
ABSTRACT 

KUALII, CALEB. On Earth as It Is in Heaven: The German Protestant Missions in German East 

Africa, 1887-1914 (Under the direction of Dr. Noah Strote). 

 

Following the establishment of German East Africa as a German colonial possession, 

German Protestant missionaries began the work of Christian evangelism among the colony’s 

indigenous African population. Supported by domestic mission societies, German missionaries 

built up an extensive presence in East Africa, evangelizing and ministering to African 

communities of diverse ethnic, cultural, and religious backgrounds. Mission work was never 

fully removed from the reality of German colonial politics, and missionaries could not simply 

dismiss their fatherland’s rule and authority in East Africa. They had to form an appropriate 

relationship with the colonial administration in addition to maintaining the integrity of their 

evangelistic work among the African population both in connection with and abstracted from the 

structures of colonial power.  

This thesis examines aspects of the German Protestant missions in East Africa and 

particularly the impacts of missionary activity upon African individuals and communities. 

Though often pressured by German colonialists to use their evangelistic work to form Africans 

into obedient and productive colonial subjects, German missionaries displayed a commitment to 

evangelism free from nefarious motives and a loyalty to the will of heaven over earthly colonial 

politics. Missionaries sought to form Africans into mature Christians through promoting 

religious conversion and cultural development. This involved reordering African identities to fit 

European conceptions of Christian living, but missionaries were attentive to African cultural, 

religious, and social conditions, integrating select elements into the conversion process. This 

produced an evangelism that subjected the things of earth to heaven and reshaped Africans to 

reflect the missionary vision of Christian identity in their inner and outer lives.  
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INTRODUCTION 

   

In Roland Joffé’s 1986 film The Mission, the viewer is presented with a historically 

inspired drama centered around the experiences of Spanish Jesuit priest and missionary Fr. 

Gabriel in 18th century South America. Driven by a desire to bring the Gospel to a Guaraní tribe 

deep in the jungle of the Argentinian-Paraguayan borderlands, Fr. Gabriel gains the trust of the 

Guaraní and establishes a permanent mission among them, giving rise to a community 

unreservedly devoted to the Christian way of life. These events are set against the backdrop of 

colonial politics, with Spanish plantation owners and Portuguese colonialists desiring to exploit 

the Guaraní as enslaved laborers. The Jesuit missions in the region are seen as obstacles to this 

plan and their dissolution is pursued. Despite Fr. Gabriel’s efforts to lead a defense of his 

community through both negotiations and armed resistance, the mission is destroyed by 

Portuguese forces. In the process, Fr. Gabriel and most of the Guaraní Christians are killed, 

displaying a commitment to their community of faith over and against the forces of European 

colonialism.1  

Though The Mission is not perfect in the factual accuracy of its depictions, the plot of the 

film importantly suggests natural distinctions and tensions between Christian missions and 

European colonialism. Certainly, missionaries and colonialists appear to differ fundamentally in 

purpose. The missionary impulses of evangelism, ministry, and Christian humanitarianism seem 

at odds with the possession, subjugation, and economic extraction associated with colonialism. 

Nevertheless, both engage in activities that aim to socially and culturally reshape the indigenous 

populations with which they interact. Furthermore, the historical spread of Christian missions is 

 
1 The Mission, directed by Roland Joffé, released May 16, 1986 (Burbank: Warner Brothers Pictures, 1986), DVD. 
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linked both chronologically and spatially with patterns of European colonial expansion. In 

addition to the reshaping tendencies of mission work, this raises questions regarding the levels of 

conflict, ambivalence, and collaboration that manifested between missions and colonialism. 

Unlike the dynamics portrayed in The Mission, historical relations between missionaries and 

colonialism, as well as between missionaries and the indigenous peoples they evangelized, have 

been complicated and hardly consistent.  

Missionaries in colonial spaces were intersections of relationships with both colonial 

systems and colonized indigenous populations. It is through this lens that this thesis seeks to 

consider the activities of German Protestant missionaries in the colony of German East Africa.2 

In 1887, the first German Lutheran missionaries of the Evangelical Mission Society for German 

East Africa (Berlin III) arrived in Dar es Salaam, marking the beginnings of organized German 

Protestant missionary work in East Africa. By 1891, Berlin III would be joined by two fellow 

Lutheran mission societies – the Berlin Mission Society (Berlin I) and the Evangelical Lutheran 

Mission Society (Leipzig Mission) – along with the Moravian Mission Institution for the Unity 

of the Brethren (Herrnhut Mission).3 Together, these four mission societies formed a regular 

German Protestant missionary presence in East Africa that would persist over subsequent 

decades. These missions commenced in the years after East Africa fell under the German 

imperial sphere, and there was not a period in which missionaries worked apart from forces of 

 
2 I have chosen to use the term “German East Africa” to describe the colonial territory under consideration. While 

other scholars have alternately used “Tanganyika” or “Tanzania” to describe the same territory, these terms are 

anachronistic for discussing the period of German colonization. Additionally, any derivative terms such as “East 

Africa” or “East African” should be taken to refer to German East Africa. To emphasize the particularity of German 

East Africa as a historic space, all references to place or location names within the territory will be rendered in the 

German names and spellings as they appear in the source materials rather than in their present-day forms (which are 

often spelled differently, or bear names completely changed from those of the German colonial period). 
3 For purposes of brevity, the abbreviated society names listed in parentheses will be utilized hereafter. “Berlin I” 

and “Berlin III” were terms regularly employed in period German missionary literature as both titular societies 

originated in Berlin. To maintain consistency, “Leipzig Mission” and “Herrnhut Mission” have been chosen in 

reference to the places of origin for the other two societies, and these terms also appear in period literature.  
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colonialism. German East Africa thus provides an ideal historical space through which one can 

examine the operation of Christian missions in a colonial context.  

The origins of German East Africa as a colonial territory were linked to the beginnings of 

German imperialism in the late 19th century. Unlike other European nations, Germany was a late 

comer to the colonial game. Faced with an increasingly tenuous domestic situation in the late 

1870s-1880s, Chancellor Otto von Bismarck sought to divert the attention of German society 

away from burdensome economic troubles and mitigate the social restlessness of a politically 

dissatisfied working class.4 The acquisition of colonies served several ends. Most importantly, it 

provided a national project into which social sentiment could be channeled. It was also hoped 

that industrialists would utilize the fiscal benefits they received from these new overseas 

markets, thus allowing for German workers to be more adequately compensated and therefore 

placated. Finally, it was a way to head off growing British and French colonial footprints and the 

impact this would have on German trade overseas.5 In essence, the early German imperialist 

impulse was primarily driven by the Bismarckian desire to focus on maintaining the political 

status quo at home through relieving social tensions. Colonialism as a politically expedient 

policy to promote economic growth was simply a means to this end.  

In late 1884, Carl Peters, an ambitious German adventurer and aspiring colonialist, had 

secured through the deception of African chiefs the sovereign rights to a large swathe of land in 

what was to become German East Africa. With the conclusion of the Berlin Conference in early 

1885 and the ensuing “Scramble for Africa,” the Bismarck government granted Peters and the 

 
4 Hans-Ulrich Wehler, “Industrial Growth and Early German Imperialism,” in Studies in the Theory of Imperialism, 

ed. Roger Owen (London: Longman’s, 1972), 76-78. 
5 W.O. Henderson, Studies in German Colonial History (Chicago: Quadrangle Books, 1962), 3-5; Wehler, 

“Industrial Growth and Early German Imperialism,” 79, 87; John Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 88-89. 
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company he founded, the German East Africa Company (GEAC), a Schutzbrief (lit. Letter of 

Protection, operatively an Imperial Charter) which formalized German possession of the 

territory, delegated administrative responsibility to the GEAC, and thereby created the colony of 

German East Africa.6 Following a period of inept governance on the part of Company agents, 

control of the colony was transferred fully to the German government in 1890.7 As a colonial 

possession, German East Africa was the jewel in the German imperial crown. At its greatest 

extent, the territory comprised a land area of around 384,000 square miles with a population of 

over 7 million, making it by far the largest of the German colonies.8 

For missions-minded German Protestants, German East Africa acquired significance not 

merely as one of the fatherland’s colonies, but also as a vast mission field offering opportunities 

for evangelism among diverse African communities. With the rapid European colonial expansion 

of the mid to late 19th century, this period was what K.S. Latourette has characterized as “The 

Great Century” of mission work for European Christians of various national and denominational 

backgrounds.9 With “The Scramble” in full swing, Africa became the focus of European mission 

societies. As missionaries cultivated grassroots relationships with Africans, they had to consider 

secular colonial politics alongside their sacred intentions. Additionally, their evangelistic work 

 
6 Germany would make several other territorial claims during this period and the German Empire would ultimately 

grow to encompass territories in Africa, the South Pacific, and China.  
7 The political history of East Africa and the story of German possession is quite complicated, and a full account 

would go far beyond the contextual purposes of this introduction. For a good account of East Africa’s political 

history during the 19th century, see Reginald Coupland, The Exploitation of East Africa: The Slave Trade and the 

Scramble (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1967). Chapters 17-20 deal specifically with the German 

period. For a relevant primary source account, see Carl Peters, Wie Deutsch-Ostafrika enstand (Leipzig: R. 

Voigtländer’s Verlag, 1912). 
8 These statistics are taken from the 1913 edition of the German Colonial Handbook, a yearly publication that 

provided a detailed range of official statistics on all of Germany’s colonial possessions. See Section III on German 

East Africa in the Deutsches Kolonial-Handbuch (Berlin: Hermann Paetel Verlag, 1913). 
9 Specifically, this appellation recalls the title of Latourette’s volume on missions during the 19 th and early 20th 

centuries. See “Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, vol. 5, The Great Century in 

the Americas, Australasia, and Africa A.D. 1800 -A.D. 1914 (New York: Harper, 1943). 



5 

 

 

fundamentally involved forming indigenous identities to fit a Christian mold. Such activity was 

hardly immune from effectually mirroring the imperialistic ideas, methods, and reshaping 

tendencies that underpinned secular European colonialism.10  

For German missionaries in East Africa, they likewise could not ignore the political 

contexts under which they worked. Given their common national identity with the administrating 

authorities, establishing the correct relationship involved striking a balance between faith and 

fatherland. As Europeans working in indigenous spaces, the fact that they might practice their 

own forms of imperialism in indigenous spiritual, social, and cultural realms – even without 

explicitly claiming association with the German colonial project – was an ever-present 

possibility. As such, an examination of their historical legacy is shaped by both the positions 

they maintained vis-à-vis colonial power and the impact they had on indigenous communities 

both in connection with and abstracted from it.  

Historiography 

The extensive and impactful nature of Christian missions as a historical movement has 

encouraged a significant amount of scholarship. This has produced a rich body of historical 

analysis dealing with all periods, aspects, and contexts of missionary work. A historiographical 

outline for this thesis is best divided into two primary groups of literature. One the one hand, 

there are those works that are more general in nature, covering either the entire history of 

Christian missions or large portions of it. They can be geographically comprehensive or might 

 
10 I have elected to use both the terms “colonialism” and “imperialism” in this thesis. The relationship of these terms 

to each other is sometimes a source of confusion, but they should not be considered mutually interchangeable 

synonyms. For the present purposes, “colonialism” refers to the actual administrative structures and governing 

policies applied by a European state (in this case Germany) within a formal colony (German East Africa). In 

contrast, “imperialism” describes the broader ideas of influence projection and reordering that underlie formal 

colonial systems but can also be mirrored to varying degrees in the practices of non-state entities among foreign or 

indigenous populations (in this case German Protestant Missionaries among the African peoples of German East 

Africa). 
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focus on one particular region, examining missionaries of various nationalities or denominations 

in the context of a unified narrative. As such, these works tend to draw out larger patterns of 

thought and action that emerge in mission history. On the other, there are those works that deal 

specifically with German Protestant missionaries and the East African missions. With analysis 

tailored to the germane colonial and indigenous conditions. Both scholarly approaches provide 

valuable perspectives regarding the nature of colonial-era missionizing, and the respective bodies 

of literature and the key scholars and works within them will be discussed in turn. 

The first modern and comprehensive work of Christian mission history is Kenneth Scott 

Latourette’s A History of the Expansion of Christianity.11 Latourette affirms the spread of 

Christianity as linked to European expansion, arguing that these two entities in tandem brought 

net positive developments for indigenous peoples. At the same time, he clarifies that 

“missionaries fought the exploitation of non-Europeans by non-missionary whites. In this they 

were supported by the consciences of many of their fellow countrymen, made sensitive and 

active by the Christian faith.”12 Missionaries and those that supported them are portrayed as part 

of a “beneficent” strand of colonialism. Latourette ties missions to processes of colonialism but 

does not associate missionaries with instances of unjust exploitation. A key aspect of his 

argument is that “the Christian leaven has modified…every environment into which it has 

penetrated,” but these modifications are mostly viewed by him as positive for the indigenous 

peoples affected.13 In this sense, the work, though pioneering in method and scope, puts forward 

 
11 Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, 9 vols. (New York: Harper, 1944). 
12 Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, vol. 5, The Great Century, vol. 5, 468. 
13 Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, vol. 1, The First Five Centuries (New York: Harper, 1937), 

ix. 
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a largely uncritical view of missions, colonialism, and missionary methods characteristic of the 

colonial era in which it was written.  

In contrast to Latourette, Stephen Neill’s A History of Christian Missions undertakes a far 

more critical examination of missions under colonialism.14 His writing reflects a postcolonial 

approach that grapples with the impacts of colonialism through a religious lens. He uses the term 

“religious aggression” to describe the ways in which missionaries sometimes openly collaborated 

with colonial administrations and borrowed from their imperialistic methods even in their own 

spheres of evangelistic work. He admits that “say what we will, Christian missionary work is 

frequently understood by the peoples of Africa and the East not as the sharing of an inestimable 

treasure, but as an unwanted imposition from without, inseparably associated with the progress 

of colonial powers” and declares that this is “part of the history, and part of the tragedy, of 

Christian missions in the great century of Europe.”15 Neill rightly does not denounce the record 

of Christian missions in colonial contexts, but simply advocates a more critical, honest, and 

balanced historical assessment that recognizes the challenges of the Christian missionary legacy 

in light of decolonization and the emergent postcolonial historical perspective. 

General histories of Christian missions following Neill have tended to expand upon his 

critique of “religious aggression” and the colonial connection. More recent works in this vein 

include Martin Ballard’s White Men’s God, which though more narrowly focused on 19th and 

20th century missions in Africa, nevertheless is still generalist in its assessment of missions from 

various European nations.16 Unlike Neill, Ballard takes an overall negative view of missionaries, 

 
14 Stephen Neill, A History of Christian Missions (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1964). 
15 Ibid., 250. 
16 Martin Ballard, White Men’s God: The Extraordinary Story of Missionaries in Africa (Oxford: Greenwood World 

Publishing, 2008). 
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seeing them as collaborators with colonial administrations across Africa. He contends that 

missionaries were much more than well-intentioned evangelists, also serving as traders, 

explorers, and intermediaries in the service of colonial expansion. Ballard leaves one with the 

impression that missionaries were simply channels of colonial power, as imperialists under a 

more benign-sounding title. This is in contrast to Latourette, but also discards the cautious 

nuance of Neill, viewing missionaries primarily through the lens of their secular sins over their 

spiritual impact. 

In their work To All Nations from All Nations, Carlos Cardoza-Orlandi and Justo 

González capture the recent trajectory of general Christian mission history. In the opening pages, 

the authors openly acknowledge the damages wrought by missions throughout history, 

emphasizing that “Christians have used the words of Jesus as justification for lucre and 

imperialistic purposes” and how missionaries “rode roughshod over cultures and identities and 

oppressed the defenseless.”17 Importantly, they do not ascribe these moral failures on the part of 

missions entirely to the nefarious workings of colonialism or imperial expansion. Rather, they 

see it as a mistake of missionaries themselves and emphasize that missions could bear the 

character of colonialism even apart from formal collaboration with colonial administrations.  

Despite the initial negative tone, Cardoza-Orlandi and González craft a position in the spirit of 

Neill. In this vein, they characterize the history of Christian missions as “both inspiring and 

terrifying,” thus underlining the uncomfortable history of colonialist tendencies and connections 

in missions work, yet also noting the numerous historical examples of missionary triumph 

characterized by both pure intentions and laudable action.18 

 
17 Carlos Cardoza-Orlandi and Justo González, To All Nations from All Nations: A History of the Christian 

Missionary Movement (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2013), 1-2. 
18 Ibid., 2. 



9 

 

 

Having set up this helpful backdrop of generalist mission history, we now come to 

consider the scholarship discussing German Protestant missionaries and East African mission 

work. Earliest among these is Roland Oliver’s The Missionary Factor in East Africa.19 Oliver 

offers an examination of missionary activity both in British East Africa and German East Africa. 

His narrative places the missions, mainly British Protestant, but also German Protestant and 

Catholic, in the context of colonial politics, tracing the connections and conflicts that arose 

between missionaries and the secular governments. However, Oliver fails to sufficiently include 

the indigenous populations the missionaries sought to serve in his analysis. He captures the 

complicated and sometimes troubled missions/colonialism relationship in East Africa, but the 

equally important missionary/indigenous relationship is not afforded the same treatment. Though 

excellent as an account highlighting the shaping role of politics on mission work in East Africa, 

Oliver focuses on this subject to the point that the nature and impact of day-to-day missionary 

work among Africans is largely deemphasized.  

The first English language analysis by a professional historian to focus exclusively on 

German missions in East Africa is Marcia Wright’s German Missions in Tanganyika.20 A student 

of Oliver, Wright focuses on the Southern Highlands region and the Berlin I and Herrnhut 

missions. Though she connects the missions to the wider context of German colonialism, her 

analysis is most significant in the way that it centers the interplay between missionaries and 

African communities, providing something of a remedy to Oliver’s omissions. She shows that 

German missionaries were not merely extensions of the larger German colonial movement. 

Rather, they implemented programs of evangelism that were conceived by them, for their own 

 
19 Roland Oliver, The Missionary Factor in East Africa (London: Longman’s, 1952). 
20 Marcia Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 1891-1941: Lutherans and Moravians in the Southern 

Highlands (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971).  
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purposes, for specific indigenous contexts, harboring intentions to reshape African lives through 

evangelism, conversion, and the adoption of Christian standards of living. This is a system of 

thinking and action argued to be distinct from the methods of German colonialism but sharing an  

identity-altering impact.  

Wright’s emphasis on the reshaping effects of the missionary/indigenous relationship is 

expanded upon in subsequent studies. The most notable of these include Klaus Fiedler’s 

Christianity and African Culture: Conservative German Protestant Missionaries in Tanzania, 

which as the title suggests puts forward an examination of how missionary evangelism faced 

sometimes difficult questions regarding the integration of traditional African cultural practices 

with Christian faith.21 Fiedler chooses not to make colonial politics a core component of his 

discussion, instead focusing on how the Protestant and German backgrounds of the missionaries 

informed their attitudes towards the indigenous conditions they encountered. More recently, 

Robert Munson’s The Nature of Christianity in Northern Tanzania offers a spatial perspective of 

the Leipzig Mission in a similar vein, considering both missionary/colonial and 

missionary/indigenous relationships through the lens of the mission station as a place of 

convergence for missionary, African, and colonial influences.22  

The most recent contributions of German Protestant missionary studies have strongly 

emphasized that the legacy of German missions must be assessed in light of Germany’s colonial 

history. This has produced a sharp division of opinion. Ulrich Van der Heyden argues in 

Christian Missionary Societies in the German Colonies that German missionaries possessed a 

 
21 Klaus Fiedler, Christianity and African Culture: Conservative German Protestant Missionaries in Tanzania, 

1900-1940 (Leiden: Brill, 1996).  
22 Robert Munson, The Nature of Christianity in Northern Tanzania: Environmental and Social Change, 1890-1916 

(Lanham: Lexington Books, 2013). 
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“paternalistic and sometimes racist fundamental attitude” that could only make them supporters 

and contributors to the colonial project.23 He sees the reshaping aims and ideologies that 

underpinned mission work as merely the process of colonization under the guise of evangelism. 

German missionaries are portrayed (and generalized) as agents of colonialism holding racist 

views of cultural primitivism and indigenous inferiority. Because missionaries actively 

welcomed and sought the protection of German colonial administrators, they are implicated as 

contributors to the exploitation and abuses that occurred in Germany’s African colonies.  

Jeremy Best’s monograph Heavenly Fatherland represents a synthesis of prior 

scholarship, but also a counter to van der Heyden’s position.24 Best utilizes examples and sources 

from missions in all of Germany’s colonial possessions, though a large share is devoted to East 

Africa. He argues that missionaries contributed to Germany’s colonial culture precisely because 

they elevated loyalty to the international Christian missionary community over national identity 

and actively questioned the methods of colonialism carried out in the interest of economic 

growth.25 In this sense, they were alternative voices in the secular colonial discussion. He 

balances this by noting that German missionaries could not entirely renounce their national 

identities nor fully separate themselves from German colonial structures. They brought their own 

prejudices to their work, including opinions of cultural primitivism and heathenism that could be 

seen as denigrating to indigenous ways of life.26 However, Best argues that their mission work 

displays a genuine desire to connect with their indigenous peers and understand their culture. 

 
23 Ulrich van der Heyden, “Christian missionary societies in the German colonies, 1884/85-1914/15,” in German 

Colonialism: Race, the Holocaust, and Postwar Germany, ed. Volker Langbehn and Mohammad Salama (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 217. 
24 Jeremy Best, Heavenly Fatherland: German Missionary Culture and Globalization in the Age of Empire 

(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2021). 
25 Ibid., 13. 
26 Ibid., 16. 
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Christian conversion was seen as a necessary step towards cultural improvement, but it also 

connected the individual to the missionary vision of a global Christian community of all races, 

languages, and nationalities.  

This thesis aligns with those scholars who have applied a more balanced perspective to 

both the general history of Christian missions and the record of German Protestant missionaries 

in East Africa in particular. My argument addresses two central topics: the relationship of 

German missionaries to the formal German colonial system, and the role and impact of German 

missionaries among the indigenous population. Regarding the issue of missions and colonialism, 

I argue that the German missionaries and their mission societies should not be viewed as mere 

extensions of the German colonial project. Supported by a community of mission scholars and 

advocates in the metropole, German missionaries made efforts to distinguish their purposes from 

those of German colonialism and represented a distinct force within the East African colonial 

space. They emphasized that evangelism and Christian principles underpinned every aspect of 

their work and held the formation of spiritually mature African Christians and Christian 

communities to be their primary focus. They were clear in stating their ultimate loyalty to the 

Kingdom of Heaven above their earthly fatherland, a position which sometimes resulted in 

expressions of suspicion, criticism, and even open hostility from their colonialist opposites.  

