonial administration, and, in contrast to
practices in other European settler colonies,  the
property rights of sedentary Africans were gener‐
ally  respected.  German  officials  viewed  small-
scale  African  production  as  important  for  the
colony, and so German settlers were not allowed
to  force  them from their  land.  German officials
considered the nomadic Maasai, however, to be of
little  economic value to  the colony,  and so they
were pushed into reservations without compensa‐
tion. Settlers violated the colony's restrictive land
acquisition policies in two important ways. First,
they  claimed  free  land  on  their  own  and  only
retroactively had it legalized, and second, they of‐
ten  negotiated  directly  with  Africans.  Although
she recognizes that Africans were often cheated
in these negotiations, Söldenwagner also contends
that these negotiations show African agency, since
they  sometimes  managed  to  receive  quite  good
compensation for the sale of their land. 

After  acquiring  land,  settlers  had  to  try  to
make a living under very difficult conditions. This
task proved so difficult that many European set‐
tlers rapidly became destitute.  Among the many
challenges  that  farmers  and  plantation  owners
faced  were  the  difficulty  of  transportation,  the
scarcity  of  willing  laborers,  shifting  local  and

world  market  demands,  economic  competition
from Africans, and a general lack of agricultural
knowledge  and experience,  especially  in  such a
foreign  environment.  Many  German  settlers
failed to eke out an existence as farmers or plan‐
tation  owners  and  instead  turned  to  hunting,
craftwork,  employment  on  plantations,  cattle
trading, and labor recruiting. Life was so difficult
that  some impoverished settlers  asked the  colo‐
nial  administration  to  send  them  back  to  Ger‐
many, which it did, "since 'poor whites' posed an
unacceptable threat to the colonial racial order"
(p. 168).  White prestige was so important to the
colonial  order  that  the  colonial  administration
even  deported  some  poor  settlers  who  had  not
asked to be sent back. 

Because the colonial administration never es‐
tablished  a  separate  settlement  area  for  Euro‐
peans,  Africans  and  Europeans  lived  in  closer
proximity to each other than was usually the case
in  settler  colonies.  Söldenwagner  explores  four
spaces of negotiation--exchanges of goods and ser‐
vices, the workplace, the neighborhood, and sexu‐
al  relations--in  which  interactions  between
Africans and Europeans took place. Germans es‐
tablished a "culture of violence," in which Euro‐
peans were given the legal right to use corporal
punishment on their African employees. This cul‐
ture of violence invaded all of the spaces of nego‐
tiation, particularly the workplace and in sexual
relations,  where  reports  of  sexual  violence
against African women, including children, were
common. Germans were troubled by sexual rela‐
tions between Europeans and Africans, but while
marriage  between  Europeans  and  Africans  was
made illegal,  casual  sexual  relations,  as  long  as
they did not involve European women, were gen‐
erally  accepted.  Despite  the  culture  of  violence,
African workers were still able to negotiate higher
wages and better treatment by threatening not to
work for Europeans, a threat they could carry out
since they were not dependent on Europeans for
their livelihood. 
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The  construction  of  a  firm  racial  hierarchy
did not lead to the forging of a true settler com‐
munity. European settlers were so few in number
until about 1907 that the construction of commu‐
nity life was impossible, and when their numbers
increased it became clear that they were divided
by nationality,  social class,  politics,  economic in‐
terests, and more. After 1907 the social and politi‐
cal life of the colonies began to develop: newspa‐
pers, schools, and clubs and political associations
were  founded.  The  clubs  and associations  were
generally only open to European men, and politics
was dominated by German men. The rise in the
number of  women settlers  also  increased social
stratification. The settlers were so riven by divi‐
sions that "one cannot speak of a settler communi‐
ty throughout the German colonial period in Tan‐
zania" (p. 207). 

Spaces  of  Negotiation is  a  well-researched
book that is full of rich material. One of the book's
chief values lies in its detailed description of Ger‐
man failure in East Africa. Indeed, Söldenwagner
concludes  that,  lacking  the  full  support  of  the
colonial  administration,  German settlers'  experi‐
ences in East  Africa were "more often than not
characterized  by  insecurity,  failure  and  inepti‐
tude, thereby constantly negating the image of the
successful colonizer that was so essential for the
justification and maintenance of European settle‐
ment"  (p.  10).  Söldenwagner's  discussion  of  the
negotiation of racial identities, although brief,  is
also particularly good. For obvious reasons schol‐
arly treatments of German racial thought often fo‐
cus  on  its  antisemitic  and  anti-Slavic  character,
but  by  examining  German  attitudes  towards
Greeks,  Boers,  Russian  Germans,  and  others,
Söldenwagner is able to show just how fluid racial
identity was and how contested and constructed
the  category  of  "whiteness"  was.  Söldenwagner
might have done better to spend more time ex‐
ploring these racial constructions. She also could
have done more to draw out the ways that race
was defined in terms of gender and class,  espe‐
cially since so much evidence in the book calls out

for this sort of analysis. Finally, the book's prose is
quite choppy. Nonetheless, Spaces of Negotiation
is an excellent study of German East Africa which
will  be  welcomed by  historians  of  German and
European imperialism. 
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If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-german 
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