While I highlight the important separation that German missionaries maintained in 

rhetoric and action between themselves and the processes of German colonialism, I also conduct 

a critical assessment of the missionaries’ multi-faceted interactions with Africans and the nature 

of their evangelistic work as a channel for spiritual, social, and cultural change. Though they did 

not act upon the behest or endorsement of the German colonial administration, this did not 

preclude them from effecting significant changes to African minds, lives, and communities 
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through evangelistic work. As Roy Bridges has put it, this involves an idea of missionaries as 

agents of  an “unofficial imperialism.” In his study of British Protestant missionaries in colonial 

East Africa, Bridges asserts that “however benign in intent and actual practice the unofficial 

imperialists were in East Africa during this period, they did believe that it was their task to 

reorder African religion, politics, society, and economy in ways decided by them and defined by 

them for a good defined by them.”27  

Inspired by the position taken by Bridges, I seek to examine my German missionary 

subjects in a similar way.  I acknowledge that the missionaries were naturally informed and 

guided by their European backgrounds and as such, their introduction of Christianity into African 

environments brought with it the cultural, intellectual, and religious trappings of a European 

perspective. However, my research also shows that reordering of African identities to conform to 

the missionaries’ conceptions of Christianity and Christian living was not always a monolithic 

process of imperialistic Europeanization. German missionaries were attentive to existing 

frameworks of African thought and culture they encountered, and they integrated elements of 

them into their evangelistic activities to render the process of Christian conversion more 

comprehensible and accessible to potential African converts.  

An examination of the missionaries’ work in the areas of evangelism, education, social 

organization, and cultural development reveals a calculated interplay of reordering, rejection, and 

integration from which emerged a comprehensive vision for principled Christian living and 

community building. This was not a vision that missionaries forcefully imposed on Africans, but 

for those individuals who through their own agency chose the path of Christian conversion, the 

 
27 Roy Bridges, “The Christian Vision and Secular Imperialism: Missionaries, Geography, and the Approach to East 

Africa, c. 1844-1890,” in Converting Colonialism: Visions and Realities in Mission History, 1706-1914, ed. Dana 

Robert (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2008), 46. 
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expectations for a change in personal and communal identity was a necessary prerequisite for 

Christian status. In pursuing the evangelization and Christian formation of African individuals 

and communities, missionaries sought to shape the conditions they encountered on earth to 

reflect the principles of heaven as they understood them, and this is the lens through which their 

activities in German East Africa ought to be viewed. 

Synopsis of Chapters  

This thesis focuses on the chronological period of 1887 up to 1914. The choice of these 

dates is important as they serve to bookend the period of German Protestant missionary work in 

German East Africa. While it is true that German missionaries continued to work in East Africa 

after 1914, the outbreak of World War I, the occupation of the colony by British forces, and the 

eventual transfer of the territory to Great Britain following Germany’s defeat, greatly disrupted 

the status quo and ushered in an entirely new period and colonial context.28 As such, I have 

elected to limit my examination to the period of German rule so as to keep the distinctive 

conditions missionaries faced in German East Africa at the forefront of my examination.  

The chapters of this thesis are divided thematically, each dealing with a particular aspect 

of German missionary work. Chapter 1 provides important context for understanding the genesis 

of German missions in East Africa and their approaches to evangelizing in a German colony. The 

discussion begins with the events and rhetoric surrounding Carl Peters, the German 

colonialization movement, and the German East Africa Company, and how missionaries figured 

into the early years of German rule in East Africa. The entrance of the four mission societies into 

 
28 Both Marcia Wright and Klaus Fiedler have discussed aspects of the history of German missions in East Africa up 

to the 1940s. See their respective works for information on the continuation of the missions in the decades following 

World War I.  
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East Africa and the establishment of a permanent German missionary presence in the colony is 

examined in detail. The second portion of the chapter deals with the relationship established 

between missionaries and the German colonial project. Prominent voices in the domestic mission 

community addressed the issue of colonial politics and mission work and provided an ideological 

framework to guide missionary engagement with secular colonial entities. However, instances of 

colonial unrest and colonialist criticism both validated and tested this framework, making a 

historical assessment of missionary attitudes vis-à-vis the colonial administration hardly a clear-

cut affair. 

In chapter 2, the focus shifts to what was the primary purpose and activity of German 

Protestant missionaries: evangelism. The bulk of this chapter is devoted to outlining missionary 

approaches to evangelism and how the structures of African religious thought and practice were 

factored into them. Some elements of African spirituality and related cultural practices 

contrasted significantly to the missionaries’ understanding of proper Christian faith. As such 

their evangelism involved evaluating and addressing these existing contexts and rendering 

appropriate responses that clarified the principles of Christian belief and practice in ways that 

were comprehendible and agreeable to African audiences. Through this process, missionaries 

balanced an openness to integration and a commitment to maintaining the integrity and fullness 

of the Christian message. Related to this was the issue of Christian conversion. The second half 

of this chapter specifically addresses German missionary expectations for African converts and 

highlights some of the challenges they faced in gaining and forming African converts, as well as 

the methods they employed as part of their evangelistic work to mitigate them. 

The subject of chapter 3 is the mission school system in East Africa and the educational 

opportunities that German missionaries offered to Africans. This includes discussion of mission 
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school curriculum, the structure of a typical school day for African students, the role of 

education as a form of evangelism and Christian formation, and the educational policies that 

missionaries implemented, especially as they related to languages of instruction and African 

literacy training. This chapter also examines an important aspect of the missions/colonialism 

relationship: the tensions and conflicts that arose between missionaries and colonial 

administrators over the ends of African education and the place of educated Africans in the 

German colonial system. In addition to outlining missionary views on the subject of education, 

the chapter concludes with an examination of the post-school outlooks for African graduates, 

both secular and mission-related, and how employment opportunities were shaped by the 

curricular content and emphases of mission school education.  

Chapter 4 adopts a spatial historical perspective and considers the distinctive cultural 

space of the East African mission station. This serves to tie together the major subjects of the 

thesis by considering the missionary vision of creating an idealized Christian cultural space 

towards which all aspects of their work were ultimately oriented. The mission station is argued to 

be the central anchoring element of this space as the location where European and African 

perspectives interacted and contributed to the formation of emergent Christian communities. 

Through such areas as medicine, labor, agriculture, and economic production, German 

missionaries were constantly animated by their evangelistic task and sought to orient the 

activities of daily existence around the cultivation of fruitful Christian life. For African converts, 

the establishment of Christian villages near the mission stations enabled full participation in this 

way of life alongside the missionaries. In essence, the mission station cultural space was the 

culmination of missionary evangelism and marked the complete integration of African converts 

into the daily practice and mentality of Christian living.
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CHAPTER 1 

No Man can Serve Two Masters: The Challenges of Colonial Missionizing 

 

Among the most interesting and potentially controversial aspects of the German 

Protestant missions in East Africa is the nature of coexistence between the missionary enterprise 

and the structures of German colonialism within the colony. The genesis of German Protestant 

mission society engagement in the region occurred a few short years after the formalization of 

German East Africa as a colonial space in 1885. Unlike in Germany’s colonial possessions in the 

western regions of Africa, parts of Asia, and the Pacific, there was never a period during which 

German Protestant missions operated in East Africa apart from the secular authority and 

influence of the Fatherland. The reality of colonial rule over these mission fields was confirmed 

as the status quo from the outset. 

This chronological relationship shapes any historical analysis of missions in this region. 

One does not approach the subject via a “before and after” lens. One cannot divide a history of 

the German Protestant missions in East Africa into two periods preceding and following the 

commencement of German colonial administration.1 To examine these missions in East Africa is 

to examine them as entities working and growing under the German flag. German missionaries 

maintained a spiritual loyalty to Christ and church, but also bore a temporal national identity as 

fellow-countrymen of the administrating colonialists. The mission societies did not find 

themselves in this position relative to German colonialism by chance developments or 

 
1 This contrasts with the approach taken by Albert Wu who has examined German missionaries in China both before 

and after the establishment of the Schutzgebiet (leased territory) at Kiautschou Bay. Similarly, Roland Oliver has 

done the same with British Protestant missionaries in East Africa, comparing their activities prior to colonization, 

under the Germans, and finally under the British following World War I. See Albert Wu, From Christ to Confucius: 

German Missionaries, Chinese Christians, and the Globalization of Christianity, 1860-1950 (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2016); Oliver, The Missionary Factor. 
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coincidence. Indeed, the decision on the part of missions-minded German Protestants to begin 

work in East Africa involved a conscious recognition and acceptance that such work would 

proceed under the watchful eye of German colonial administration with all the consequences, 

both immediate and potential, that this would entail. This raises questions as to how the missions 

conceived of their relationship with the German colonial project and how the broader 

missions/colonialism dynamic played out in East Africa. 

This chapter examines the German Protestant missions in East Africa through the 

relationships formed and maintained by both societies and missionaries with the German 

colonialists and colonialism. Beginning with the earliest mission activities during the period of 

German East Africa Company (GEAC) administration between 1885-1890 and continuing into 

the period of formal German government control from 1890 onwards, the issues to be considered 

center around the appropriate position of the missions in the East African colony as conceived in 

the minds of the missionary community members and their colonial administrator opposites. It is 

important to understand the efforts to define the relationship between missions and colonialism 

that were made by both parties, as well as the instances of conflict and cooperation that arose as 

a result. This will lay the necessary contextual foundations for the particularized discussions of 

East African missionary work to come in later chapters. It will presently be seen that the German 

Protestant missions in East Africa sought to distinguish their spiritually focused activities from 

the interests of colonial politics. The German missionary movement developed an ideological 

framework of healthy division between the secular and the spiritual, as well as national interests 

and a universal evangelism, though proper application of these ideas in practice could become 

problematic in certain contexts. 
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Distasteful Origins, Lackluster Beginnings 

The early development of the German Protestant missionary enterprise in East Africa is 

closely linked to the period of GEAC administration and the influence of Company founder Carl 

Peters. Indeed, the general role of Christian missions as a component of Peters’ colonial 

mentality is key to understanding the nature of initial missionary activity in the protectorate, as 

well as the consequences this would have on the eventual expansion of German Protestant 

missions into the emergent mission field. Peters had contributed to and endorsed a resolution 

produced at the Congress for the Development of German Overseas Interests, a GEAC-

sponsored gathering of like-minded German colonialists that was convened in Berlin in 

September 1886.2 The resolution listed the need to increase German mission activity overseas as 

related to more practical colonial goals such as economic growth and the spreading of German 

influence abroad.3  

Peters was no stranger to the idea of missions as relevant to colonial ventures. He was 

closely acquainted with Friedrich Fabri, Mission Inspector for the Rhenish Missionary Society 

and leading advocate for German colonization. As leader of the Rhenish Mission between 1857-

1884, Fabri coordinated mission work in Southwest Africa, but this endeavor was tarnished by 

his secular colonial preoccupations. In 1879, he published a pamphlet entitled Bedarf 

Deutschland der Kolonien? (Does Germany Need Colonies?) which laid out his argument for a 

German overseas empire and cemented him as a prominent voice in the ranks of the German 

 
2 The Congress was the culmination of a monthslong capital-raising campaign spearheaded by Peters to fund his 

project in German East Africa. For more on this, see Peters, Wie Deutsch-Ostafrika enstand, 77-85. 
3 Carl Peters, Die Gründung von Deutsch-Ostafrika: kolonialpolitische Erinnerungen und Betrachtungen (Berlin: 

Schwetschke, 1906), 143. 
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colonial lobby.4 As Mission Inspector, Fabri molded the Rhenish Mission in Southwest Africa 

into a political force as missionaries worked to assert their authority over the indigenous 

population and encourage material productivity, with the goal of increasing the economic 

attractiveness of the region for future German colonization.5 Peters credited his missionary-

colonialist friend as one of the figures who inspired his personal colonial aspirations, and it is 

likely through Fabri that Peters became familiarized with the use of missions for colonial-

political ends.6  

If one were to characterize the essence of Peters’ position on the issue of missions in 

colonial contexts, there is an emphasis on the temporal and political dynamics of missionary 

work over the spiritual and evangelistic. In line with his colonialist and economic-minded 

mentality, Peters displayed an interest in what he terms the “practical side” of the Christian 

worldview with its emphasis on industriousness and the value of work.7 He summarized his 

secular view of the missions thus: 

What must be desired from the colonial-political point of view is that the mission does not lose 

itself exclusively in the abstract field of dogmatic instruction, but always remains on the real 

ground of being in space and time, i.e. not only preaches a theoretical Christianity, but also aims 

to educate capable, flesh-and-blood Christians, that is to say, useful members of human society 

and, in the present case, active elements for the development of the German East African 

protectorate.8 

 

 
4 For a more detailed discussion of Fabri’s ideology, see Gerhard Besier, “Mission and Colonialism in Friedrich 

Fabri’s (1824-1891) Thinking,” in Missionary Ideologies in the Imperialist Era, 1880-1920, ed. Torben Christensen 

and William Hutchison (Struer: Christensens Bogtrykkeri, 1982), 84-93. 
5 Ballard, White Men’s God, 158-160.  
6 Peters, Die Gründung von Deutsch-Ostafrika, 27, 38. 
7 Carl Peters, Das Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Schutzgebiet (Munich: Oldenbourg, 1895), 372. It is worth noting here 

that Peters’ interest aligned with trends in German Protestant views on the importance of work that developed over 

the latter half of the 19th century. This is a topic addressed more fully in Chapter 4.  
8 Ibid., 373. 
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Peters did not view missions as merely spaces to prepare souls for the world to come. The 

spiritual aspects of the mission, while acceptable, must be coupled with the promotion of 

practical values useful for colonial administration and development, be they a “Christian” work 

ethic, obedience to authority, or skills-based education. One gets the sense that evangelism in 

this arrangement is merely a spiritual means to a practical end. Should mission societies and 

missionaries be convinced to elevate a like emphasis, the potential temporal benefits of 

encouraging active Christian missions in the East African colony was not lost on the colonialist 

mind of Peters.  

It is important to note that missionaries from Europe (including some Germans), had been 

present in East Africa before the arrival of the GEAC in 1885, but they had all been affiliated 

with English mission societies and French Catholic orders.9 Peters was open about his opposition 

to the presence of these “foreign” mission ventures on what was now “German” soil, as he felt 

they would only serve to hinder colonial development among African communities. For their 

part, previous missionaries, especially the English, were likewise critical of the German 

operation, understandably harboring a strong dislike of Peters and what they saw to be the 

exploitative premises upon which the now-protectorate was based.10 Peters would later claim that 

missionaries in general, by the very nature of their work, would be inclined to advocate for the 

indigenous population over and against the attempts by colonial authorities to forcefully integrate 

 
9 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 49. Among the most notable early German missionaries in East Africa was 

Johannes Rebmann, who arrived in the mid-1840s. He was affiliated with the Church Missionary Society (CMS) 

and was the first European to see Mt. Kilimanjaro. For details on CMS-aligned German missionaries, see Bengt 

Sundkler and Christopher Steed, The History of the Church in Africa (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

2000), 517-519, and Kenneth Scott Latourette, A History of the Expansion of Christianity, The Great Century, 403-

404. 
10 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 96-97. See also Gustav Warneck, Zur Abwehr und Verständigung: Offener Brief 

an Herrn Major von Wissmann (Gütersloh: Bertelsmann, 1890), 2. Here, Warneck elaborates on the nature of 

German colonialist opposition to the Protestant English missions (and the German Protestants who supported them). 
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natives into exploitative economic schemes. It would appear that Peters’ fundamental opposition 

to foreign missions in the protectorate stemmed from a fear that they would be political agitators, 

always lacking an inclination to cooperate and collaborate with the economic initiatives of a 

German colonial administration via the “Christian” formation of Africans.  

It was Peters’ desire for cooperative missions in East Africa that resulted in the formation 

of Berlin III in 1886, the first German Protestant mission society to enter and begin work in 

German East Africa. In addition to being first in the field, Berlin III can also be described as first 

in controversy. The mission society owed its genesis to the influence and intervention of Peters 

himself, who leveraged his connections with German Protestant pastors to lobby for its formation 

and received a seat on its executive committee.11 Different intentions might have driven Peters to 

such action. He may have sought to drum up increased support and awareness among the 

German public at home for what had been up to this point a floundering colonial venture.12 This 

is not an unreasonable claim, especially given Peters’ personal recognition of the necessity of 

public press for successful colonialism, presumably in terms of the financial support this would 

translate into.13 His overtures to the Bavarian Benedictines of St. Ottilien in 1887, also 

concerning the formation of a mission to East Africa, were made with the explicit intention of 

encouraging support in the largely Catholic southern regions of Germany.14 When one 

 
11 Arne Perras, Carl Peters and German Imperialism, 1856-1918: A Political Biography (New York: Clarendon 

Press, 2004), 82; Jeremy Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 27, 32. 
12 As Susan Thorne observes in her article on 19th century British missions, missionaries could be primary conduits 

through which the domestic public could engage with and form opinions of the colonies. See Susan Thorne, “‘The 

Conversion of Englishmen and the Conversion of the World Inseparable’: Missionary Imperialism and the Language 

of Class in Early Industrial Britain,” in Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, ed. Frederick 

Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997), 239. 
13 Carl Peters, "Die Deutsch-Ostafrikanische Gesellschaft und die öffentliche Meinung (1886),” in Carl Peters 

Gesammelte Schriften (Munich: E.H. Beck’sche, 1943), 355-357. 
14 For an account of these exchanges between Peters and the Catholics, see Peters, Die Gründung von Deutsch-

Ostafrika, 154-155. See also Perras, Carl Peters and German Imperialism, 83.  
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extrapolates these factors and applies them to the question of Berlin III, it is easy to see how 

Peters would have had similar domestic aims in mind.  

More significant than these domestic concerns, however, was the positive effect a 

German mission could have on GEAC operations in East Africa. Peters was convinced that 

missions needed to be invested in the national interests of the colonial administration. This 

represents the fundamental issue he had with missionaries of other national identities, as well as 

the particular appeal of German missions. In short, Peters believed that German missionaries 

working in a German colony should naturally serve German interests.15 In attempting to exploit 

the agreements deceptively concluded with African chiefs for economic gain through brutal, 

coercive, and generally disrespectful methods, Peters and Company agents quickly elicited 

resistance from the population. Given the GEAC’s lack of manpower, funds, and domestic 

support both popular and political during this early period, it became clear that authority could 

not be exercised under such conditions.16 With no attempt made to negotiate relationships with  

African communities, these populations would not willingly submit to brute force. Operating 

under false assumptions, the GEAC was an example of ineffective chartered company-based 

colonial governance to the fullest.17  

For Peters, German missionaries of Berlin III could provide valuable support to the 

colonial administration by pacifying indigenous communities to fulfill the labor demands of the 

GEAC and form them into willing and obedient workers under the pretext of Christian 

 
15 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 95; Warneck, Zur Abwehr und Verständigung, 24. 
16 Helmuth Stoecker, “German East Africa 1885-1906,” in German Imperialism: From the Beginnings until the 

Second World War, ed. Helmuth Stoecker, trans. Bernd Zöllner (London: Hurst, 1986),  95-97; Arne Perras, Carl 

Peters and German Imperialism, 75-79. 
17 These administrative difficulties were not exclusive to the GEAC and arose under chartered companies in other 

colonial contexts. See Terence Ranger, "African Reactions to the Imposition of Colonial Rule in East and Central 

Africa," in Colonialism in Africa 1870-1960, ed. L.H. Gann and Peter Duignan (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1970), 294-295. 
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evangelism. As Arne Perras, Peters’ biographer, has pointed out, the clerical leadership of Berlin 

III was not unaware of Peters’ preoccupation with practical formation, which leaves little doubt 

as to the position the society would be willing to adopt vis-à-vis secular colonial interests.18 By 

gaining the trust of Africans and achieving positions of influence within their communities, 

missionaries were ideally positioned to condition Africans to cooperate with the directives of 

colonial administrators under the guise of Christian obedience.19 The formation of Berlin III was 

nothing other than a plan to recruit German missionaries whose work could be manipulated for 

secular, colonial ends in the justifying name of national interest. With these contexts of Peters 

and the colonial situation in mind, one might rightly conclude that Berlin III was a ready-made 

pawn for colonialist and GEAC interests and an enabler of exploitation of the indigenous 

population. As Lorenzkirch pastor and mission historian Carl Paul acknowledged, “[Berlin III] 

was founded amidst the storm and stress of initial enthusiasm and appeared almost as a 

subdivision of colonial society.”20  

In the early years of its existence, Berlin III indeed acted as a subdivision of colonial 

society, although not precisely in the way Peters had envisioned. For one, the society’s 

missionary presence during this period, and thus its sphere of influence, was almost exclusively 

confined to major coastal population centers. The first mission station at Dar es Salaam was 

established in late 1887 with the arrival of Johann Greiner, the first missionary affiliated with a 

German mission society to begin work in colonial East Africa. This was followed by a second 

 
18 Perras, Carl Peters and German Imperialism, 83, 86.  
19 Ranger, "African Reactions to the Imposition of Colonial Rule in East and Central Africa," 299-300. 
20 Carl Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika: eine Zeitgeschichte Studie (Leipzig: Wallmann, 1892), 22. 
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station established at Tanga in 1890, an effort headed by Greiner’s assistant, August Krämer.21 

Interestingly, these were two cities, majority Arab and Swahili, where German authority and 

infrastructure was already well-established, thus calling into question the need for missions to act 

as pacifying agents in these locations.  

The aspect of coastal location decidedly shaped the scope of mission work itself. In terms 

of the spiritual, it was in fact the case that the missionaries and their mission station helpers 

found themselves mainly ministering to Protestant Germans in the colonial administration, as 

well as members of the German military stationed near the coast.22 Indeed, actual evangelism of 

the non-Christian, non-German population, whether ulteriorly motivated or not, was largely 

ineffective. This was largely due to the contentment of the Muslim Swahili with their Islamic 

faith, resulting in their unreceptiveness to Christian teaching. In point of fact, Berlin III appeared 

more as a support organization for German nationals rather than an evangelistic effort. One sees 

this especially in the establishment of mission-run hospitals in both Dar es Salaam and Tanga. 

Though one society-published tract claims that “the Evangelical Mission Society for German 

East Africa had from the beginning pursued the purpose not only of preaching the Gospel to the 

pagans, but also of practicing medical care among Christians, pagans, and Mohammedans,” 

medical service was primarily rendered to Germans and colonial-allied non-German groups.23 

In seeking to characterize the early work of Berlin III, and by extension the beginnings of 

the German Protestant missions in East Africa, one might be inclined to dismiss the society in 

 
21 For additional details of the events surrounding Berlin III’s establishment, see Die Arbeit der Ev. 

Missionsgesellschaft in Deutsch-Ostafrika von 1887-1890 (Berlin: Verlag der Evangelische Missionsgesellschaft für 

Deutsch Ostafrika, 1891), 3-4, 14-15, and Daniel von Cölln, Bilder aus Ostafrika (Berlin: Buchhandlung der 

Deutschen Lehrerzeitung, 1891), 30, 89-90. 
22 Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 24-25. 
23 Die Arbeit der Ev. Missionsgesellschaft, 11-12. Case in point, the Berlin III played an important role in the 

Abushiri uprising of 1888-1889, establishing a field hospital to care for wounded German combatants, among them 

the non-German mercenaries of the Wissmanntruppe. 
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the words of Carl Paul as a mere “subdivision of colonial society” on the basis of its connections 

to Peters and his problematic schemes and the emphasis placed on supporting the colonial 

administration. Jeremy Best has characterized early Berlin III mission work as involving “an 

intimate connection between secular and religious interests,” a judgement consistent with the 

premises upon which the society was founded and operated.24 Marcia Wright concurs with a 

dismissal of the society as “nationalist,” only concerned with serving German interests and 

neglecting the task of genuine missionary evangelism.25 One can conclude that the record of 

Berlin III under the colonial administration of the Peters-led GEAC essentially constitutes the 

society’s contributions in support of the colonial infrastructure. Certainly not to the exploitative 

extent envisioned by Peters, in large part due to geographic positioning, but far from independent 

of secular concerns and collaboration.  

Old Societies Enter the New Field 

Following the shift in East African power dynamics from chartered company to formal 

German government rule in 1890, a new phase of development began for German Protestant 

mission activity in the colony. General expansion occurred, and Berlin III was soon joined by 

older, more established mission societies. Berlin I, the Herrnhut Mission, and the Leipzig 

mission all established stations in the colony within a matter of a few years. This raises the 

question as to why these societies had not begun missionary efforts in the 1880s, especially 

considering Peters’ lobbying for German missions. Should one interpret this solely as opposition 

to participating in Peters’ morally problematic colonial venture? This was true to a degree, and at 

least one author, Roland Oliver, has emphasized the active criticism members of these older 

 
24 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 27. 
25 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 125. 
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societies voiced against both Peters and Fabri.26 However, the delay also stemmed in part from 

the reality that these societies were already occupied with supporting extensive missionary work 

in Asia, the Pacific, and the British colonies in Africa. Thus, resources in both funding and 

personnel for East African missions were lacking.27 Though a distaste for Peters and the GEAC 

was certainly present, one also must consider the practical limitations as well.  

The political environment in East Africa was also still fundamentally a German colonial 

venture, albeit with a new administration. It could be argued, as has Ulrich van der Heyden, that 

German missionaries (and their societies) actually “longed for a strong regime to guarantee that 

the Christian mission would develop and prosper.”28 In other words, they saw some benefit of 

stability that came with formal German administration. It is true that the GEAC period was 

characterized by social and political difficulties, many of which negatively impacted the work of 

the Berlin III missionaries. Most notably, the Abushiri Uprising of 1888-1889 resulted in serious 

damage to the mission stations and forced the missionaries and their helpers to flee to German 

strongholds and ships.29 However, this is not to say that those in the mission societies were 

without reservations towards working under or collaborating with the new German colonial 

administration simply because it appeared to represent more competent governance. On the 

contrary, the voluntary entrance of the older societies, coupled with the political changes, 

 
26 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 94-95. See also Carl Paul, who explains that influential voices within the German 

missionary movement, most notably Gustav Warneck, advised against rushing to begin mission work in East Africa. 

In part, this appears to stem from (rightly founded) concerns regarding the colonialist rhetoric of Peters and others. 

Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 31. 
27 Die evangelischen Missionen in den Deutschen Kolonieen und Schutzgebieten (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner 

evangelischen Missionsgesellschaft, 1902), 39. 
28 Heyden, “Christian missionary societies in the German colonies,” 222. 
29 See Cölln, Bilder aus Ostafrika, 109-121 and Die Arbeit der Ev. Missionsgesellschaft, 7-9. The causes of the 

Abushiri Uprising were tied to a complicated series of territorial and trade disputes among the Germans, Arabs, and 

Swahili. The GEAC’s inability to resolve the situation led to German military intervention and set into motion the 

transfer of the colony to full German government administration. For details on the relevant political and military 

issues, see Coupland, The Exploitation of East Africa, 482-484. 
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prompted a new phase of development for the German Protestant missions, the nature of which 

would be a persistent shaping force on their approaches to missionizing in East Africa going 

forward. 

Of central concern for the mission societies in the 1890s was a desire to curtail the 

influence of colonial interests upon both missionaries and missionized. This prompted the 

establishment of new mission stations in the interior, insulated from the centers of German 

power nearer the coast. In 1891, Berlin I and the Herrnhut Mission had staked out adjacent 

mission fields near Lake Nyasa. The boundaries were defined by an agreement between the two 

societies, but they planned to collaborate and support each other in the field from the outset. In 

speaking of this choice of location, Oliver sums up the appeal of the remote: it is “significant of 

their abiding distrust of the Kolonialbewegung that they chose to do so at the point which was, 

and which was likely to remain, the remotest from secular European interest.”30 Aside from the 

issue of colonial politics, there was also the fact that the African communities of the interior 

were less likely to have been already integrated into the German colonial project. As Carl Paul 

put it, missionaries sought to reach people who “have not been caught up in the whirlpool of 

colonial life.”31 In such contexts, missionaries hoped that evangelism and humanitarian activity, 

unpressured by ulterior motivations, could proceed with an African-centric focus.  

In late 1893, the Leipzig Mission arrived in East Africa, taking up positions in the region 

of Mt. Kilimanjaro. Unlike Berlin I and the Herrnhuters, the choice of this mission field was 

more a product of convenient circumstances rather than intentional planning. The suspicion of 

English missionaries initially held by Carl Peters had also found traction among members of the 

 
30 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 165-166.  
31 Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 27. See also 10.  
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new German colonial administration. The Church Missionary Society (CMS) had maintained a 

presence near Kilimanjaro stretching back to the 1870s, but ongoing tensions with the German 

authorities prompted them to withdraw from the area.32 In the spirit of Christian unity, the CMS 

had approached the Leipzig Mission with an offer to hand over their mission field and existing 

infrastructure. Given the substantial material costs involved with starting a new mission from 

scratch, the CMS offer was an attractive proposition for the Leipzigers, and they accepted.33 As 

the prior withdrawal of the English demonstrates, the Kilimanjaro region was easily accessible to 

German colonial influence. Nevertheless, the decision of the Leipzig Mission is understandable 

in light of the opportunity that presented itself.  

As for Berlin III, the early 1890s was a period of great realignment within the society and 

marked a move away from its colonial-focused work. Following the suppression of the Abushiri 

Uprising, the society was faced with a challenging financial situation. Its secular patron Peters 

had been removed along with the GEAC from the East African colonial administration, and its 

prospects as an institution were dire. In 1890, pastor Friedrich von Bodelschwingh was 

appointed to Berlin III’s executive committee. A noted evangelist and theologian, 

Bodelschwingh exerted an outsized influence on the direction of the society, initiating a new  

program of professional evangelism training for missionaries at his Bethel seminary near 

Bielefeld.34 Because of the unfavorable environment for mission work on the coast, 

Bodelschwingh moved the majority of Berlin III mission operations inland, establishing a 

mission field in the Usambara mountains by 1891 and later Ruanda in 1907.35 Though the 

 
32 Ballard, White Men’s God, 179; Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 166-167. 
33 Die evangelische Missionen, 85. 
34 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 30. 
35 Oliver, The Missionary Factor, 167. Interestingly, Johann Greiner resigned in response to this new inland mission 

policy, perhaps indicating a preference for the Peters-era approach of Berlin III. See Sundkler and Steed, The 

History of the Church in Africa, 528. 
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Usambara region in particular did not offer refuge from German authorities given its close 

proximity to Tanga, the presence of large indigenous African communities in the area signaled 

Bodelschwingh’s new emphasis on evangelism and his intention to reach those who might be 

more receptive to the Gospel message.36 

Mission Work and Colonial Politics: Missionswissenschaft Perspectives 

Regardless of the reasons or intentions behind the geographic distribution of the mission 

fields, the missionaries who were to arrive in East Africa would nevertheless be operating in 

German territory, fully responsible to the relevant authorities. This meant that the relationship 

between missions and colonial administration became an object of negotiation. Tensions between 

the two entities surfaced early on, punctuated by the polemical correspondence produced over 

the summer months of 1890 between Reich Commissioner and eventual Governor of German 

East Africa Hermann von Wissmann and Gustav Warneck. A Lutheran pastor from 

Rothenschirmbach, Saxony, Warneck was a scholar of missions who was largely responsible for 

formalizing the academic discipline known in Germany as Missionswissenschaft (missiology).37 

Though he never served as a missionary himself due to medical unfitness, he was among the 

most dedicated domestic proponents of mission work. As the archetypal Missionswissenschaftler 

(missiologist), his insight on the aims and methods of mission work was highly influential and 

respected within the German missionary community both at home and abroad.38 Warneck sought 

 
36 Wolfgang Gabbert, “The Social and Cultural Conditions of Religious Conversion in Colonial Southwest 
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37 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 6, 24. 
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31 

 

 

to defend the German Protestant missions working (and soon to arrive) in East Africa from the 

Reich Commissioner’s criticisms in the German press.39  

For Wissmann, the mission methods of Protestant missionaries, both English and 

German, were suited to make positive contributions to the East African colony. Continuing the 

colonialist line of thought initiated by Peters, Wissmann accused the Protestants of failing to 

form their African charges into civilized, disciplined, and economically valuable individuals. 

While he praised German Catholic missionaries as “pillars of civilization” for supposedly 

maintaining the correct emphases in this regard, he dismissed the Protestant missions as 

purposely ineffective, and by extension a hinderance to the national cause.40 He viewed the 

choice of more isolated mission field locations as symptomatic of Protestant misguidedness, 

declaring: “I am opposed to establishing missions in wild lands. The security of the missionaries 

and the capital invested are too little, as are the successes, compared to those which are achieved 

under the protection of an ordered power with the aid of civilization.”41 Though cloaked in 

language of concern for missionary well-being and effectiveness, Wissmann’s point suggests a 

desire for the Protestant missions to work in areas where they could be most directly supervised 

by secular authorities and where their supposed “civilizing” activities could be of greatest use.  

For Warneck, rendering an appropriate response to Wissmann was an issue of both 

clarifying the temporal status of the Protestant missions and asserting spiritual legitimacy in the 

 
39 Warneck, Zur Abwehr und Verständigung, III-IV. Wissmann’s words initiated a flurry of domestic negative press 

concerning the Protestant missions, an untimely problem as this occurred at a time when the missions were 

expanding in East Africa and needed to maintain financial and moral support from the Protestant segments of the 

German public. For more on this, see also Alexander Merensky, Soll die christliche Missionsthätigkeit einen 

nationalen oder internationalen Charakter tragen? (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner evangelischen 

Missionsgesellschaft, 1895), 1. 
40 Hermann von Wissmann, Antwort auf den offenen Brief des herrn Dr. Warneck (Berlin: Walther & Apolant, 

1890), 1-4, 9-10.  
41 Ibid., 26. 



32 

 

 

face of Catholic favoritism.42 It was crucial to address these two aspects if Protestants in the 

mission field were to avoid unnecessary conflicts with the colonial administration. Towing the 

line of persistent anti-English sentiment naturally prompted Wissmann to declare the English 

missions as “ineffective” and even “hostile” entities under his national lens.43 Berlin III, though 

possessing a record of providing valuable medical services to the colonial administration, had 

hardly lived up to Peters’ ambitious vision as a source of pacified labor (even if the intention was 

present), perhaps explaining Wissmann’s equal dissatisfaction with the Germans. In such a 

situation, the Catholic missionaries of St. Ottilien and other orders appeared most deserving of 

friendly relations on the basis of their work-oriented educative efforts, though many German 

Protestants took this as evidence that “the Roman missionaries may also be somewhat more 

willing to be used for secular and especially political purposes than for the evangelical ones.”44 

It is important to note that Wissmann based his critique of the Protestant missions upon a 

generally low view of Africans, and not an inherent prejudice towards Protestantism.45 In short, 

he viewed Africans as lacking in moral independence, naturally possessing a tendency to relapse 

into unproductive, lazy behavior even if formally instructed otherwise.46 The solution to this 

 
42 It is important to note that by 1890, the Catholic Center Party had become an important political player in the 

metropole, especially with the rise of the Social Democrats after Bismarck’s resignation, the winding down of the 

Kulturkampf, and the lifting of the Anti-Socialist Laws. Notwithstanding the relationship of Catholic missionaries 

vis-à-vis the colonial administration in East Africa, it is worth considering that politically courting the Center Party 

through favorable treatment of German Catholics both at home and abroad may have been a motivating factor 

behind the favorable rhetoric of Wissmann and others. This is a theory that is suggested by Carl Paul. See Paul, Das 

Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 36. 
43 Merensky, Soll die christliche Missionsthätigkeit einen nationalen oder internationalen Charakter tragen? 11. It 

was just such rhetoric on the part of Wissmann that had prompted the CMS to withdraw from Kilimanjaro in favor 

of the Leipzig Mission. Indeed, many of the English missions elsewhere in East Africa elected to leave, with a 

smaller segment choosing to remain. 
44 Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 36. For a Catholic source describing the mission mentality of the St. 

Ottilien Benedictines, see Alfons Adams, O.S.B., Im Dienste des Kreuzes: Erinnerungen aus meinem Missionsleben 

in Deutsch-Ostafrika (St. Ottilien: St. Benediktus-Missionsgenossenschaft, 1899). 
45 In fact, Wissmann was intentional in emphasizing his personal Protestant identity. See Wissmann, Antwort auf 

den offenen Brief, 28. 
46 Ibid., 13, 29-30.  
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supposed “deficiency” was not to be rectified merely through increased religious instruction, but 

also practically through strict discipline in compulsory labor contexts, something that the 

Catholic missionaries and their guiding mantra of Ora et Labora (Prayer and Work) appeared to 

champion. In this vein, Wissmann advised “that one creates with the Negros a real ‘Ora’ through 

‘Labora” and asked: “what help is there for those of us who want to bring religion, morals, and 

culture to the Bantu Negros? I only know one, and that is ‘Labora!’”47 In essence, the colonialist 

Wissmann clearly disagreed with the notion that evangelism and faith should be the primary 

concerns of the missionary. While they could be components of missionary work, it should be a 

result of “civilizing,” achieved by first instilling a healthy work attitude in the African, an idea he 

claimed the Protestants were unwilling to embrace. 

Warneck’s  response to the Reich Commissioner was an unapologetic advocacy for the 

evangelistic character of the Protestant missions, and by extension a defense of their right to 

undertake this evangelism in East Africa. He explained that, “when the Christian mission comes 

to a heathen people, it first teaches them neither to pray nor to work, but, in accordance with the 

task set by Jesus Christ, the mission seeks to awaken the people to faith in the Gospel through 

teaching. Faith then becomes the inner driving force that educates to pray and also to work.”48 

The rejection of a secularly focused “practical evangelism” was clear, and the elevation of 

 
47 Ibid., 20, 31. “Bantu” refers to the general ethnic classification of “Bantu peoples,” with most all the individual 

ethnic groups that were present in German East Africa being of Bantu origin. “Negro” is a direct translation of the 

German term “Neger,” which is the term Wissmann utilizes. At this time in German history, “Neger” was 

considered a neutral term for Black persons and did not necessarily contain an explicitly racist undertone (though 

some who used the term, including German colonialists like Wissmann, may have harbored racist ideas about 

Africans regardless of the precise term employed). This is quite similar to American conventions concerning the 

term “Negro” during the same historical period, with many Black Americans utilizing the term to self-describe their 

racial identity. In present-day Germany, “Neger” and the equivalent term “Farbige” (colored) have fallen out of use 

and are typically considered racist and/or offensive. However, in the interest of accuracy, “Neger” will be rendered 

as “Negro” where necessary in translations of primary source passages. For a relevant discussion of racial 

terminology in historical writing, see Manfred Berg, Paul Schor, and Isabel Soto, “The Weight of Words: Writing 

about Race in the United States and Europe,” American Historical Review 119, no. 3 (2014): 800-808. 
48 Warneck, Zur Abwehr und Verständigung, 10. 
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individual-focused Gospel evangelism was unequivocal. To be sure, Warneck did not deny the 

value of work, but neither did he imply that such work should benefit entities external to the 

convert and their community. In other words, genuine evangelism and instruction in Christian 

living can be engaged in for their own sake. 

What naturally followed from this centering of missionary purpose around evangelism 

was a concomitant rejection of any notion that missionaries ought to promote colonial interests 

through their spiritual work. Warneck stated strongly: 

By the command of Christ…the mission has primarily a religious, not an economic task, namely, 

to preach the Gospel and to teach people to open their eyes so that they convert. The Son of God 

did not command his messengers to go unto all the world as plantation builders, economic 

inspectors, or labor educators, but as preachers of the Gospel of salvation, as witnesses of 

evangelical truth.49  

 

In no uncertain terms, Warneck argued for a vision of mission work that is a point-by-point 

rejection of the colonialist position. The sentiment followed general tendencies emerging within 

the German Protestant missionary movement. For the older societies, this simply put into words 

already existent convictions. For Berlin III, the coming of Bodelschwingh would gradually bring 

the society into a similar alignment. It is in the Warneck/Wissmann correspondence that one sees 

the basis of relations between the East African missions and the colonial administration after 

1890, as well as a reclaiming of the missionary’s evangelical mandate. 

The positions advocated by Warneck in his defense of the Protestant missions were 

hardly unique among the domestic Missionswissenschaft community. Comparable sentiments, as 

well as further discussion of the relevant issues, were expressed by Warneck’s contemporaries. 

There is for instance Julius Richter, a pastor from Rheinsberg and Missionswissenschaftler 
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affiliated with Berlin I. In an 1896 lecture to a Berlin missionary conference, he stressed the 

division between colonial politics and missions. He remarked that, “if the colonial factors 

recognize the independent sphere of action of the mission, they will not interfere in the inner 

workings of the mission. The mission develops according to different laws of life than politics. If 

the state or local administration wanted to define the spheres of action of the mission, that would 

constitute such an intervention.”50 While Warneck sought to preclude any expectation among 

colonialists of secular cooperation from the missions, Richter went further: he admonished the 

colonial-political realm not even to seek to elicit such cooperation. Unwarranted action in this 

regard would be an intrusion upon the evangelical task, something which he viewed to lie 

entirely outside the colonial purview.  

Later in the same lecture, Richter made a similar point in equally strong terms. This time 

however, he specifically addressed his missions-minded audience and warned them against 

giving in to the temptation of colonial collaboration. “Colonial violence cannot and should not be 

a means of proselytization, nor should it lend its strength to the mission to force quick victories 

in this regard,” he stated. “A coalition of mission and politics, the latter becoming the servant of 

the former, has brought only sham success everywhere. Little blessings, but infinite curses!”51 

Thus for Richter, the possibility of cooperation between the mission and the coercive forces of 

secular colonialism represented an unholy alliance. It was not simply problematic, but also self-

destructive, he suggested, alluding to the inevitable subservience of the missionary enterprise to 

imperial power that will result from such an arrangement. It would appear that Richter 

understood that the success of the mission (measured through the effectiveness of 

 
50 Julius Richter, Mission und Kolonialpolitik (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner evangelischen 
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evangelization) must be achieved through morally and spiritually appropriate means. In his eyes, 

the coercive tendencies of colonialism were fundamentally incompatible with, and thus irrelevant 

to the day-to-day work of missionary evangelism.  

Richter’s desire for a relationship of non-interference was accompanied by an emphasis 

on the international and universal character of evangelism over strict loyalty to national interest. 

A pure “emphasis on the national” was understood to be a “foreign element” to the German 

missionary movement, as missionaries sought to serve the Kingdom of God above all else.52 

Perhaps most indicative of this supranational mentality was the readiness of German 

missionaries to defend their English co-laborers in East Africa against colonialist hostility. As 

Carl Paul asserted, “the Protestant mission is international. The entire Protestant church of all 

countries and tongues is involved in it…. The views of our missionary circles therefore have 

nothing in common with that irritable mood of certain colonial men against the English missions, 

which became so widespread especially at the beginning of our colonial period and contented 

itself with completely baseless, ugly slanders.”53 Such advocacy demonstrated the German 

missions to be committed to a universal vision of evangelism and mission work, even if this put 

them at odds with political sentiments among their co-nationals. 

It is crucial to note that devotion to an international mentality, though certainly 

decentering concerns of national interest, did not translate to a preference for total non-

engagement between the German missions and the German colonial project. Indeed, German 

missionaries remained conscious of their national identity and the particularity of working in a 

 
52 Ibid., 9. 
53 Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 11, see also 36. The German Protestants would continue to support 

the English missions in East Africa through the colonial period. At the 1911 mission conference hosted in Dar es 

Salaam, a CMS representative was invited and participated in policy discussions with members of the German 

societies. See Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 126. 
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German territory. While remaining wary of colonialist manipulation, they were also cautiously 

open to collaboration in key areas of common interest when it was conducive to mission 

interests. This is perhaps best summed up by Richter, who utilized the phrase “march separately, 

strike together” (getrennt marschieren und vereint schlagen) when describing how the work of 

the German missionary could be situated within the overarching frame of the German colony.54 

Thus, Richter maintained his view on separate spheres of work, but implied the work carried out 

within each of these respective spheres could be oriented towards a common, national purpose. 

In this arrangement, missionaries could maintain independence from colonial subservience but 

remained able to make positive contributions to the national project in ways they deemed 

appropriate.55 

In essence, this separate spheres/common interest approach to mission work would 

characterize German missionary activity in East Africa from the early 1890s on. As late as 1910, 

Missionswissenschaftler Carl Mirbt spoke of the missionary as “a voluntary collaborator with the 

government in all endeavors aimed at the welfare of the people” all while reiterating the colonial 

administration’s need to respect the missions and their work.56 While missionaries remained 

focused on engaging with African communities and attending to what they perceived to be their 

best interests, they were wise to recognize the realities of the German colonial context and 

sought to find ways through which free collaboration could proceed without compromising their 

own position as servants of the Kingdom of God and its evangelistic task. Upon understanding 

 
54 Richter, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 14. 
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this fundamental characteristic, one can view the record of the German Protestant missionaries in 

East Africa against a discernible standard as laid out in the rhetoric of the Missionswissenschaft 

community. 

The Relationship in Practice: The Maji Maji Rebellion as a Case Study 

As a framework for maintaining the integrity of missionary work under normal 

circumstances, the Missionswissenschaft vision of separate mission and colonial spheres was 

both sufficient and straightforward. However, matters became much more complicated in 

instances of colonial unrest and violent conflict that threatened the well-being of mission 

infrastructure and missionaries. The most notable illustration of this can be seen in the impact of 

the Maji Maji Rebellion of 1905-1907. The Rebellion broke out among the Matumbi tribe in the 

south of the colony in mid-1905. The Matumbi were soon joined by other tribes in the area and 

the localized unrest grew into a regional uprising (see Figure 1 in Appendix A). German officials 

believed that the cause was a conspiracy among native magicians and influential tribal religious 

leaders. Indeed, the rebels had been convinced by Kinjikitale “Bokero” Ngwale, a Matumbi 

spiritual medium, to drink “Maji,” that is, a “medicine water,” which they were told would make 

them immune to European bullets. Bokero prophesied that this would aid them in driving out the 

white man. The Germans seized on this and framed the unrest as an expression religious 

indoctrination and fanaticism to scapegoat African spirituality and superstition as the primary 

cause.57  

While Maji Maji was certainly sustained by a religious ideology, the causes can largely 

be attributed to longstanding indigenous resentment towards the abuses of their German 
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overlords. Though the implementation of new demands on cotton production was the event that 

ultimately triggered armed African retaliation, this was only one policy in an oppressive series of 

labor demands, taxes, and production quotas the Germans had imposed on indigenous 

communities over the course of their rule.58 As Per Hassing has argued, “the rebellion was a 

broad and deep reaction of the soul of the people against the foreign and pervading German 

culture and power. The religious beliefs did not so much cause the rising as give it supernatural 

sanctions to support the people’s strength and courage to persevere.”59 The unrest was 

mercilessly and completely suppressed by the German colonial administration by mid-1907, and 

later German estimates placed the number of African casualties caused directly by the violence at 

75,000. However, when one includes the large-scale famines caused by the German destruction 

of indigenous agricultural infrastructure, some have estimated the total number of African deaths 

stemming from the effects of the Rebellion to be as high as 300,000.60 

Given the brutal exercise of German colonial power and the huge loss of African life, the 

issue of German Protestant missionary involvement in the events of Maji Maji immediately 

comes to the fore. Indeed, the mission field of Berlin I fell within the region of conflict, and the 

society’s missionaries found themselves tangled up in the Rebellion as it progressed. In their 

efforts to bring Bokero’s prophecy to fruition and drive out the white man, the rebels did not 

discriminate between “good” and “bad” Europeans. In a number of instances, Berlin I 

 
58 Michael Adas, Prophets of Rebellion: Millenarian Protest Movements against the European Colonial Order 
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112 
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missionaries and mission stations were the targets of rebel attacks, and the stations at Jacobi and 

Milow were completely destroyed as a result.61 The rebels perceived the missionaries as enemies 

because of their white European identity, and not on the basis of their actual religious or political 

activities.62 In the face of these threats, missionaries did accept the military protections offered to 

them by the German administration. When attacked, they did not hesitate to act in self-defense, 

but such actions were always responsive and not preemptive.63  

The missionary response to the events of the Rebellion is characterized by mixed 

sentiments. Berlin I missionary Paul Gröschel, who had been posted at Jacobi and experienced 

destructive rebel violence firsthand, lamented that “all the cruelty of bestiality and paganism is 

revealed here in this terrible uprising.” While emphasizing what he saw to be the animal-like 

savagery and pagan superstition that drove the rebels to violence, he also understood the reality 

of the Rebellion as a “serious call to penance for the whole colony and far beyond, not least to us 

missionaries.”64 Unfortunately, Gröschel does not elaborate on the specific sins for which the 

Germans must atone, but his statement implies an awareness of fault on the part of German 

colonialism and suggests that the Rebellion has brought to light the ways in which he and his 

fellow missionaries may have been complicit in contributing to African resentment of the 

Germans through their own activities and interactions with indigenous communities.  

One potentially problematic element which Gröschel’s account highlights is a lack of 

criticism towards the brutal and ruthless retaliatory response meted out by the Germans in their 
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suppression of the Rebellion. Following a rebel attack which left the inhabitants of a German-

supporting African village dead, Gröschel declared that “this new outrage and this mass murder 

of defenseless women and children is crying out for vengeance, and we cannot oppose it when 

such a thing is horribly avenged by the agencies designated for this purpose.”65 Later, he restated 

his views on appropriate vengeance to apply to the events of the Rebellion more broadly: “we 

thank God that there is now an authority here which avenges such abominations and cruelties 

and which then, with the power bestowed upon it by God, forces the wild and bestial human 

nature into better confinement.”66 In these judgements, Gröschel hints at the awful nature of the 

punishment (execution) that awaited the rebels, but he has no reservations about condoning the 

spirit behind such measures. In Per Hassing’s view, German missionaries on the whole viewed 

such retributory action, especially the execution of rebel leaders, as brutal and regrettable, though 

appropriate acts of justice.67 

It is difficult to judge whether this posture of support for the German administration’s 

response to the Rebellion was consistent with Missionswissenschaftler arguments for “separate 

spheres” and “voluntary collaboration.” Certainly, Berlin I missionaries had been directly 

impacted by rebel violence and had witnessed the death and destruction that they left in their 

wake. In opposing rebel forces, missionaries acted not only in the interest of their own self-

preservation, but for that of their African Christian charges as well. Indeed, the majority of 

African Christians remained loyal to the missionaries and even assisted them in defending the 

stations. Certainly, these Christians had much at stake, as their embrace of the white man meant 
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that they too would face death at the hands of the rebels.68 At the same time, the benefit of 

hindsight reveals that in supporting the German suppression of Maji Maji, missionaries were 

condoning a campaign of genocidal proportions. It could be argued that the common threat posed 

to the work of the mission and national interest made supporting the German administration an 

acceptable position within the Missionswissenschaft framework. At the same time, one cannot 

deny that in advocating for “justice,” missionaries failed to sufficiently recognize or criticize the 

colonial oppression on the part of their Fatherland that had started it all.  

The ironic end to the story of missionaries and the Maji Maji Rebellion is that the 

assessments of German colonialists reveal the extent to which missionaries were actually blamed 

for contributing to the resentment that had sparked the unrest. In a post-Rebellion reflection on 

the state of German rule in East Africa, Bernhard Perrot, a plantation owner and former director 

for the GEAC, claimed that missionaries had exerted negative influences within indigenous 

communities that had directly contributed to African insurgency. As he said, “the fact is that the 

missions are increasingly attempting to play a political role and interfering with the morals and 

customs of the natives in a way that can only arouse rebellion and hatred against the 

Europeans.”69 Perrot viewed the processes of missionary evangelism as disruptive, and implied 

that it was their unwanted spiritual and cultural incursions had provided an impetus to the 

 
68 As Per Hassing notes, the rebels offered Maji or “dawa” (a medicine water that was substituted for the Maji in 

some areas) to identify indigenous supporters and opponents of their movement. Whether or not one was a Christian 
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religiously-charged nature of the Rebellion. For him, Maji Maji demonstrated that “the mere 

capture of souls only leads to murder and manslaughter.”70  

Perrot reserved particular critiques for the Protestant missions. While he praised the 

Catholic missions for great successes in the areas of economic productivity and agriculture, he 

asserted that “so long as the [Protestant] missionaries do not carry out practical work, as they 

have refused to do up to now, and as long as they clumsily intervene in the lives and customs of 

the people, nothing good will ever come out of missionary work.”71 Repeating the line of 

thinking that originated with Peters, he reminded his readers that “the real task of the missions is 

to raise the economic condition of the natives” and that “‘mere Christian teaching’ alone, without 

education for work, is wasted money and wasted effort.”72 These criticisms speak to the 

persistence of not only German colonialist attitudes towards Labora before Ora, but also suggest 

that German Protestant missionaries, at least in the region of the Maji Maji Rebellion, had put 

into practice the Missionswissenschaftler views on the centrality of evangelism over accession to 

the economic demands of German colonialism.  

* * * 

It should be clear that the development of secular/spiritual relations in German East 

Africa can be traced from the unholy alliance between Peters and Berlin III through to the more 

cautious and critical attitudes maintained by the Missionswissenschaft movement that eschewed 

the dominance of unqualified national loyalty and secular interest. The centrality of evangelism 

 
70 Ibid., 81. Importantly, Michael Adas points out that German missionaries had not even attempted to evangelize 

the tribes who incited the Rebellion prior to the outbreak of hostilities, in most cases having little to no contact with 
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and the work related to it was clear. One can conclude that the German Protestant Missions 

possessed a framework for how they ought to engage with their colonialist co-nationals. The 

delayed entry of Berlin I, the Leipzig Mission, and the Herrnhut Mission, the choice of mission 

fields, and the Bodelschwingh realignment within Berlin III suggests that members of all four 

societies recognized their purpose to be evangelism. There was a sense that mission work rightly 

focused on the work of God, and not simply forming Africans into willing laborers to contribute 

coin to the Fatherland’s temporal coffers.  

This chapter has laid out the important characteristics of this framework of rooted in the 

discourse of Missionswissenschaft that sought to shape the missions/colonialism dynamic. What 

remains to be seen is whether the sentiments laid out in text would manifest in practice when 

faced with the realities of the colonial mission field. As the case of the Maji Maji Rebellion has 

shown, the actions of missionaries reflected the influence of this framework in important ways, 

but also highlighted the possibility of problematic condonement, deference, or silence towards 

colonial power and abuses. Even apart from formal colonial collaboration, there is the question 

of whether evangelism-centered mission work was a disruptive force in indigenous communities 

of its own accord. The succeeding chapters will continue to consider the work of German 

Protestant missionaries in East Africa in terms of their relationship with the German colonial 

administration, but also the extent to which they mirrored the reshaping methods of secular 

imperialism more generally in their activities.
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CHAPTER 2 

Missionary Mentalities of Evangelism and Conversion 

 

Evangelism and conversion are primary interests of the Christian mission and are central 

to missionary identity. The activities and goals associated with evangelism might be considered 

somewhat abstracted from the realm of secular colonialism, at least insofar as spiritual concerns 

are elevated over the temporal. However, this is not to say that the evangelistic modes and 

methods employed by German Protestant missionaries in German East Africa were entirely 

unsusceptible to mirroring the techniques of imperialism. Evangelism involved active dialogue at 

the spiritual, intellectual, and cultural levels, and it was the primary channel through which 

missionaries initiated and maintained relationships with indigenous individuals and communities. 

This raises an important question: did German missionaries seek to convert African souls on 

African terms, or did the task of introducing Christianity into African contexts more so involve  

methods of imposition and reordering? Even without serving as a Trojan horse for ulterior 

motives of secular German colonialism, there is nevertheless the possibility that evangelism 

could result in quasi-imperialistic alterations to African social and spiritual identities if not 

integrated appropriately into the existing cultural landscape. 

Debate over the nature of evangelization has long characterized discourse among 

missionaries. In his examination of the German missions in China during the colonial era, Albert 

Wu discusses how for some missionaries, evangelism and conversion involved a certain 

syncretism between Christian concepts and indigenous culture. For others, a stricter approach 

was necessary in which the evangelistic message called for distinction of the principles of the 

faith and convert, essentially a separation between Christianity and traditional modes of living 
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and thinking.1 In all cases, the mission could not simply proceed as a one-sided presentation of 

the Gospel. As Andrew Porter has argued, since evangelism involves the informed assent of the 

individual based on the comprehension of Christianity and how its contents will variously alter 

and conform to their existing condition, the missionary too is compelled to adapt the Gospel 

message to different indigenous cultural contexts, thus reducing the claim to dominance and 

control in the conversation.2  

As German missionaries evangelized in German East Africa, they encountered diverse 

African cultures that could not simply be ignored or dismissed. If they wished to introduce their 

vision of Christianity, methods of evangelism had to acknowledge Africans as actively assessing 

this new religion in terms of how it compared to their existing conditions of life. Robin Horton, a 

noted scholar of religion in Africa, has observed that “it is surely a cardinal principle of modern 

historiography that one does not treat any human group as a tabula rasa automatically registering 

the imprint of external cultural influences. Rather, one treats it as the locus of thought-patterns 

and values that determine rather closely which of these influences will be accepted and which 

rejected.”3 In applying Horton’s assessment to consideration of missionary evangelism, 

conversion to Christianity cannot be viewed as an act of unquestioning acceptance on the part of 

indigenous converts. Rather, it was the culmination of extended dialogue through which both 

parties grappled with key areas of spiritual, intellectual, and cultural difference. As potential 

converts considered what was offered to them, one must consider the degree to which the 

 
1 Wu, From Christ to Confucius, 4-5. 
2 Andrew Porter, “Cultural Imperialism and the Protestant Missionary Enterprise,” Journal of Imperial and 

Commonwealth History 25, no. 3 (1997): 373-376.      
3 Robin Horton, “On the Rationality of Conversion Part I,” Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 45, 

no. 3 (1975): 221.  



47 

 

 

evangelistic mentalities of missionaries recognized and adapted to the reality of this process of 

careful evaluation. 

This chapter examines the nature of German Protestant missionary evangelism and 

conditions of conversion in German East Africa. Given the unfortunate sparseness of 

documented African perspectives on the issue, as well as the consequent difficulty one faces in 

attempting to assess the true nature of African conversion experiences, the intention will be to 

consider the missionaries’ mentalities of evangelism and the expectations for “Christian” 

conduct they expressed to potential converts. German missionaries were attentive to African 

cultural contexts as important shaping influences upon their evangelistic methodologies. The 

principles of Christian belief were presented unaltered in substance, but the exact form in which 

these principles were to be communicated was not absolutely defined. Nevertheless, German 

missionaries viewed conversion as an act that was not to be taken lightly. Acceptance of the new 

faith required African converts to turn from cultural traditions and modes of thinking that were 

deemed “contrary” to taking on a new Christian identity. Evangelism not only encouraged initial 

African assent to Christianity but also involved guiding Africans through a process of conversion 

that sought to reshape their identities to enable comprehension of Christian doctrines, promote 

spiritual growth, and ensure adherence to morally acceptable ways of living and thinking. 

Evangelism of Integration: In Search of Spiritual Common Ground 

To appropriately evaluate German missionaries’ conceptions of evangelism, one must 

develop an understanding of their relation to the indigenous contexts to which they sought to 

respond, namely, the “religious beliefs,” “spiritual” practices, and the ideas about “divinity” that 

German missionaries identified as common among Africans. Perhaps the most notable example 

German missionaries found was an idea of a supreme being, that is to say, of a “god,” something 
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that is commonly found within many African religions.4 In varying traditions of African religious 

thought, the supreme being typically occupies a place of primacy, over and above a pantheon of 

lesser “gods,” or more accurately, spirits. Though the supreme being is typically understood to 

be the ultimate divine source of cosmological sustainment and order, its relationship to the 

events of daily life is more distant in character. The lesser spirits are viewed as more relational 

and effectual entities that interact directly with people and their environment.5 Certainly, this 

arrangement produces an immediate distinction between African cosmology and the 

monotheistic framework that defines the Christian conception of God. This issue will be 

addressed more fully in due course, but African conceptions of a “god” exercised an important 

influence upon German missionary evangelism that is worthy of special consideration.  

The historical experiences of German missionaries confirm the significant degree to 

which their evangelistic approaches acknowledged and engaged with existing patterns of African 

supreme being belief. In an overview of his society’s mission field in German East Africa, Berlin 

III missionary Paul Döring described a belief in a supreme being among the Shambaa people of 

the Usambara Mountains. It is here that he offers a telling description of Shambaa belief in a 

supreme being: 

The Shambaa know the great Mulungu, who is enthroned in the sky, and who created 

everything that can be seen, provides nourishment, and sustains life. They even have a 

special name for him that expresses this: he is Kiumbe, the Creator. Of course, this god 

has been mostly forgotten. He is far away now, and the spirits have wedged themselves in 

between him and his children, holding them captive through fear of death. However, we 

only have to bring this familiar god freshly into their memories and everything is alive 

 
4 Belief in a supreme being is a particularly common feature among the Bantu peoples and as such, German 

missionaries came to expect that some conception of a “god” would already be present when evangelizing in the 

region. See Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 53. 
5 Robin Horton, “Ritual Man in Africa,” Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 34, no. 2 (1964): 95-

96; Geoffrey Parrinder, African Traditional Religion (London: Sheldon Press, 1974), 32. 



49 

 

 

again for them. Thus, they return from their paganism to their original higher knowledge 

of God.6 

 

What makes Döring’s words particularly insightful is how he characterized the existing 

framework of traditional African religious thought. He viewed what he identified as the Shambaa 

belief in a supreme being to be a legitimate component of their spirituality, albeit one that was 

not sufficiently remembered nor rightly comprehended in their cosmology. The problematic 

factor is identified as corrupting spirit belief, not any inherent flaw in the Shambaa conception of 

God itself.  

In affirming the traditional language of the Kiumbe, Döring’s missionary mind conceives 

of it as something that should be emphasized as sound religious thinking and easily situated 

within a Christian framework, over and against the paganistic attention the Shambaa afford to 

lesser spirits. This is essentially the mode of thinking described by ethnologist Dominique 

Zahan, which acknowledges that the God of Christianity “manifests Himself according to several 

modalities” which find expression in different cultural contexts.7 As such, it would appear that 

Döring was seeking not so much a fundamental religious reshaping of the hearts and minds of 

the Shambaa, but rather a reawakening of already familiar beliefs about God, with the goal being 

to encourage the elevation of these beliefs to a position of supremacy within the traditional 

cosmology that was compatible with Christianity. Such thinking proceeds from an assumed 

equivalence between indigenous supreme being belief and the Christian God. One must be 

mindful that interpretation of African cosmology was primarily made based on the missionary’s 

 
6 Paul Döring, Morgendämmerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika: ein Rundgang durch die ostafrikanische Mission (Berlin 

III) (Berlin: Martin Warneck, 1899), 159. 
7 Dominique Zahan, The Religion, Spirituality, and Thought of Traditional Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1979), 15. 
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understanding of it. Whether or not such interpretations fully corresponded to the true nature of 

African religious thought remains debatable, but the effort made to engage with existing belief is 

nonetheless notable.  

A similar assessment of indigenous belief can be seen in the case of Leipizig missionary 

Jakob Dannholz, who worked primarily among the Sukuma people of the Pare Mountains.8 

Informed by his years of observation and experience within Sukuma communities, Dannholz 

described the Sukuma as possessing a “powerless faith in God” that needed to be invigorated by 

“the new light.” He elaborated by explaining that “the Gospel of Christ brings this new light. It 

affects the pagans when their eyes are opened as they are reminded of that old, half-forgotten 

light, only that now, it is infinitely brighter. It causes an awakening as from a long, dull, terrible 

dream.”9 The rhetoric used here, as well as the sentiment expressed, is consistent with that of 

Döring. In both cases, traditional belief in a supreme being offers a welcome point of spiritual 

commonality. something Richard Gray has characterized as “a wonderfully valid preparation for 

the Christian Gospel.”10 

The missionaries’ notion of a preexisting African grasp of a supreme being enabled a 

straightforward method of evangelism. This is a point that Dannholz elaborated upon as he 

described the dialogic nature of the interaction that typically unfolded: 

 
8 The Pare Mountains are located contiguous to the Usambara Mountains. The ideas and language of the Kiumbe are 

also found in the religious thought of Pare peoples such as the Sukuma, indicating that such belief was shared 

among the people groups of this region. See Isaria Kimambo and C.K. Omari, “The Development of Religious 

Thought and Centres among the Pare,” in The Historical Study of African Religion, ed. Terence Ranger and Isaria 

Kimambo (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 113. See also Parrinder, African Traditional Religion, 

35. 
9 Jakob Dannholz, Im Banne des Geisterglaubens: Züge des animistischen heidentums bei den Wasu in Deutsch-Ost-

Afrika (Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Mission, 1916), 12. See also p. 17 for a discussion of 

indigenous belief made in similar terms.  
10 Richard Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990), 6. 
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‘God is far,’ they say. No, I know it differently: He is close to everyone who calls on 

Him. ‘God is powerless,’ they say. No, He is omnipotent….‘God does not hear us,’ they 

complain. I know otherwise: should not the one who created the ear be able to hear? ‘God 

does not care about us, he has forgotten us,’ they say. No: can a woman likewise forget 

her child? God loves more than a mother does her child. They imagine God is dead. No, a 

thousand times no, I know it differently: Jehovah, I AM, has been His name from the 

earliest days.11 

 

What Dannholz sought to communicate through this evangelistic dialogue is that since a basic 

conception of God is already present for these Africans, one need only to frame this conception 

within the attributes ascribed to God in Christian teaching. The missionary need not declare this 

conception as unacceptable and premised upon a “false god,” but simply a misunderstanding of 

the nature of the “true God” as He is known to Christians. As Dannholz put it, “we 

[missionaries] much prefer it when we stick to [the Africans’] natural concepts of God and are 

able to lead them by the hand, as a friend, over to the clear, pure religion of Christianity. Then, 

they feel that we respect their particularity.”12 Evangelism in this context does not involve the 

categorical rejection of traditional African ideas of God. The existing conditions are respected 

and affirmed insofar as they present a workable foundation to which the missionary can apply 

the insights of the Gospel, thereby reforming the way in which Africans conceive of and relate to 

their God.  

The willingness of German missionaries to build upon existing indigenous contexts was 

not limited to the inherently spiritual and religious. In describing the history of evangelistic 

activity among the Chagga of the Kilimanjaro region, Leipzig Mission Inspector Martin 

 
11 Dannholz, Im Banne des Geisterglaubens, 17-18. 
12 Ibid., 126. 
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Weishaupt discussed the way in which cultural traditions could be effectively utilized to 

illustrate the biblical concepts missionaries desired to communicate: 

Once [the missionaries] had penetrated more deeply into the culture, connections arose of 

their own accord. If the missionary starts from the Chagga proverb: ‘a single bean 

escaping from the sack makes room for all the others to escape,’ it becomes easy for him 

to convey to the hearers how all men came to ruin through the sin of one. Proverbs, 

stories, manners, and customs offer plenty of connections.13 

 

This is a deliberate missionary reframing of culture to aid in the illustration of Christian doctrine, 

in this case the consequences of original sin and the fall of man. This technique prompted 

missionaries to understand and engage with the cultural landscape on a deeper level, and this was 

seen as the most efficient way to aid African audiences in their comprehension of the ideas 

presented to them.14  

One sees a similar connection drawn between African culture and Christian ideas in the 

case of Ernst Johanssen, a Berlin III missionary who had been with the society since its early 

years. In 1907, this experienced evangelist established a new mission field in the Ruanda region 

and applied himself to working among its people.15 In his account of his time in Ruanda, 

Johanssen displayed a particular interest in traditional proverbs, the inspirations for which were 

drawn from weather phenomena, animal behavior, and other elements of the natural world. What 

makes his treatment of these proverbs notable is that, unlike Dannholz and Weishaupt, he does 

not merely see them in a utilitarian sense as tools of evangelism. Rather, he expresses a genuine 

 
13 Martin Weishaupt, Gottes Spuren in Afrikanischen Bergland: Bilder aus der Leipziger Missionsarbeit in Deutsch-

Ostafrika (Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Mission, 1918), 23. 
14 For additional examples of evangelism via cultural traditions in related East African missionary contexts, see 

Johannes Hofmann, Aus der Missionsarbeit unter den Wakamba (Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen 

Mission, 1902), 8, and Thomas Beidelman, Colonial Evangelism: A Socio-Historical Study of an East African 

Mission at the Grassroots (Bloomington, Indiana University Press, 1982), 102-103. 
15 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 125. In contemporary usage, both the Ruanda region and its dominant 

ethnic groups are referred to as “Rwanda.” For clarity and consistency, the colonial-era spelling is retained here 

when referring to the indigenous population. 
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fascination with them on the basis of their cultural value and what they are used to communicate, 

namely moral virtues such as justice, humility, and patience.16 The underlying emphasis is still 

on the compatibility of indigenous tradition to the Christian message. Johanssen appears to 

suggest however that such cultural expressions provide valuable insight into the existing 

conditions of African morality, and by extension African spirituality, and thus can actively 

inform the missionary’s evangelistic mentality.17  

In speaking of these proverbs and their inspirations, Johanssen appears to elevate these 

Ruanda traditions as sources of new spiritual insight for the Christian mind of morality and faith. 

He declared that “God gave man the world around him as a great visual book, and it was only 

here among the heathens that I realized how little we understand how to read it, and how much 

these ‘people of nature’ shame us in their own way. How the Lord pointed his disciples to 

nature! How full of images and parables are all his speeches, taken from nature and human 

life!”18 Far from criticizing such moral interpretation of nature as primitive, Johanssen sees it as 

perfectly logical and even possessing biblical precedent.19 Though he describes the Ruanda as 

“heathen,” suggesting a perception of religious and cultural inferiority from his Christian and 

European perspective, his mentality of evangelism has clearly been impacted by these proverbs, 

namely through his realization of how much of a moralizing effect their natural inspirations have 

had independent of formal Christian teaching. Indeed, one sees a direct criticism of 

 
16 The variety of proverbs Johanssen describes is too great to adequately summarize in the present context. See Ernst 

Johanssen, Ruanda: Kleine Anfänge – Große Aufgaben (Bielefeld: Verlagshandlung der Anstalt Bethel, 1912), 112-

116 for specific examples.  
17 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 58. 
18 Johanssen, Ruanda, 122. 
19 For more on Johanssen and his engagement with traditional African culture in Ruanda, see Fiedler, Christianity 

and African Culture, 63-73. 
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“sophisticated” Christian thinking that overlooks and perhaps even dismisses the simple lessons 

that God provides in the natural world. 

The impression one receives from Johanssen’s assessment of African proverbs and 

parables is an appreciation for the simple yet profound relationship between Africans and the 

natural environment that informs their moral and spiritual thinking. There is certainly a side to 

Johanssen steeped in European Romanticism, that is, an idealization of nature and “people of 

nature” who, possessing a deep emotional connection to a pure natural world, are uncorrupted by 

the muddling excesses of civilization and the adoration of sophisticated rational thought.20 That 

being said, one can more accurately situate Johanssen in the context of the Pietist movement. 

Rooted in formal attempts to reform institutional German Lutheranism in the late 17th century, 

Pietism emphasized religion of the heart over the mind. Like Romanticism, Pietism 

deemphasized rationality expressed through strict dogmatics and liturgical practice. Pietists 

promoted a religion of simplicity that was defined by an emotional sense of devotion to Christ.21  

The influences of Pietism were present in the German missionary movement of the 19th 

and early 20th centuries. Berlin I had been founded in 1824 upon principles of moderate 

Lutheranism. That is, the society was concerned more for emotional expressions of faith over the 

precise theological and institutional structures in which this occurred. In the same vein, the 

Hernnhut Unity of the Brethren that would give rise to the Herrnhut Mission owed its 1722 

genesis to Count Nikolaus von Zinzendorf, an early proponent of emotional and heartfelt faith 

that would eventually form the basis of German Pietism. Even Berlin III hosted self-identified 

 
20 Idealization of nature and praise of “natural existence is often found in conjunction with positive ideas of “exotic” 

or “unexplored” regions of the world. For more on the historical precedent of this mode of thinking, see Michael 

Wintroub, “Taking Stock at the End of the World: Rites of Distinction and Practices of Collection in Early Modern 

Europe,” Studies in the History and Philosophy of Science 30, no. 3 (1999): 403-405.  
21 Eric Gritsch, A History of Lutheranism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2002), 141, 153 
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Pietists, most notably Friedrich von Bodelschwingh.22 Given the context of this association in 

particular, Johanssen may have seen in African moral readings of nature a potential path towards 

achieving a pietistic sense of emotional closeness with God, away from the rigidness of the 

institutional European church environment. Regardless of the real explanation behind 

Johanssen’s admiration of the Ruanda, it is clearly the evangelist missionary who finds his mode 

of thinking just as much evangelized by African thought and culture. 

Evangelism of Rejection: Confronting Problematic Spirituality and Cultural Practice 

It is clear that German Protestant missionaries working in diverse German East African 

contexts affirmed and expanded upon elements of traditional African religious thought and moral 

teaching in their presentation of Christianity. Though evangelists studied those cultural elements 

mainly so they could be repurposed to ultimately illustrate the Gospel message, there was also a 

genuine effort by some missionaries to discover the spiritual value of “African culture” in of 

itself as well. However, missionaries did not always as see such thinking as appropriate or even 

possible without compromising the distinctives of Christian belief. This becomes especially 

evident with the issue of African spirit belief. It is here that German missionary mentalities of 

evangelism moved from validation and integration into pronounced opposition and rejection. 

They viewed the system of supreme being/lesser spirits that characterized many of the African 

cosmologies they encountered as something problematic and incompatible with a Christian 

understanding of the world.  

 
22 Jeremy Best notes that the Leipzig Mission actually split off from Berlin I over the influence of Pietism as some 

Lutherans disagreed with the “moderate” stance and wanted to maintain stricter doctrinal adherence to Lutheranism. 

See Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 28-29.   For additional information on Zinzendorf and the history of the Herrnhut 

denomination, see Gritsch, A History of Lutheranism, 151-157. 
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Though German missionaries found that the precise nature of traditional African spirit 

belief could vary among ethnic groups, the accounts from East Africa typically identified a 

framework of African “animism” in which spirits are seen to permeate the natural world. They 

could reside in such natural objects as mountains, stones, and rivers, as well as in living things 

such as trees and animals.23 In all cases, these spirits wield quasi-divine power that can influence 

(most often negatively) human affairs. Indeed, concepts of “bad luck” or the misfortunes of 

chance are quite foreign in such cosmologies, with one’s suffering of evils and ills almost always 

being attributed to the workings of the spirit world.24 German missionaries noted that spirit 

animism existed in tandem with the presence of a supreme being. In essence, one was presented 

with a two-tiered system made up of the macrocosmic supreme being and the microcosmic 

spirits. Together, these two divisions produced a cosmological whole.25  

For missionaries, belief in spirits was a source of tension in both African spirituality and 

when compared to Christian spirituality. For Paul Döring, such spirit belief was perceived to 

negatively affect the spiritual life of the individual. In the case of the Shambaa people, he saw 

them as unduly burdened by a crippling fear of spirits and the potential harm they could inflict. 

He explains that “dangers known and unknown surround them” and observed that their lives 

were ordered according to “a large number of prohibitions and statutes, often of the most 

arbitrary and senseless kind, but all must be anxiously observed lest misfortune and death 

ensue.”26 Döring appears quite dismissive of these practices as foolish, which is only to be 

 
23 In the words of Döring, “The Shambaa pray to other gods, even to the snake and to stones. They very much follow 

after many other things!” (the word “gods” [Göttern] should be understood as equivalent to “spirits”). Döring, 

Morgendämmerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 106. 
24 Parrinder, African Traditional Religion, 43-44, 52-54; Gray, Black Christians and White Missionaries, 5.  
25 Horton, “On the Rationality of Conversion Part I,” 219-220. 
26 Döring, Morgendämmerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 150. For a comparable assessment of spirit belief, see 

Weishaupt, Gottes Spuren in afrikanische Bergland, 14. 
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expected from his Christian perspective. One might describe such spirit belief as he conceives it 

as a sort of “liturgy of anxiety” in which religious observance aims to appease the spiritual realm 

and keep its negative influences at bay.  

Döring, in critiquing the unreasonable demands and fears associated with animistic spirit 

belief, viewed Christianity as a superior faith specifically in terms of its ability to provide the 

adherent with a sense of peace. In commenting on Shambaa rituals to appease the spirits, he 

remarked that “their sacrifices and prayers have the purpose of placating the spirits which they 

hear and see nothing of. What consolation and strength can be received from our services and 

from fellowship with our God! Yet they must continue to wrestle with their gods. They are 

happiest when they have nothing to do with them.27 The sense one gets from Döring is not an 

attitude of condescension, but rather one of sympathy. He understands Christianity to be a source 

of spiritual nourishment and fulfillment that is much preferable to the spiritually exhausting, 

anxiety-ridden belief in spirits. The implication of course is that from the missionary perspective, 

the anxieties that are produced by spirit belief cannot coexist with the perfect peace offered by 

Christianity. This is aside from the fact that spirits cannot be reconciled to monotheistic Christian 

cosmology in which three distinct persons of God the Father, Jesus Christ the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit share one divine essence and form a singular, unified Godhead.  

In discussing German missionary disapproval of spirit belief, a more general question is 

raised: what was the relationship between Christianity and the idea of spirits in the minds of the 

Africans themselves? The division between Christian and unchristian as it related to spirit belief 

would likely not have been immediately apparent within African religious thought. In their study 

 
27 Döring, Morgendämmerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 151. 
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of 19th century British missionary evangelism among the Tswana people of South Africa, John 

and Jean Comaroff argue that Africans were “bricoleurs of the spiritual”: that is to say, a feature 

of many African religious mindsets was a tendency to form a spiritual life out of all available 

sources of knowledge instead of assimilating to one source exclusively. As such, elements of 

Christian spirituality and practice could be evaluated, affirmed, and added to existing religious 

frameworks.28  

The practice of spiritual bricolage, while perhaps rendering some Africans more receptive 

to Christianity as an interesting new form of religious knowledge, nevertheless creates a situation 

in which those who may have declared themselves as “converts” to Christianity still maintained 

aspects of their prior cosmology and belief. Multiple belief systems could coexist in the 

convictions of the believer without contradiction.29 Of course, for German missionaries this was 

problematic from the Christian perspective in which the faith exercises an exclusive claim over 

individual religious conviction. Missionary Christianity advanced a binary division between 

Christian belief and un-Christian “traditional” belief, an arrangement that eschewed any 

coexistence of the two.30 Likewise, the spiritual claim that German Protestant missionaries 

understood to be exercised by Christianity demanded exclusivity, with any competing 

spiritualities thus deemed unacceptable. 

The issue of spirit belief is perhaps the most clear-cut example of a spirituality deemed 

contrary to Christianity that one encounters in German missionary accounts. However, it hardly 

constituted the only such example. One sees a similar situation play out with traditional African 

 
28 John and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution: Christianity, Colonialism, and Consciousness in South 

Africa (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 1:250. See also, Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika, 220. 
29 Gabbert, “Social and Cultural Conditions of Religious Conversion,” 292. 
30 Robin Horton, “African conversion,” Africa: Journal of the International African Institute 41, no. 2 (1971): 105; 

Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 37. 
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magic. Though magic, like spirit belief, could vary in its specifics depending on the adherents in 

question, it generally concerned practices of traditional healing, medicine, and divining, often 

constituting the intersection of the physical and spiritual. The skills of magic were typically 

practiced by magicians and diviners, who are seen to possess a special ability to connect with, 

understand, and influence the spiritual realm within the frame of religion to bring about positive 

effects for individuals and groups or ward off the negative effects of already manifested 

misfortune. As Geoffrey Parrinder characterizes it, “magic commands, religion implores,” a 

statement that highlights the religious aspect of magic, but also its distinction as a manipulation 

of the spiritual.31 This may be contrasted with the placating acts that were previously seen in the 

case of spirit belief. 

The issue of magic was for German Protestant missionaries another unchristian influence 

that categorically challenged the primacy of Christian faith and identity within indigenous 

communities. Franz Gleiß, a Berlin III missionary working near Wuga in the Usambaras, 

provided an interesting recollection that offers some insight in this vein. He described a 

conversation he had with an African chief at a village near the Gale Mission Station and stated 

that “the chief had a clear understanding of what was going on. He promoted the preaching of the 

Word in every way, but he could not find the strength to break with the old.” Gleiß explained 

that though the chief was insistent in his claim that “we have left the old ways and now follow 

your words,” it was clear from the presence of “the diviner’s sticks which I crossed on the way” 

and the “magic cord newly posted at the entrance of the village” that the Africans had not fully 

broken with their old beliefs and embraced Christianity.32 Gleiß did not observe the actual 

 
31 Parrinder, African Traditional Religion, 113; Zahan, The Religion, Spirituality, and Thought of Traditional Africa, 

92-93, 102-103. 
32 Franz Gleiß, Vor den Toren von Wuga (Bielefeld: Verlag der Evangelischen Missions-Gesellschaft für Deutsch-

Ostafrika, 1912), 31. 
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practicing of magic, but in his view, the mere presence of the accoutrements of magic and the 

magician were problematic in a community that had adopted the ways of Christianity as a part of 

its identity, at least as determined by the chief. 

Upon considering the assessment of Gleiß, one may draw two conclusions. First, magic, 

as an exercise in the spiritual, is rejected from the missionary point of view. Second, and perhaps 

more significantly, the evangelistic mentality that Christianity exercises an exclusive claim upon 

the identity of the “converted” individual and community is clear. Despite magic being the 

means through which traditional healing and medicine are practiced, that is to say, a cultural 

practice, it is deemed an inappropriate source of knowledge on the basis of its spiritual and 

religious connotations. The implications of the Christian/traditional spirituality binary are on full 

display. Gleiß concludes by stating that “the people gladly accepted a law with Sunday 

observance and other provisions. How many times did they say ‘tell us what we should do, we 

want to follow God.’ But if the answer was: ‘leave your ways and listen to the words of Jesus,’ 

then it was still too difficult for them.”33 He does not consider the African community in 

question to be genuinely converted. For him, the threshold of Christian exclusivity has not been 

met, and the retention of old cultural customs with unacceptable connections to the spiritual is 

deemed sufficient grounds for this judgement to be made.  

All told, the reactions of German Protestant missionaries to such spiritual practices as 

animistic devotion and traditional magic clearly reveal both their unaccepting attitudes towards 

them as well as their evangelistic intentions. Terence Ranger has argued that pre-colonial (and 

pre-Christian) Africans valued custom and continuity, but that identities were fluid and allowed 

 
33 Ibid. 
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for movement among different social groups and modes of thinking.34 In presenting Christianity 

to African audiences, missionaries also introduced expectations of rigidity to African identity. In 

this sense, the missionary mentality struck a sharp contrast with existing patterns of fluidity, the 

landscape of tradition and thought within which such flows were channeled, and the multi-

faceted cosmologies that emerged. As Ranger puts it, “my point is not so much that ‘traditions’ 

changed to accommodate new circumstances but that at a certain point they had to stop 

changing.”35 For missionaries, the exclusive spiritual claim they ascribed to Christianity 

superseded any inclination towards spiritual and intellectual mobility that may have 

characterized African identities. Acceptance of Christianity required a fundamental reorientation 

of one’s mindset framed by a new conception of religious exclusivity. This was a change that 

was both total and final. 

Conditions of Conversion: African Assimilation into a Christian Way of Life 

The purview of missionary evangelism was not limited to discouraging problematic 

religious beliefs and spirituality. For German missionaries, it was equally important to address 

elements of non-spiritual African culture that they perceived to be contrary to Christian standards 

of moral living. As such, the eradication of “sinful” cultural practices was a necessary task, but it 

involved the difficult balance of evaluating them in a way that made clear the demands of 

Christianity while also respecting the vital role these same practices fulfilled in the lives of 

individual Africans and within the social structures of African communities.36 The determination 

of what was acceptable cultural practice and what was unacceptable was not always easy or 

 
34 Terence Ranger, “The Invention of Tradition in Colonial Africa,” in The Invention of Tradition, ed. Terence 

Ranger and Eric Hobsbawm (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 247-249. 
35 Ibid., 251. 
36 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 62-63. 
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straightforward for missionaries, especially as such determinations often had serious implications 

for one’s ability to convert and live a Christian life. 

Though one could approach the issue of “sinful” culture through a number of examples, 

one of the more poignant and frequently encountered examples is that of polygamy, a common 

practice within many African communities. An experience of Ernst Johanssen offers an 

interesting example of how missionaries might deal with the polygamy question.37 The account 

is worth quoting at length: 

The brothers [missionaries] are on friendly terms with Chief Shemakala of Mangula. On 

October 1st, he called Br. Johanssen for a private audience. He said that he and Chief 

Kinyassi had understood the saying: ‘no man can serve two masters.’… He wanted to 

serve God alone and he had not sacrificed to the spirits for a long time. But what about 

his wives? He knew that a Christian could only have one wife, but he could not drive 

away the wives and children. Br. Johanssen replied that this was correct and that he 

would never receive instructions from them [the missionaries] to send away a woman he 

had married if it was not her will; he should only inform the wives of his decision to 

become a Christian and let each decide whether they wanted to return home.38 

 

Johanssen and Shemakala both exhibited mutual respect in working through the complications 

posed by sensitive issues of faith and culture. Johanssen understood the difficult situation 

Shemakala found himself in as a potential convert in a polygamous marriage. Shemakala 

likewise understood the expectations of Christian teaching as confirmed by the missionaries 

which viewed polygamy as disrupting the God-ordained family structure based upon the marital 

relationship of one husband and one wife. And yet, both parties are aware that marital dissolution 

would place affected women and children in a position of uncertainty as they would lose formal 

ties to their primary household and familial support structures.  

 
37 Johanssen’s account is recorded by fellow Berlin III missionary Paul Döring in Morgendämmerung. 
38 Döring, Morgendämmerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 111. 
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The response rendered by Johanssen is characteristic of the more passive posture that 

many missionaries adopted when faced with difficult questions of polygamy. While they were 

firm in expressing the Christian standard, they preferred to leave the resolution of the issue up to 

the potential convert and divine providence. In Johanssen’s case, Shemakala is instructed to “pay 

attention to how God would lead him concerning this matter.”39 However, this should not be 

taken to imply that missionaries preferred or were ambivalent to the persistence of polygamy. On 

the contrary, they respected individual agency and trusted that those who were genuinely serious 

about converting would be sufficiently motivated and capable of handling their own relational 

situations in a wise manner. Fellow Berlin III missionary Franz Gleiß discussed a situation quite 

similar to Johanssen’s in which the would-be convert had three wives. Gleiß gave the same “wait 

and pray” response, and reported that one wife subsequently died, one was willingly released 

from the marriage, and the last one converted along with her husband.40 Such an account is 

illustrative of how missionaries sought to minimize their direct involvement in the resolutory 

process, preferring to trust in divine providence and wait patiently for potential converts to act 

how and when they saw fit.  

In his assessment of Herrnhut missionary Traugott Bachmann who worked among the 

Nyiha people, Klaus Fiedler captures Bachmann’s opinions on polygamy, evangelism, and 

conversion that demonstrates one possible missionary justification for utilizing a more passive 

approach to the issue. Fiedler explains that Bachmann understood “that the missionary was to 

preach God’s great deeds and law and that he was to leave the working out of ethical 

 
39 Ibid., 111. Döring does indicate in the same section that following this exchange on polygamy, Shemakala 

remained reluctant to fully embrace Christianity and continued to grapple with the requirements of Christian living. 

It is unclear whether or not polygamy was a factor. Regardless, one does get a clear sense of the missionary position 

on the issue from Johanssen. 
40 Gleiß, Vor den Toren von Wuga, 108-110. 
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implications to the Holy Spirit who would do so with due regard to the cultural context of the 

converts.”41 Polygamy was seen as a matter to be negotiated between God and the convert. This 

was not something to be resolved by the missionary based on their personal conception of 

Christian morality and family structure. 

 Like Johanssen, Bachmann was quite conservative when it came to the question of 

African culture. He believed that polygamy was wrong, but also recognized that demands for the 

immediate elimination of such practices risked damaging the social integrity of African 

communities and would only hinder accessibility to the Gospel. 42 Bachmann did not doubt the 

sincerity of polygamists who confessed belief in Christianity. Of course, his hope (and more 

accurately his expectation) remained that potential converts would make efforts to resolve their 

situations. He did not oppose polygamists participating in the life of the Christian community, 

but baptism, the sacrament that publicly and spiritually confirmed one’s Christian status, was 

withheld to signal that total conversion would require all aspects of one’s life to be in alignment 

with Christian principles. Like his fellow German missionaries, Bachmann was respectful in 

communicating the Christian stance on polygamous relationships, but he relied on the potential 

convert’s personal conviction to produce acceptable resolutions.43 

The case of polygamy illustrates broader German missionary views on African 

conversion to Christianity. For them, conversion in the fullest sense meant complete acceptance 

 
41 Fiedler, Christianity and African Culture, 56. 
42 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 106, 132; for further details on Bachmann’s approach to missionizing, 

see Fiedler, Christianity and African Culture, 56-62, as well as Sundkler and Steed, The History of the Church in 

Africa, 538-539. 
43 One might contrast the German missionary approach to polygamy with that of CMS missionaries working in East 

Africa around the same period. The CMS was firmly opposed to polygamy and missionaries made it clear to 

polygamists that their practices were morally and irreconcilably perverse. Dissolution of polygamous marriages was 

demanded as a prerequisite for association with the Christian community. CMS missionaries were more intentional 

and forceful about voicing this demand on the individual, while German missionaries relied more on patience and a 

potential convert’s exercise of agency. See Beidelman, Colonial Evangelism, 140-141.  
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of new standards for moral living, with converts having reordered their spiritual mentalities as 

well as their temporal existences to reflect this. Missionswissenschaft literature often emphasized 

the conditions of genuine, complete Christian conversion by drawing unfavorable comparisons 

with adherence to Islam in East Africa. Carl Mirbt questioned the religious legitimacy of Muslim 

converts by claiming that Islam “sticks to the surface” and that the convert’s old paganism 

“shines through every crack.”44 In a similar vein, Berlin I Mission Superintendent Martin 

Klamroth remarked that “it is noteworthy that even on the coast the large mass of Muslims are as 

ignorant of religious things as they are lax on ethical issues. Here too it is usually not much 

different from the hinterland, and the man often does not know himself what he is.”45  

The attitude behind such sentiments within the German missionary community is 

captured effectively by Wilhelm Schwarze, a Reichstag member of the Catholic Center Party 

who was interested in the social conditions in German East Africa. He observed that “the coastal 

Black has difficulty converting to Christianity. He prefers to become a Mohammedan so he can 

indulge his immorality, take several wives who work for him and allow him a dolce far niente 

(pleasant idleness), continue his magic, and so forth. In Christianity, he cannot satisfy these goals 

and desires.”46 As Schwarze understands it, Islam attracted converts in East Africa because one 

could profess the religion and not face demands to wholly change one’s ways of life. For 

Africans who valued such practices as polygamy and traditional spirituality, aspects of Islam 

could be integrated as a new source of religious knowledge and community without 

 
44 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 218. 
45 Klamroth, Der Islam in Deutschostafrika (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner evangelischen Missionsgesellschaft, 

1912), 29; Die Evangelische Missionen, 77. 
46 Wilhelm Schwarze, Deutsch-Ost-Afrika (Berlin: Wilhelm Süssrott, 1907), 26-27. 
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compromising one’s existing identity.47 Schwarze suggests that Christianity was a less attractive 

religious option for some Africans because missionaries required the elimination of incompatible 

practices. In this sense, conversion to Islam and Muslim religiosity were “superficial,” striking a 

contrast with the comprehensive reshaping of life, thought, and morals associated with Christian 

conversion. 

Aside from their comments on “superficial” religiosity, German missionaries went to 

great lengths to demonstrate their desire for fully devoted African Christians through their 

methods of catechesis and baptismal practices. When Africans expressed a desire to profess 

Christianity, they were not immediately granted the status of full converts. Rather, they were 

initiated as Katechumenen (catechumens) to signify that they started on the path to baptism and 

thus full conversion. Catechumens received formal instruction from missionaries in the basic 

teachings and doctrines of Christianity, and in particular the essence and operation of salvation, 

through the process of Taufunterricht (preparation for baptism). Berlin I missionary Paul 

Gröschel had the following to say about the importance of this catechetical process: 

It is necessary to show [catechumens] that it is a terrible self-deception if they only come 

to listen and agree with their mouths (which happens so easily), and that it is not enough 

to leave behind the old way before their teacher’s eyes only to carry it on in secret. In 

short, they have to receive a new heart, and that only happens if they surrender to God 

their Savior and pray to Him, learn to pray properly, and stay in prayer.48 

 

 
47 Carlos Cardoza Orlandi and Justo González affirm the view that Islam gains African converts more easily than 

Christianity because of the ease with which it can be integrated into the existing conditions of one’s life and society. 

The possibility of preserving polygamous marriages is a major factor. As they note, both Islam and the specific issue 

of polygamy continue to pose problems for missionaries in Africa today, just as they did during the colonial era. It 

should be added that Islam does prescribe a distinctive set of religious practices and beliefs upon its adherents, but it 

is far more syncretic in nature and lacks the demand of exclusivity that characterizes missionary Christianity. See To 

All Nations from All Nations, 359. See also Neill, A History of Christian Missions, 494-496. for a discussion along 

similar lines on the same subject.  
48 Gröschel, Zehn Jahre christlicher Kulturarbeit, 132. 
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The practice of Taufunterricht enabled missionaries to evaluate the spiritual and moral 

condition of each catechumen, assist them in understanding the fundamentals of Christianity, and 

generally form African minds and souls to provide solid intellectual and spiritual foundations for 

assuming a new religious identity. More importantly, it was a critical way to ensure that Africans 

fully comprehended and assented to the implications of their decision to convert, thus mitigating 

the possibility of superficial Christians and later apostasy. This is evident in the extended 

duration of the Taufunterricht period. In Gröschel’s case, the process could take a convert 

anywhere from a minimum of 1-1/2 up to 2 years to complete. However, the experience was very 

individualized, and it was acceptable if catechumens (or their teachers) felt that a longer period 

of instruction was warranted.49 Regardless of the precise duration, Taufunterricht required a 

significant investment of time and effort for catechumens, and missionaries believed that this 

would attract individuals most serious about converting and most willing to actively reorder their 

own lives in the interest of achieving that end. 

Missionary reliance on thorough catechesis was informed by their views on “superficial” 

Islam and their negative experiences with “ill-formed” African Christians. Indeed, Schwarze 

reported that “the losses suffered by the missions on the coast through the apostasy of their 

pupils [to Islam] must have given rise to the rule that Blacks should only be accepted into the 

church after a probationary period of 2 to 4 years. That is why one sees in mission reports from 

German East Africa that almost everywhere there are more catechumens than Christians.”50 The 

disparity between catechumens and Christians confirms the extent to which conversion to 

Christianity was understood by missionaries as a process marked by a demonstration of patience 

 
49 Ibid., 130. 
50 Schwarze, Deutsch-Ost-Afrika, 27. 
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and commitment on the part of the catechumen. In this sense, missionaries certainly applied a 

“quality over quantity” approach. As evangelists, they did not make the path to Christian 

conversion easy or inconsequential, The high standards of comprehension, assent, and life 

practices they set for potential converts served to guard against superficial religiosity and weed 

out those individuals who would commit to the Christian life only in part rather than in whole.  

The culmination of Taufunterricht and the initiation of the catechumen into the ranks of 

full converts was the administration of the sacrament of baptism. By 1894, all four German 

Protestant mission societies in East Africa had reached a consensus on baptism practice, agreeing 

to only admit individuals to baptism who had satisfactorily completed a period of catechetical 

instruction.51 In addressing the lack of baptized full converts vis-à-vis catechumens in the early 

stages of Berlin III’s new mission approach under Bodelschwingh, Carl Paul criticized what he 

perceived to be the “careless” baptismal practices of Catholic missionaries in an attempt to 

emphasize the more cautious approach of Protestants. He remarked that “Roman missionaries 

would have certainly baptized long ago. In the evangelical mission on the other hand, people are 

more careful about the use of the sacrament.”52 For Paul and German Protestant missionaries, the 

reception of baptism signified that full conversion had been achieved, and it was thus not 

something granted lightly. To be baptized was to be initiated into the Christian community, 

which necessarily meant that the catechumen was already in total conformance with the 

 
51 Merensky, Deutsche Arbeit am Najaßa: Deutsch Ost-Afrika (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner evangelischen 

Missionsgesellschaft, 1894), 320. Of course, exact practices of catechesis/baptismal preparation could vary, but the 

important fact is that it was a generally accepted prerequisite. 
52 Paul, Das Evangelium in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 27. It is unclear why Paul criticizes Catholic missionaries on the 

issue of baptism. In point of fact, Catholics maintained a process of catechesis very similar to their Protestant 

opposites. Catechumens were expected to demonstrate an understanding of the faith and good Christian standards of 

living, with the period of instruction lasting between two and three years depending on the age and religious 

background of the catechumen. For Catholic sources discussing baptismal practice, see Cyrillus Wehrmeister, Vor 

dem Sturm: eine Reise durch Deutsch-Ostafrika vor and bei dem Aufstande 1905 (St. Ottilien: Missionsverlag St. 

Ottilien, 1906), 93-94, and Joseph Schmidlin, Die katholische Missionen in den Deutschen Schutzgebieten (Münster: 

Aschendorff, 1913), 37-40. 
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Christian principles of the same. It was through the extended evangelism of catechesis that 

individuals worthy of both the sacrament and the Christian title were identified and formed.  

* * * 

In the course of their evangelistic work in East Africa, German Protestant missionaries 

interacted with a diverse array of African communities, all of which presented religious and 

cultural contexts that had to be taken into consideration. Missionaries shared a common approach 

to evangelism, namely a desire to uphold the doctrinal and moral principles of the Christian faith 

while at the same time seeking to integrate where feasible the spiritual concepts and insights of 

African religious and moral thought. Presentation of the Gospel message was oriented around 

existing African frameworks and involved a selective acceptance and rejection of their individual 

elements so as to maintain the substance of Christianity while at the same time making an 

unfamiliar religion more accessible and comprehensible to African audiences. In this sense, 

evangelism was not simply the presentation of new religious knowledge, but also prompted 

missionaries to develop an understanding of the existing landscape of indigenous knowledge to 

which their message would be compared.  

With the above in mind, how is one to assess the impact of missionary evangelism on 

African identities? On the one hand, it could be said that the willingness to integrate aspects of 

indigenous culture and spirituality into the Christian message resulted in an “Africanization” of 

the faith and a culturally informed idea of encouraging conversion. On the other hand, one could 

also see this as simply an act of convenience on the part of missionaries, in which those aspects 

deemed acceptable were simply recast within a Christian frame. It is important to acknowledge 

that all the mentalities of evangelism discussed in this examination originated from the German 

Protestant missionaries. The determinations of what and what not to integrate were made by the 



70 

 

 

missionaries and not the Africans. Can it truly be said that evangelism involved exchange if the 

missionaries remained the ultimate arbiters in this sense? Perhaps this still constitutes a form of 

spiritual imperialism involving convenient appropriation of select African beliefs with little in 

the way of “exchange” between the two parties. 

It cannot be denied that evangelism as conceived of by missionaries involved 

comprehensive reshaping and reordering of African minds, social relations, and ways of life. In 

insisting on the cessation of spiritually related and/or culturally significant practices like spirit 

belief, magic, and polygamy, missionaries sought to alter African identities to fit what was 

fundamentally a Western, Christian framework, no matter how much it was supplemented by 

African tradition. When questions of culture are involved in the conversion question, the 

certainty of change on the part of the convert is always a factor.  

The formation period of Taufunterricht is evidence enough of just how committed to 

change missionaries expected potential converts to be, but also shows the role of African agency 

in choosing to see the process of conversion to completion with all of the changes it entailed. 

That being said, missionaries also remained attentive to ways select aspects of African culture 

could help individuals become accustomed to new beliefs and ways of thinking. In this sense, 

they respected the particularities of African identities and saw value affording an African 

character to the presentation of the Gospel but remained firm on the conditions of conversion and 

proper Christian living as understood by them. Thus, evangelism offered a new religious identity, 

but also entailed forming those who accepted this offer to believe, think, and live accordingly.
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CHAPTER 3 

God’s Scholars: Education and the Mission School 

 

German Protestant missionaries in German East Africa sought to engage with the African 

communities they served in ways that went beyond spiritual dialogue and conversion-focused 

activity. They practiced a holistic view of mission work: one in which not only the individual 

and spiritual, but also the communal and temporal, collectively constituted the purview of 

missionary ministry. Implicit in this was an acknowledgement that the saving of souls proceeded 

within an overarching social framework, thus prompting the missionary to consider the ways in 

which his work could make appropriate social contributions. Naturally, this could take many 

forms, and one example was that of education. Over the course of German colonial rule in East 

Africa, missionaries of all German Protestant mission society affiliations provided educational 

instruction for Africans within indigenous village settings and at formal mission station schools. 

In terms of school and student statistics, the practice of missionary education in East Africa was 

extensive to the point that the missionary as educator can be considered coequal in importance 

with the missionary as evangelist.1 

German Protestant missionaries were not unique when it came to their interest in 

educating African communities. Indeed, missionary-conducted education is a commonly 

encountered feature when considering the history of Christian missions in various contexts. In 

the case of East Africa, German Protestant education efforts were joined by comparable 

initiatives among their English counterparts, as well as the Catholics. The system of mission 

education proceeded within the ever-shaping colonial context, and one sees here an important 

 
1 For statistics on mission schools and students in German East Africa, see Appendix B.  
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case in which the missionary must attempt to chart a path between the pressures of secular 

colonialism, the maintaining of mission independence, and the interests of the African 

population. For German Protestants, the persistent weight of a national identity in common with 

the administrative power continued to increase the sensitivities associated with the task. The 

German colonial administration was quite involved in questions of education in the colony, thus 

automatically making the activities of the missions in this area a subject of interest. With this 

came the emergence of competing visions of education, constituting a major component of the 

relational challenges between the missions and the German colonial project. 

This chapter examines in detail the nature of German Protestant mission education and 

schools in the East African context. John and Jean Comaroff have emphasized the connection 

between mission schooling and the pursuit of Christian conversion, arguing that both “aimed at 

the systematic moral reconstruction of the person in a world in which individuals were 

increasingly viewed as capable of being formed and reformed by social institutions.”2 Since 

educational activities were central to the work of German missionaries, it is important to 

understand their philosophy and practice of education and how they implemented it within 

mission school settings to shape the intellects of their African students. This chapter also 

considers the German colonial perspective, both in terms of educational policy and ideas 

regarding the end of education itself. This will highlight areas of contrast and conflict between 

the missionaries and their secular counterparts on educational issues, particularly as they relate to 

exploitation and employment of Africans within the colonial system. Missionary approaches to 

education were characterized by an emphasis on faith and spiritual application. In electing to 

focus on literacy in native African languages and encouraging their students towards Christian 

 
2 Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 1:233. 
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service within mission communities, missionaries oversaw a school system that rejected the 

practical-minded and linguistically imperialist notions of education in colonial circles.  

Faith and Learning: The Basic Structure of the Mission School 

In seeking to characterize the nature of the mission school project in East Africa, one 

must first develop an understanding of the proper purpose and content of education as it was 

conceived in the German missionary mind. As with most of their activities in the mission field, 

missionaries saw school establishment as underpinned by the cause of evangelism. In line with 

the Protestant emphasis that encouraged the individual Christian to closely study the Bible, the 

primary fruit of education, literacy, was imbued with spiritual value. The school became a space 

in which the African convert (or potential convert) could acquire practical knowledge while 

simultaneously developing the skills necessary for the personal reading, comprehension, and 

application of God’s Word.3 That spiritual emphasis, proceeding from an overarching 

evangelistic application, was the distinguishing mark of German Protestant mission education at 

its most basic level, and it is through this lens that its curricular components and instructional 

methods must be viewed.  

Describing the beginnings of Berlin I’s education efforts in Nyasa, Mission 

Superintendent Alexander Merensky presented a report from the society’s missionaries that is 

particularly illustrative of this Protestant educational mindset: 

On March 22, 1893, the brothers opened the first school. “We had,” they write, 

“presented this important work before the Lord in prayer from the very beginning, and 

had asked for His blessing upon it, just as the school day is opened in prayer. Likewise, 

students have been told, and are told again and again, that the purpose of learning to read 

is to acquaint them with the Word of God, that they may come to know and do His will.”4  

 
3 Gabbert, “Social and Cultural Conditions of Religious Conversion,” 299. 
4 Merensky, Deutsche Arbeit am Najaßa, 171-172. 
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The missionaries made clear that they viewed their education project not as a supplementary 

pursuit to, but rather as an extension of the work of evangelism. Additionally, the constant efforts 

to include the students in this educational mindset are notable. The conceived spiritual end of 

school instruction is not seen as something to be imposed upon them, but rather as something to 

be comprehended and embraced so that it may inform purposeful participation in school 

activities.  

An additional indicator of this evangelistic emphasis is evident in the population group 

who most commonly attended mission schools as students, namely children and adolescents. 

Jeremy Best explains that school leaders saw children as ideal students because they could be 

more easily converted through the influence of a Christian education. While school attendance 

certainly developed skills in traditional academic subjects, the Christian character of the 

educational experience also instructed students on how to be a good Protestant Christian.5 One 

could say that in the eyes of the missionaries, these young Africans were at once both 

catechumens and scholars. This is not to say that adults never attended school. Indeed, adults 

sometimes participated in educational activities out of curiosity for what was being taught. For 

example, Leipzig Mission Inspector Martin Weishaupt recalled how a local chief near the 

Mamba mission station at Kilimanjaro attended school lessons because he was interested in 

learning.6 As Carl Mirbt stated however, “the school is for [the missionaries] the means…to gain 

influence on the youth” and “the mission school, at least in its simplest form, is primarily aimed 

at young people, although it can happen that people as old as forty wish to take part in the 

 
5 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 66. 
6 Martin Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage: durch das Gebiet der Leipziger Mission in Deutsch Ostafrika 

(Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Mission, 1913), 17. 
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lessons.” Such was the character of the school as a promoter of both practical learning and 

conversion.7  

Missionaries typically offered educational services to the oftentimes numerous African 

villages local to individual mission stations in two ways. In some cases, missionaries would 

travel out to surrounding villages to conduct school lessons in conjunction with preaching and 

other tasks related to the mission. More commonly however, Africans would come to the mission 

station to receive instruction. To facilitate convenient access for children, missionaries 

sometimes set up boarding schools (Kostschulen), separate for boys and girls, on station land.8 

Schedules and curricula were quite structured for boarding students, as is evident in an account 

describing the daily school routine at the Leipzig station at Kwarango: 

In the morning, these boarding students, who in the meantime have built themselves a hut 

to live in, are alternately served by Br. Faßmann and Br. Müller. They are taught biblical 

history and the ten commandments, Christian songs and spelling, plus a bit of arithmetic. 

In the afternoon, they help diligently with planting and thus contribute something to their 

physical amusement. Sometimes one or the other gets homesick and asks to leave and see 

his mother, or others run away willingly. But on the whole, they have now become much 

more devoted and reliable and like to return to the station.9 

 

The educational content and experience of Kwarango was broadly characteristic of 

practices among the Leipzig boarding schools. Other German Protestant missions did maintain 

boarding schools, but day schools (Tagesschulen) were also common. Regardless of type, the 

typical school day was divided into a periods of morning classroom instruction and physical 

 
7 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 143. 
8 The missionary willingness to educate girls as well as boys was sometimes an object of conflict for patriarchal 

African societies that did not view education as appropriate for girls. Weishaupt recounted that Leipzig missionaries 

were faced with protests from some African parents in the Meru region when they established a girl’s school at 

Mkoaranga. The missionaries were not dissuaded and continued to advocate for gender-equal access to education. 

Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 99. 
9 Albrecht Hofstätter, Kwarango, die erste Station der Leipziger Ev-Luthersichen Mission in Deutsch-Ostafrika 

(Leipzig: Verlag der Evangelisch-Lutherischen Mission, 1895), 31. Hofstätter says that the students at this particular 

school were boys under the age of 12. 
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labor in the afternoon. Describing the school activities at the Hohenfriedeberg station of Berlin 

III in Usambara, missionary Paul Döring emphasized the “eager reading, writing, and arithmetic” 

that occurred there. His account also makes note of the broad range of ages served. From the 

specialized attention given to the youngest children by missionary wives who taught them Bible 

stories, up to the “school for the older ones” with “quite stately lads sitting on the school bench,” 

the mission emulated a system of primary and secondary schooling. Labor for students at 

Hohenfriedeberg involved cleaning and preparing the chapel for divine services.10 Depending on 

the infrastructure of individual stations, students assisted missionaries with age-appropriate tasks 

that ranged from general upkeep of buildings and grounds to agricultural-oriented work. The 

intention was to instill in students a positive work ethic that could be applied to both their studies 

and daily lives outside of school.  

Learning the Vernacular: Languages, Literacy Education, and African Responses 

Though a mission education promoted basic competence in a variety of academic 

subjects, the achievement of literacy in particular was emphasized as a key skill for one’s 

educational advancement. Literacy was of prime importance not only for Africans, but equally 

for missionary teachers. German missionaries displayed a respect for native African languages, 

elevating them not only as the linchpin of all school instruction, but also as an object of their 

own study and learning.11 By endorsing these languages in this way, missionaries sought to tailor 

the school experience to complement the existing linguistic identities of their students. Indeed, 

language and literacy were important not only in the context of academic study and the 

 
10 Paul Döring, Hohenfriedeberg: eine Missionsstation in Usambara (Berlin: Martin Warneck, 1900), 38-40. 
11 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 54, 78. 
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classroom, but also as elements integrated into evangelistic approaches and utilized as vehicles 

for spiritual development. 

At a basic level, the task of language learning was crucial to effective missionizing. Paul 

Döring likely spoke for most of his German missionary colleagues when he reflected that “I had 

to learn the language above all if I wanted to associate with the people and have an effective 

presence among them.”12 In his case, the language in question was Kishambaa, the language of 

the Shambaa, but the multiplicity of distinct ethnic groups in East Africa meant that the task of 

overcoming linguistic barriers varied based on location and demographic context. For 

missionaries, especially in the earlier years of the East African missions, one’s ability to learn 

native languages was often dependent on the guidance of individuals within African 

communities who were capable of communicating linguistic principles in a comprehensible 

manner.13 Once some understanding had been achieved, missionaries were then able to produce 

explanatory guides and language discussions that could aid subsequent missionaries in the 

learning process.14  

Aside from the importance of linguistic competence in native languages to evangelism, 

missionaries also opted to elevate African vernaculars in the classroom, not only as the language 

of instruction, but also as the basis for African literacy. This was certainly not the easiest or most 

practical decision, especially considering the Kiswahili language of the East African coast 

offered a convenient “compromise language” that could serve as an educational Lingua Franca, 

 
12 Paul Döring, Lehrlingsjahr eines jungen Missionars in Deutsch-Ostafrika (Berlin: Warneck, 1900), 26. 
13 Döring enlisted the guidance of the son of a local chief who he described as possessing “a somewhat broader 

understanding over the common man” in terms of his ability to explain the elements of his native language in an 

understandable way. See Ibid., 26-27. 
14 See for instance the guide for “Kondesprache” (the language of the Nyakusa people) in Merensky, Deutsche 

Arbeit am Najaßa, 360-363.  
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a convenient middle ground between the German of the missionaries and the languages spoken 

by their African students.15 As the language was widely spoken in the majority Afro-Arab 

Swahili population centers of East Africa, the German colonial government had opted for a 

similar approach by promoting Kiswahili as the language of administration and commerce.16 

This was in addition to the fact that missionaries preparing for work in East Africa typically 

acquainted themselves with Kiswahili because of its practical and political significance.17 

However, rather than impose the burden of learning Kiswahili or German upon African students, 

most missionaries remained convinced that the best way to connect with a people was through 

their native language, even if that required laborious study on the part of the teacher.18 

Indeed, it was teaching that offered missionaries what pastor Albrecht Hoftstätter referred 

to as “a special incentive” to perfect their language skills as they conversed daily with their 

students.19 For the Africans however, school offered an opportunity to engage with language in 

new ways, particularly through missionary efforts to reduce the sounds of native tongues into 

 
15 Johanna Eggert, “The School Policy of the German Protestant Missions in Tanzania before the First World War,” 

in Missionary Ideologies in the Imperialist Era: 1880-1920, 202.  
16 Though proficiency in Kiswahili was often seen as a mark of sophistication in African hinterland communities, it 

was also understood to be a foreign element that marked one as an outsider. See Michelle Liebst, Labor and 

Christianity in the Mission: African Workers in Tanganyika and Zanzibar, 1864-1926 (Suffolk: James Curry, 2021), 

17-18. 
17 For many missionaries, linguistic competence accomplished through individual study. However, mission societies 

also provided instruction in Kiswahili as part of missionary training in the homeland. Most of the time instruction 

was provided by Germans who had acquired knowledge of the language. One interesting exception to this is the case 

of Mtoro bin Myini Bakari, a native Kiswahili speaker from East Africa who was invited to Germany to teach in 

Berlin. See Ludger Wimmelbücker, Mtoro bin Mwinyi Bakari (c. 1869-1927): Swahili Lecturer and Author in 

Germany (Dar es Salaam: Mkuki na Nyota, 2009), 59-61 for discussion of his instruction of missionaries. 
18 The problem of Kiswahili instruction is something Hofstätter discusses. He asserts that Africans are “linguistic 

geniuses” and emphasizes their ability to learn Kiswahili, but he reported that for Leipzig missionaries, learning the 

native vernacular was still preferred as an easier means of communication. He did not advocate against Kiswahili on 

the basis of a racial assessment of the African’s inability to learn other languages. If anything, he implied that it 

would be the missionaries who would struggle to teach a language they had not fully mastered. See Hofstätter, 

Kwarango, 30. Importantly, most missionaries were not opposed to teaching Kiswahili or even German to more 

advanced students, but in both cases this was viewed as learning a “foreign” language in addition to one’s already 

mastered native tongue. See Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 40. 
19 Ibid., 31. In this context, the Chagga language of the Kilimanjaro region is referred to.  
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readable Latin alphabets. This resulted in what one might describe as a measurement of literacy 

that applied to both missionary and African, namely the ability to read and write, (and in the case 

of missionaries, speak and translate) in the native vernacular. The African response to literacy 

training is illustrated particularly well by Paul Döring’s account of Berlin III’s experience among 

the Shambaa: 

As soon as [our missionaries] knew the language of the Shambaa a little, they began to 

translate our most beautiful spiritual songs into Kishambaa and practice them with the 

youth. They were quickly seized and sung with great joy, not only at the station, but also 

at home and at work. [Our missionaries] often experienced on their outings the little 

black goatherds, standing on high stones in the dense bushes, who set down their shawms 

and sang a Christian hymn in greeting to their teachers as soon as they caught sight of 

them.20  

 

The persistent evangelistic focus is clear from the application of Kishambaa to the 

translation of hymns. However, Döring does not neglect to speak about the importance of 

literacy as applied to the Christian life. In speaking of the mission school at Hohenfriedeberg, he 

points out that “even men come regularly to learn how to read, because the brothers are in the 

process of translating the biblical stories of the Old Testament and the entire New Testament into 

[Kishambaa] and having them printed, which they would very much like to be able to read.”21 

Döring’s words are a reflection of the overarching character of Protestant mission school 

education, namely the end goal of spiritual as well as intellectual development. In the view of the 

missionaries, literacy as the mastery of language in a newly developed written form was a 

primary conduit through which educated Africans of all ages, whether inquirers, catechumens, or 

devoted Christians, could apply their learning to faith on a more personal level, be that through 

 
20 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 13. 
21 Ibid., 40. 
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reading of the Scriptures, the learning of hymns, or engagement with other Christian devotional 

materials.22  

The German Protestant missionary embrace of native languages is especially significant 

in undermining an idea of the mission schools in East Africa as institutions that sought to educate 

African students in an imperialistic manner. Jeremy Best has noted that German missionaries 

held to a view of linguistic nationalism that linked a shared language with a sense of nationhood. 

Rather than dismantle what they saw to be crucial linguistic bonds, they sought to ensure the 

solidarity of African communities through the preservation of them.23 The reality of the matter is 

a reversal of what Michael Wintroub has described as the “always imperial” nature of language 

learning and translation, an exercise of “mastery of another culture” by a foreign agent in which 

it becomes “a colonial practice having to do with the extension of knowledge and power across 

space and time.”24 In choosing to translate German into native languages – not vice versa – for 

the purposes of classroom instruction and African literacy, one sees a rejection of linguistic 

imperialism. Far from being cast as “primitive” and insufficient for knowledge production, 

 
22 The list of African-language literature produced by German Protestant missionaries in East Africa is quite 

extensive, comprising a variety of titles with print runs ranging from a few hundred to over a thousand. Aside from 

religious and devotional materials, missionaries produced curricular books for school use, reduced traditional 

African oral stories to Latin text, and even started newspaper-style periodicals in African languages. Most of this 

material was printed at mission station print shops or mission-run presses based in larger cities to facilitate 

distribution. For a list of titles produced by all societies compiled in 1914, see Führer durch die evangelischen 

Missionen in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 48-62 
23 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 59-61. 
24 Michael Wintroub, “Translations: Words, Things, Going Native, and Staying True,” American Historical Review 

120, no. 4 (2015): 1185, 1213. Though Wintroub’s work focuses on the New World in the Early Modern period, the 

observations he presents regarding language in colonial contexts are quite applicable. 
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African tongues were elevated in the classroom as languages of instruction and as subjects to be 

studied, understood, and actively utilized by teachers and students alike.25 

In a similar vein, missionaries did not elect to learn and employ native languages simply 

as a means to winning over what the Comaroffs have described as “the savage inner man,” only 

to then demand the adoption of Kiswahili or even German as a more “civilized” tongue once 

Africans were far enough along in their comprehension.26 It is difficult to affirm claims such as 

those of Martin Ballard, who asserts that Berlin III mission stations in particular were “violent 

environments” for education where missionaries disregarded native languages and imposed the 

demands of German upon their students.27 Perhaps Ballard’s view is unduly shaped by Berlin 

III’s admittedly troubled beginnings at the hands of Carl Peters, especially since he speaks more 

favorably of the other mission societies. Even so, this assumes that Berlin III remained static and 

colonialist in character and action. Upon examining accounts from prominent Berlin III 

missionaries such as Paul Döring, it becomes clear that a change occurred in the society that is 

inconsistent with that of a mere colonial pawn. Berlin III, in common with the other societies, 

displayed a missionary mentality that accepted the linguistic status quo in African communities 

and ordered approaches to missionizing around this.  

According to missionary accounts, while Africans certainly discerned a spiritual 

component to their language and literacy studies, they sometimes had difficulty understanding 

the nature of the exercise and the ultimate end. Perhaps most problematic for missionaries was 

 
25 At  Berlin I stations, the use of African languages in the classroom was extensive to the point that children of 

German missionaries did not attend mission schools out of fear on the part of their parents that the difference in 

language would make their future participation in domestic German schools more difficult. As such, missionaries 

(and more often their wives) taught their own children using German. See Erich Schultze, Der Njasabund: Bilder 

aus der weiblichen Liebestätigkeit der Berliner Mission in Deutsch-Ostafrika (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner 

evangelischen Missiongesellschaft, 1912), 24. 
26 Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 1:216. 
27 Ballard, White Men’s God, 180. 
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their tendency to view school, in the words of Wolfgang Gabbert, as “a kind of wage labor for 

missionaries,” with the expectation from parents of some form of payment – usually food or 

some other valuable commodity rather than hard currency – for sending their children to 

school.28 This is not to suggest that the concept of receiving an education was entirely foreign. 

Indeed, African methods for the transfer of practical and intellectual knowledge from older to 

younger generations predated the arrival of Europeans and colonization. Education was typically 

a collective responsibility, with a young person’s immediate family members, extended family, 

and wider community fulfilling important roles in their social, intellectual, and moral formation. 

Furthermore, the experiences of daily life formed the classroom, in contrast to abstract learning 

in designated spaces.29  

It is understandable that Africans might have associated the unfamiliar rigors of formal 

schooling in the European style with compensated work. Additionally, the inclusion of physical 

labor as an activity for mission school students further blurred the distinction. This was an issue 

that missionaries across the various societies faced, especially early in the development of the 

East African mission effort in the 1890s. Paul Döring recounted a typical exchange over the issue 

of payment for school, in this instance with a group of young male students: 

The little fellows had nothing to do until 9 o’clock, and that gave Br. Becker the idea of 

starting a school with them. They came quite nicely for a while. But then, they held out 

their hands and asked “what do we get for it?” He told them there was nothing to 

give…but they did not like that. They said it could not be true. If they helped us with 

farming and building, they would get Pesa [currency of German East Africa], but now 

 
28 Gabbert, “Social and Cultural Conditions of Conversion,” 299. See also Alexander Merensky, who discusses the 

authority of chiefs to grant permission for members of their village to attend school or issue an invitation to this end. 

In this situation too, missionaries were pressured for payment. Merensky, Deutsche Arbeit am Najaßa, 172.  
29 This African style of community-based education is the origin of the famous proverb “it takes a village to raise a 

child.” For further discussion of pre-colonial education in Africa, see Chika Ezeanya-Esiobu, Indigenous Knowledge 

and Education in Africa (Singapore: Springer, 2019), 21-26. 
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they had been working for us for months and should not get anything? So, they went 

away, shaking their heads and disgruntled.30 

 

Since attendance at mission schools was typically a voluntary act, solving the payment 

issue was not as simple as outrightly refusing compensation for studies. If left unaddressed, the 

operation of the mission school could become untenable due to refusal on the part of African 

communities (and students themselves) to participate. One response rendered by missionaries 

was to explain to questioning Africans that if anyone was to receive payment, it should be the 

teachers, not the students or their communities.31 While this might seem an overly 

condescending response, it indicates that the missionaries desired to emphasize the fruits of 

education as something inherently valuable for its spiritual benefits and worthy of monetary 

contribution. This is not to say that missionary teachers actually demanded payment for their 

instruction, but it would appear that they brought up the suggestion of payment to illustrate the 

point on the same grounds upon which the Africans made their initial assertions.32  

As Africans became gradually more interested in and accustomed to the nature of the 

schools, demands for compensation became infrequent. This seems to have been more due to an 

increasing valuation of education and less to the effectiveness of missionary arguments. By the 

early years of the 20th century, Africans had grown in their awareness that literacy in their native 

languages opened up opportunities for employment at mission stations and with the German 

 
30 Döring, Lehrlingsjahre eines jungen Missionars, 44-45, see also Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 107 for 

another example. 
31 One can see this responsive approach utilized in Merensky, Deutsche Arbeit am Najaßa, 172, 270. 
32 Missionaries did sometimes ask students and their families to contribute in small ways, for instance through 

purchasing the books used in school to offset production costs. Since books translated into native languages were 

often produced at the mission station print shops or similar establishments at colonial government stations, this was 

seen as an appropriate request. For an example from the Herrnhut Mission, see Theo Richard, Katunga nach 

Makapalile: aus dem Tagebuch des Missionars (Stolpen: Gustav Winter, 1892), 31. 
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administration.33 This became especially pronounced following the failure of the Maji-Maji 

Rebellion which appeared to solidify the permanence of European domination. As John Iliffe has 

argued, there was a new African emphasis on “techniques of improvement” after 1906, with 

many seeking “an improved position within the European-dominated system by acquiring the 

necessary European skills and using them to improve their societies.”34 In other words, there was 

a recognition that social advancement and prosperity for both individuals and societies meant 

acquiring the knowledge necessary to work within the colonial economy. Along with this came 

the view that the education offered by the Christian missions offered the surest path towards 

achieving that goal.  

The Secular Challenge: Missionsschulen or Regierungsschulen? 

The linguistic and spiritual character of the mission schools was a source of tension 

between German missionaries and the German colonial administration. Colonial officials 

maintained a competing vision of education tailored to suit the needs of the East African colonial 

system. As missionary education efforts steadily increased over the course of the 1890s, the 

German administration worked to establish its own system of “government schools” 

(Regierungsschulen) to teach a government-set curriculum. In accordance with the distribution of 

German centers of power in East Africa, these schools were especially concentrated near the 

coast, with the first of them  being opened at Tanga in 1893. In subsequent years, additional large 

schools appeared in Pangani, Bagamoyo, and Dar es Salaam, with a distribution of smaller 

branch schools in the “hinterland.”35 In many ways, this initiative was a response to the 

perceived weaknesses of a mission school system that, to colonial officials, focused too much on 

 
33 Gabbert, “Social and Cultural Conditions of Conversion,” 299-300. 
34 Iliffe, Tanganyika under German Rule, 26-27. 
35 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 137-138, 140. 
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the achievement of spiritual goals and Christian development rather than temporal development. 

The government schools would offer instead a highly practical education, composed of basic 

primary schooling and vocational instruction, underpinned by the achievement of proficiency in 

Kiswahili and German.36  

The operation and purpose of government schools was a decidedly secular affair. The 

nature of the curriculum was structured to equip Africans with the technical skills necessary to 

fill intermediary roles related to the daily operation of the colonial economy such as clerks, 

commercial bureaucrats, district administrators, and internal security.37 Describing a visit to the 

original school at Tanga, the missionary Paul Döring stated that the German instructor “teaches 

sons of chiefs from the interior so that they can later serve the government in the administration 

of the districts.”38 Döring’s observation highlights the elite nature of the school’s target audience: 

the government schools did not offer mass education to all interested Africans but rather sought 

out students who were particularly promising candidates for intermediary positions. This 

assessment could be made based upon social standing and connections they might have held 

within their indigenous communities, as is the case with the sons of chiefs. Existing skills could 

also be taken into account, for instance the useful language knowledge of those hailing from the 

coastal and urban Swahili populations.  

Missionaries were critical of the government school system, not so much on the basis of 

perceived competition, but rather because of the effects they alleged it had within the colony as a 

 
36 John White, “The Historical Background of National Education in Tanzania,” in Language in Tanzania, ed. Edgar 

C. Polomé and C.P. Hill (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1980), 262-263; Wilhelm Lattmann, Die Schulen in 

unseren Kolonien (Berlin: Wilhelm Süssrott, 1906), 19. 
37 For a discussion of the concept of imperial intermediaries, see Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in 

World History: Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010), 13-14.  
38 Döring, Morgendammerung in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 30. 
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whole. They noted that the government school curriculum did not include any religious 

instruction or component. The absence of religious content could appeal to those segments of the 

East African population that would otherwise be opposed to receiving a Christian education.39 

This was especially true in the case of the Swahili who were in the majority Muslim. By virtue of 

their language and demographic proximity to the coastal strongholds of German authority,  

colonial officials viewed them as a valuable crop of potential intermediaries. As such, their 

Muslim identity dictated that the Germans establish a secular school environment in which their 

beliefs would not be a subject of challenge or debate.  

For missionaries, these government schools represented a looming threat to their 

evangelistic work. In catering to the Muslim Swahili, these institutions were seen to be directly 

aiding the spread of Islam.40 While acknowledging it to be “the actual, not intended, influence of 

government schools,” Berlin I Mission Superintendent Martin Klamroth asserted that the 

practically minded colonialist government unintentionally solidified the position of Islam within 

the colonial administration and East African society by feeding educated Muslims into positions 

of influence.41 Klamroth’s concern can be seen as valid on two levels. For one, many of the 

teachers employed in these schools were themselves educated Swahili, thus perpetuating the 

acceptance of Islam in the classroom.42 More importantly, government school graduates were 

also appointed as authority wielding akidas in hinterland districts.43 In situations where Christian 

 
39 Lattmann, Die Schulen in unseren Kolonien, 20-22. 
40 Erich Schultze, Soll Deutsch-Ostafrika christlich oder mohammedanisch werden? (Berlin: Buchhandlung der 

Berliner evangelischen Missionsgesellschaft, 1913), 20. 
41 Klamroth, Der Islam in Deutschostafrika, 52-53. 
42 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 108. 
43 John Iliffe described akidas as “the all-purpose field agents of Germany’s bureaucratic tradition of 

administration.” Though the title had roots among the Swahili that predated European arrival in East Africa, the 

Germans repurposed it for a new administrative position. Akidas were responsible for tax collection, security, and 

maintaining general order in the districts which they oversaw. They were valuable intermediaries between hinterland 

indigenous communities and the colonial administration. See Iliffe, Tanganyika under German Rule, 180-181. 
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missions lay within the jurisdiction of Muslim akidas, there was often a mutual animosity 

between the opposing religionists. Indeed, there are recorded cases in which akidas abused their 

power and directed their subordinates to physically disrupt mission activities. 44 In the eyes of the 

missionaries, this was the very problematic product of the government schools and represented 

government bolstering (however unintentional) of Islam in East Africa. 

The “problem” of Islam and the root cause that was the government school system were 

both consequences of mission education policies. As Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper point 

out, missionaries in colonial contexts often provided the primary means of practical education for 

masses of the population allowing the government to focus more on administration – a huge cost 

saving measure.45 Government officials in German East Africa viewed mission education as 

inadequate for this task, not least because of the missionary insistence on native vernacular 

instruction rather than Kiswahili or German.46 Because missionaries primarily received their 

funding from the domestic societies and not the government, the colonial administration could 

not use the money supply as quid pro quo to prompt the missions to alter their educational 

methods. For colonial officials, literacy training in native languages complicated the ability of 

mission school students to be employed in secular intermediary positions that required 

knowledge of the administrative Lingua Franca, thus calling into question the true usefulness of 

the mission schools as sources of potential intermediaries. Indeed, the very need for the colonial 

administration to establish the government schools serves to underline the non-secular, non-

imperialistic nature of mission education. 

 
44 Schultze, Soll Deutsch Ostafrika christlich oder mohammedanisch werden? 18; Klamroth, Der Islam in 

Deutschostafrika, 53. 
45 Burbank and Cooper, Empires in World History, 317. 
46 Eggert, The School Policy of the German Protestant Missions, 204-206.  
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The negative colonialist view of missionary language policy is evident in the frustrated 

comments of Hans Zache, the German district administrator for New Langenburg and later 

Tanga in the early 1900s. He praised the colonial government, which “through its consistent 

rejection of all other languages, is creating ever more gaping breaches in the hundred walls that 

separate our native tribes from each other and from us.” “But unfortunately,” he complained, 

“everything possible is done by many mission societies to keep these doomed languages alive.”47 

Zache viewed the mission schools as a political liability, which through their “divisive” language 

policies threatened a colonialist vision of imposed unity via unifying language standards. In 

September of 1901, he had even threatened the missions (Berlin I, the Herrnhuters, and English) 

near New Langenburg that he would establish a government school in the region should they 

choose not to implement equivalent educational curriculum based on Kiswahili.48 Similar 

expressions of government opposition occurred elsewhere in the colony. In one notable case, 

German authorities in the Usambara District refused to support the printing of Berlin III school 

materials as they were written in native vernacular, not Kiswahili.49 In short, it was this 

difference in language policy that made for a tense coexistence between the two school systems.   

While the promotion of consistent language policy in schools was a political concern, the 

effects native vernacular instruction had upon the supply of intermediaries was not nearly as 

frustrating a prospect for colonial administrators. The government remained willing to employ 

qualified individuals from the mission schools for colonial service. However, the number of 

African students who progressed to an advanced level of education under missionary teachers 

 
47 Hans Zache, Koloniale Eingeborenenpolitik: Sonderabdruck aus den “Blättern für vergleichende 

Rechtswissenschaft und Volkswirtschaftslehre” (Berlin: Decker Verlag, 1905), 61.  
48 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 97. 
49 G.L. Cleve, “Erinnerungen an Deutsch-Ostafrika,” in Monatsschrift für Stadt und Land (Leipzig: E. Ungleich, 

1900), 524. 
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and became proficient in Kiswahili was quite limited. For those that did, government 

employment was a valid option.50 Some converted African Christians did take this path, working 

in lower-level positions such as tax collectors or askari in the colonial security forces 

(Schutztruppe). In such contexts, the education they had received from the missions were 

perfectly suitable as knowledge of regional languages could be valuable assets in such 

occupations.51 Nevertheless, the ranks of upper-level indigenous officials were for the most part 

filled by those emerging from the government schools as this was the express purpose of those 

institutions, a reality which indicates that the government was able to maintain a sufficient 

supply of intermediaries without needing to pressure the missions. 

Even for linguistically qualified mission school graduates, the path to employment in the 

colonial administration was complicated by the missionary tendency to discourage such action. 

This is due to what Marcia Wright has described as a “husbanding of resources for the work of 

the Church” that was indicative of a suspicion on the part of the missions to the prospect of 

offering up their most skilled students for secular service to become cogs in the colonial 

machine.52 Of course, missionaries wanted the converted themselves to assist with the labor of 

missionizing, and they encouraged their graduates to accept employment with the missions in 

supporting roles. In this arrangement, the mission station became a space where Africans could 

continue to harness the spiritual underpinnings of their education as contributors to their local 

 
50 John Iliffe characterizes this select group of Africans as part of a new class of intermediaries that emerged with 

the shift in some indigenous attitudes towards education that occurred after Maji Maji. Iliffe, Tanganyika under 

German Rule 173-174. See also Schultze, Soll Deutsch Ostafrika christlich oder mohammedanisch werden?, 61 for 

a primary source perspective on this matter.  
51 Michelle Moyd, Violent Intermediaries: African Soldiers, Conquest, and Everyday Colonialism in German East 

Africa (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2014), 171-174, 184. 
52 Wright, German Missions in Tanganyika, 133. 
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Christian community. At the same time, the promise of material compensation meant that service 

to the mission could also become a source of one’s livelihood.53  

Of the roles available for educated Africans, perhaps none were more important than 

those of teachers and school helpers. Indeed, employment within the mission school system was 

a mutually beneficial prospect, allowing the best African students an opportunity to apply their 

learning to the spiritual work of the mission while also relieving the instructional burdens from 

the missionary teachers. To this point, Paul Döring remarked that “it is a significant amount of 

work for the brothers to help these men, boys, and girls along in the few hours they have to do it. 

That is why they are keenly trying to raise up helpers, and we are already seeing some young 

men skillfully busy teaching others. They hope to gradually get native schoolteachers or helpers 

who can take on work independently at the outstations.”54 In this active training of African 

school staff, one sees once again that the missionaries both held the intellectual capabilities of 

their students in high esteem and eschewed offering them up for secular service. So committed 

were the missionaries to this project that by the early 1910s, teachers in mission schools 

increasingly were devoted African Christians who had themselves received a mission education, 

a telling commitment to the spiritual over the secular.55 

* * * 

Overall, the educational impact of the mission schools was based upon a missionary 

mentality of education that was not inclined towards – and indeed often existed in opposition to – 

contributing to the secular colonial project in German East Africa. Through their educational 

policies, German Protestant missionaries displayed an attention to African intellectual and 

 
53 Liebst, Labor and Christianity in the Mission, 183; Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 143. 
54 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 40. 
55 Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 24-26, 44. 
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spiritual empowerment that did not seek to funnel them into subordinated life as imperial 

intermediaries. Through their evangelistic approach to education, elevation of native languages, 

and training of Africans to serve in important supporting roles for the mission, the missionaries 

understood their work in the classroom to be a valuable temporal as well as spiritual contribution 

to African communities. In a colonial system dominated by an administration concerned with the 

most practical (and perhaps most exploitative) ways education could be employed, the mission 

schools offered a laudable counter to the colonialist mentality. 

In the course of her research into the impacts of the long European presence on labor 

practices in East Africa, Michelle Liebst interviewed several descendants of Africans who had 

benefited from the education offered by the missions. She reports that many of those she spoke 

with saw mission schools contributing to advancement, both personal and social, and referred to 

education as the missionaries’ “gift to the people.”56 Though missionaries doubtless would have 

viewed this opinion as misplaced given the lack of reference to the spiritual, it is telling that from 

some African perspectives, a mission education was not seen imperialistic in nature, though it 

may have been a product of European presence and influence. Though Africans and missionaries 

perhaps differed on the value and purpose they ascribed to education,  both parties agreed on the 

essence of learning as a formative experience centered on the advancement of the student. 

Though the possibility of Africans finding secular applications for their learning was contrary to 

missionary intentions, the very opportunity for choice in this regard shows mission education to 

have been a strengthener of African agency, albeit within an overarching colonial context. 

 

 
56 Liebst, Labor and Christianity in the Mission, 186-189. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

Building God’s Kingdom on Earth: The Cultural Space of the East African Mission Station 

 

Through their approaches to evangelism, education, and questions of colonial politics, 

German Protestant missionaries carved out for themselves a particular role in German East 

Africa. While they did not see themselves as agents serving the German colonial project, the 

relationships they maintained with African communities served as channels for initiatives of 

religious, intellectual, cultural, and social change underpinned by the principles of Christianity. 

Having considered in abstract particular aspects of the German missions in the preceding 

chapters, it is now possible to outline the overarching missionary project to which they 

contributed. Through their work, missionaries pursued a distinctive Christian social vision for the 

East African mission field that went beyond simply winning African converts. Indeed, converts 

were the crucial building blocks in what was an entirely new Christian social order founded upon 

the accomplishments of the missions.  

There is an important spatial dimension to the German missions in East Africa, namely in 

the place of the mission station. Established throughout the colony, these outposts were physical 

markers of the missionary presence. Robert Munson has described the mission stations as “the 

center of Christian worlds,” a distinct hub of European Christian culture amidst surrounding 

African spaces.1 Though African Christians formed their own “worlds” from elements of native 

village life and interactions with secular German colonial entities, their Christian identities were 

shaped by their connection to the earthly representation of their faith that was the mission station. 

 
1 Munson, The Nature of Christianity, 88. 
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Importantly, the mission station promoted the interaction of European and African cultures as 

Africans utilized the spiritual and humanitarian services the missionaries offered.  

The question one must ask is: what was the nature of the cultural space of the mission 

station? “Culture” can be defined as the set of daily living practices, common beliefs, and ways 

of thinking that shape individuals and provide a level of unity to societies. Thus, it is a given that 

mission stations as centers of religious community would possess a particular cultural character 

upheld by both missionaries and the Africans who interacted with them. Of course, German 

missionaries were defined by their “Germanness” and more broadly their European origin, and 

this is something that profoundly shaped their perspectives and living practices in the mission 

field.2 However, this is not to say that the mission station space was simply a secular European 

cultural establishment in the mold of the German colonial infrastructure. It was the influence of 

Christianity that animated life at the mission station and produced a particular form of culture 

from it. By viewing the mission station as a place projecting this cultural influence, one can 

discern the ways in which German missionaries created, sustained, and altered cultural space, 

both on the grounds of the mission station and within the African villages of surrounding locales.  

This chapter examines the East African mission station as the key element of a distinctive 

cultural space in which daily life was based upon the principles of Christian communal life. The 

creation of this space, extension of it through evangelistic work, and sustainment of it through 

raising up strong African Christian communities were the primary interests of the missionary 

project and the ends to which all aspects of their work was oriented. Through offering 

humanitarian services, missionaries were able to draw Africans into the mission station space 

 
2 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 16. 
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and encourage them to adopt a new cultural identity predicated upon their formation as converted 

Christians. This laid the groundwork for more permanent Christian communities in which 

missionaries and African Christians regularly engaged in life together, guided by the principles 

of a shared Christian faith. Though distinct from the spaces of secular German colonialism, the 

mission station space was not free from the reordering tendencies associated with imperialism. In 

such areas as medicine, agriculture, physical living conditions, and industry, life at the mission 

station reflected the European roots of the missionaries. For African Christians already reshaped 

by the conversion process, this offered an environment conducive for the practice of their faith in 

the activities of daily life.  

Christianity, Culture, and Space in Missionswissenschaft 

German Protestant missionary ideas about the cultural effects of their mission work were 

rooted in the scholarship and discourse of Missionswissenschaft. The archetypal 

Missionswissenschaftler Gustav Warneck assessed culture not merely in terms of technological 

advancement, intellectual sophistication, or distinct elements of social and ethnic identity, but 

rather by the moral condition of a society. To be heathen or “uncultured” was to lack a proper 

sense of morality and thus a skewed point of reference for daily living and social relations.3 

Proceeding from this idea of culture, Warneck posited Christianity as a “culture force” that not 

only seeks to profoundly shape one’s spiritual condition, but also by extension to moralize and 

thus enculturate one’s mode of living.4 On this point, he asserted that “the training of the moral is 

at once the foundation and crown of culture.”5 By linking culture with morality, Warneck 

 
3 Gustav Warneck, Modern Missions and Culture: Their Mutual Relations (Edinburgh: R.W. Hunter, 1883), 9-10, 

149, 200. 
4 Ibid., 5, 38-39. 
5 Ibid., 10. 
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advanced an arrangement in which the presence of Christianity and Christian moral influence 

was seen as a prerequisite and driver of broader cultural development.  

The implication of Warneck’s moralized vision of culture is quite significant when 

applied to the aims and activities of Christian missions in foreign, non-Christian spaces. Namely, 

the German missionary working from such assumptions would be inclined to judge indigenous 

communities as “heathen” based on the “cultural inferiority” that the absence of Christian 

influence was thought to entail. This “inferiority” was not seen as biological in nature, and 

Jeremy Best clarifies that “missionaries ascribed Africans’ inferiority to their heathenism and 

prolonged isolation from the Gospel.”6 While this of course did not preclude the possibility of 

German missionaries harboring racialized views connecting non-Christian (and thus cultural 

inferiority) with non-European, it was not something biologically predetermined and could be 

overcome with the introduction of Christianity.  

Warneck’s reflections on Christianity as a moralizing culture force are especially striking 

when one considers that the religious landscape of late 19th-early 20th century Germany was 

characterized by a general decline in religious devotion among the population. David Blackbourn 

has explained how this period in German history is typically understood as “an age dominated by 

the modern ‘-isms’: liberalism, nationalism, socialism, and materialism.”7 In the face of post-

enlightenment thought, scientific advancement, and increasing urbanization, there was less of an 

appetite for orthodox religion that relied on divine revelation over critical reasoning. As Germans 

of all classes and backgrounds shifted their attention (and devotion) to secular projects of nation-

 
6 Best, Heavenly Fatherland, 17. 
7 David Blackbourn, History of Germany, 1780-1918: The Long Nineteenth Century, 2nd ed. (Malden: Blackwell, 

2003), 214. 
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building, political activism, and economic growth, the social influence of churches and clergy 

waned as dechristianization and secularization accelerated.8  

German Protestantism was certainly affected by trends of religious decline, and yet on the 

surface, an aura of Protestantism continued to permeate all aspects of German society and 

culture. Indeed, a majority of the German population continued to identify as nominally 

“Protestant,” as the historical inheritance of Martin Luther and the Reformation, offered a 

convenient source of common identity and heritage.9 In essence, “German” culture, both political 

and social, became synonymous with “Protestant,” and the bonds of national unity and the 

political vision for the German nation were viewed through a Protestant lens.10 Blackbourn 

argues that “a form of secularized Protestantism persisted even when regular observance and the 

dictates of spirituality had disappeared,” and it was this common secular Protestant identity that 

had played a key role in the unification of Germany, animated the anti-Catholic political 

campaign of the Kulturkampf, and underpinned ideas of German cultural progress.11 For 

orthodox German Protestants, their tradition of faith might have been appealed to as a unifying 

element of German culture, but it had been deprived of any real spiritual substance. 

Faced with a secularizing society at home, foreign missions offered German Protestants 

opportunities to promote the idea of Christian culture as envisioned by Warneck. The mission 

station occupied a central place in this endeavor and acquired an important cultural significance. 

Carl Mirbt asserted that the establishment of a mission station was “a cultural achievement of 

 
8 Ibid., 219-223. 
9 Wolfgang Altgeld, “Religious Denomination and Nationalism in Nineteenth Century Germany,” in Protestants, 

Catholics, and Jews in Germany, 1800-1914, ed. Helmut Walser Smith (New York: Berg, 2001), 52-56. 
10 Helmut Walser Smith, German Nationalism and Religious Conflict: Culture, Ideology, and Politics 1870-1914 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 21. Of course, Germany still had a large number of Catholics, 

especially in the southern regions. However, the politically preeminent Prussian state was majority Protestant, thus 

bolstering the association of Protestantism with “Germanness.” 
11 Blackbourn, History of Germany, 221. 
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far-reaching importance.” He elaborated and said that “even if such a house…may appear quite 

plain and simple in appearance, even poor, it is the home of German industry, German 

domesticity, and German culture. It means the victory of the forward-striving Christian culture 

over lower modes of life and is a symbol of the Christian faith by its mere existence.”12 Mirbt 

understood the mission station as creating a particular cultural space, a place from which 

Christian culture emanated and was projected into surrounding spaces of indigenous cultural 

inferiority. The spatial context of the foreign mission field allowed him to equate German mores 

with Christian culture, even though this contrasted greatly with the reality of German 

secularization. The indigenous populations of Germany’s colonies, removed from the 

secularizing tendencies of the metropole, were to become recipients of this Christianized German 

culture, and the establishment of the mission station was a key step towards reshaping 

indigenous life to support this vision.  

Foundations: The Mission Medical Space 

With the backdrop of Missionswissenschaft discourse and the domestic plight of German 

Christianity in mind, to what degree did German missionaries promote and implement the 

Missionswissenschaft vision of Christian culture at East African mission station spaces? One 

illustrative subject in this vein is their record of providing medical services. Given that 

missionaries frequently operated in “hinterland” regions where colonial infrastructure was less 

developed, they tended to be the only sources of European-style medical care.13 Sufficient 

medical knowledge was necessary to maintain their own personal health, complemented by 

 
12 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 83. 
13 David Hardiman, introduction to Healing Bodies and Saving Souls: Medical Missions in Asia and Africa 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2006), 5.  
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quantities of medicine and medical supplies.14 The idea of the missionary as an agent of 

medicine largely arose out of nineteenth-century European conceptions of Africa as an 

“unhealthy” and “sickly” continent. Connections were made between the “disordered” and 

“primitive” nature of African societies and the humid climate, which combined to create a 

breeding ground for numerous bodily maladies.15 

One can readily discern such sentiment in the words of Berlin I pastor Erich Schultze. He 

offered an image of East Africa as a land plagued by sickness: 

 

On the whole the natives are exposed to the same dangers to health as we whites, nay, 

they suffer considerably more than we northerners from the cold, wet, weather and sharp 

fluctuations in temperature peculiar to the equatorial climate, and this is not only due to 

poor clothing and housing. No wonder that colds are the order of the day with them and 

tuberculosis claims as many victims as it does with us. The tropical climate also harbors 

its own particular dangers, which are further intensified by the completely unhygienic 

way of life of these children of nature.16 

 

 

One sees here the idea that the sickly nature of the African population was an issue of both 

environment and modes of living, an arrangement in which the biological and natural factors of 

disease spread were exacerbated by cultural factors.17 Importantly, this mentality meant that the 

missionary practice of medicine was not only a necessary act of self-interest in a medically 

hazardous environment, but also could form the basis of a humanitarian service that could be 

extended to “suffering” African communities.  

 
14 Missionaries usually received basic medical instruction from their societies before departure to the mission field. 

In some cases, such training could be considered quite extensive, but the general lack of professional missionary 

medical staff in hinterland mission areas shows this to be the exception rather than the norm. See Mirbt, Mission und 

Kolonialpolitik, 167-169. 
15 Esme Cleall, Missionary Discourses of Difference: Negotiating Otherness in the British Empire, 1840-1900 (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 80. 
16 Schultze, Der Njasabund, 39, see also 41. 
17 Megan Vaughan, “Healing and Curing: Issues in the Social History of Medicine in Africa,” Social History of 

Medicine 7, no. 2 (1994): 287-289; John and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 2:349, 354. 
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The medical services missionaries engaged in were especially valuable avenues for 

forging connections with African communities, especially in the early stages of a mission. 

Missionary Alexander Merensky, leader of the first Berlin I mission to arrive in East Africa in 

the early 1890s, quickly developed a reputation as a skilled healer among the peoples of 

Kondeland in the Southern Highlands. Schultze recalled that “Merensky served not only as a 

missionary, but also as a doctor in Kondeland and soon became very popular. He himself tells us 

that before long, his tent was surrounded by a number of huts inhabited by patients who sought 

his art or awaited healing. He had to pull teeth, treat wounds, set broken bones, and administer 

medicines for internal diseases.”18 Indeed, Merensky was something of a medical jack-of-all-

trades, and his skills formed a central element of Berlin I’s early mission work.  

For Merensky, medical care was also a means for gaining the trust of the indigenous 

population. He reported that “in this way we won the friendship of many people here, and such a 

labor of love obliged them to be grateful.”19 One sees this mentality reflected across the other 

mission societies and regional mission fields. Berlin III missionary Franz Gleiß, explained how a 

fellow missionary used medical treatment as a ministry opportunity in the villages of Wuga in 

the Usambara mission field: 

All of this makes us known among the people, and some venture to come to us with an 

illness and ask for help. They think highly of Missionary Heinrich because he goes to the 

sick person in rainy weather, when the narrow footpaths are so slippery that one has a 

risk of falling with every step, even with the support of a long walking stick. He gives a 

soothing remedy, talks a little about the Living God that we have, and the people rejoice 

that the white man has entered their hut.”20 

 

 

 
18 Schultze, Der Njasabund, 41. 
19 Merensky, Deutsche Arbeit am Najaßa, 198; Schultze, Der Njasabund, 41. 
20 Gleiß, Vor den Toren von Wuga, 18. 
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Accounts like those of Merensky and Gleiß show the purposeful utilization of medical 

care to build up good relations with Africans and lay the foundations for evangelistic dialogue. 

As Esme Cleall has observed, mission medicine was a way to “ingratiate people to Christianity 

who were otherwise suspicious of it” and “provide an ‘object lesson’ of Christian benevolence 

that would be welcomed and appreciated.”21 Leipzig Mission Inspector Martin Weishaupt, 

asserted that “the effectiveness of Christian physicians in heathen lands is…a testimony of 

Christian mercy. And the more it is done without any underlying intentions, the more it wins the 

confidence of the natives.”22 One could argue that evangelism qualifies as an underlying 

intention, and yet, it seems that Weishaupt wished to emphasize that missionary medical care is 

not driven by nefarious purpose or a quid pro quo arrangement. It is a work of service meant to 

demonstrate Christian love. A resulting interest in the Christian faith on the part of the African 

patient is a potential and preferred, but by no means a demanded or coerced, consequence.  

With the positive effect of missionary medical services among African communities, the 

mission societies were motivated to support improvements to the East African mission healthcare 

infrastructure. By the early 1900s, the Leipzig Mission began to construct well-appointed 

hospitals at their mission stations to enhance the ability to provide high-quality medical care. In 

1908, a Missionsärztlicher Verein (Mission Medical Association) was established in Leipzig to 

provide trained doctors and nurses to staff these facilities.23 The practice of acquiring hospital 

staff from dedicated associations in the metropole was adopted by all the societies during the 

early 1900s. Some associations were affiliated with specific societies, such as Berlin I’s 

Njasabund (Nyasa League), while others were more general in scope, such as Missionsärztliche 

 
21 Cleall, Missionary Discourses of Difference, 94.  
22 Weishaupt, Gottes Spuren in afrikanische Bergland, 36. 
23 Ibid., 36-37; Munson, The Nature of Christianity, 232-233. 
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Institut in Tübingen (Mission Medical Institute in Tübingen).24 In all cases, the emergent class of 

medically proficient missionaries produced by these initiatives effectively combined medical 

professionalism with an evangelistic witness.  

In the Southern Highlands mission fields of Berlin I and the Herrnhut Mission, a staffed 

hospital was established at Berlin I’s Kidugala mission station which became a key regional 

mission medical facility. The development of healthcare infrastructure in this region offered an 

appropriate opportunity for missionaries to cooperate with the German colonial administration. 

In 1899, the missionaries at Kidugala were enlisted to carry out a government vaccination 

campaign in response to a smallpox outbreak in the local Langenburg District. Large numbers of 

Africans, motivated by the prospect of disease prevention, traveled to the mission station and 

around 20,000 individuals received the government-supplied vaccines administered by the 

missionaries.25 The Berliners and Herrnhuters also provided care in government-run leper 

villages in the district. Missionaries used this role as an opportunity to project the medical 

services and Christian benevolence of the mission into these spaces of quarantine and 

sequester.26 Though both mission societies had entered the East African mission field wary of the 

corrupting effects of colonial cooperation, a mutual desire to provide quality medical services 

enabled missionaries to work with their colonialist opposites in a way that preserved the integrity 

of their mission work and contributed to the welfare of the indigenous population.  

 
24 See Schultze, Der Njasabund, 13-14, 31. Schultze noted here that Berlin I and Herrnhut shared medical staff, 

particularly nurses. For an example medical staff practices from Berlin III, see Gleiß, Vor den Toren von Wuga, 102-

103. The later dates of these improvements to missionary medical care further underline the relative lack of 

sophisticated mission healthcare infrastructure prior to 1910. 
25 For an account of the Kidugala vaccination campaign, see Gröschel, Zehn Jahre Christliche Kulturarbeit in 

Deutsch-Ostafrika, 39-41. For an equivalent smallpox vaccination campaign undertaken in Berlin III’s Usambara 

mission field, see Döring, Lehrlingsjahre eines jungen Missionars in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 40-42. 
26 Schultze, Der Njasabund, 83. 
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The material advancements in East African missionary medicine had significant 

implications not only for the missionary/indigenous relationship, but also for indigenous 

perceptions of the mission station space. As Robert Munson points out, “an important element of 

the missions’ assistance is that…[it] expanded the range of possibilities by enlarging the spatial 

areas from whence help could be obtained.” In other words, the medical services of the 

missionaries and the place of the mission station were integrated into existing networks that 

people had relied upon for healthcare in the pre-colonial era.27 The words of Erich Schultze 

closely reflect this view. He remarked that Berlin I’s medical service “bears good fruit for the 

spread and rooting of the Gospel in Njasaland” and that “throughout the whole country a mission 

station is regarded as a place where help can be found by those who need it.”28 One sees here the 

characterization of a distinct Christian-humanitarian medical space that is recognized and freely 

engaged with by the African population. By maintaining hospitals and medicine dispensaries as 

components of the mission station, missionaries were able to draw Africans into these spaces to 

receive care and be exposed to the underlying message of Christianity.29 What transpired was 

truly a ministry to both body and soul.  

The effects of German missionary medical services upon African patients were hardly 

limited to restoration of physical health and the engendering of positive relationships between 

African and European. As the Comaroffs point out, the practice of medicine was itself “a space 

of ongoing existential and cultural exchange.”30 When faced with African conceptions of 

sickness, health, and medicine, German missionaries structured their approaches to medical care 

around an understanding of Christian culture consistent with the Missionswissenschaft vision. It 

 
27 Munson, The Nature of Christianity, 235. 
28 Schultze, Der Njasabund, 90-91. Nyasaland composed a part of the Southern Highlands region. 
29 Hardiman, introduction, 25. 
30 Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution, 2:323 
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is at the level of medical contact that one can begin to discern how missionary medicine was an 

exercise in Christian evangelism and reordering. Indeed, medicine was an important channel for 

the Christian culture force. 

Given prevailing European notions of “sickly” Africa, it is perhaps unsurprising that 

German missionary discourse expressed an especially low view of African medical knowledge 

and practice. In this vein, Carl Mirbt provided a pointed assessment of the African condition and 

remarked that “medicine is at a shockingly low level of development. Ignorance of the structure 

of the human body and the nature of diseases, inability to operate, and total neglect of sanitation 

coincide with the use of barbaric remedies.”31 For Mirbt, the African medical space was 

understood to be a locus of heathen barbarism. Implicit in his assessment is that such a situation 

was ripe for the intervention of more “civilized” methods. 

In describing the health conditions of a new Berlin III mission field in Ruanda, Ernst 

Johanssen reported that “it fills everyone with deep pity how the perplexed and helpless Africans 

face the cloud of disease and languish in hopelessness because no doctor takes care of them. 

What an opportunity there would be…to win the hearts of the natives by relieving their 

innumerable bodily ailments through medical treatment.”32 The fundamental source of African 

suffering was seen to be rooted in their medical deficiency, rendering them unable to mitigate the 

cultural and environmental contributors to poor health. The language betrays an opportunistic or 

perhaps even manipulative intention and suggests that Johanssen was less concerned about 

rectifying the medical situation for its own sake than he was to use it as a pretext to introduce his 

evangelistic intentions.  

 
31 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 161. 
32 Johanssen, Ruanda, 52. 
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In terms of the culture surrounding African medicine in East Africa, one sees an explicit 

connection drawn between health and the spiritual. In describing the customs of the Chagga 

people of Kilimanjaro, Martin Weishaupt explained that the Chagga ascribed all forms of 

sickness to the animistic workings of spirits and magic. Consequently, death was never seen to 

derive from natural causes, and medical treatment typically involved tribal magicians prescribing 

sacrifices made to placate the spiritual realm as a sufficient treatment.33 Such discussions of 

“spiritually linked sickness” occur frequently in East African missionary accounts from different 

societies, regions, and African cultural contexts. In the face of such beliefs, medicine provided 

missionaries, to quote Terence Ranger, “a weapon in a more direct and militant confrontation 

with heathenism.”34 

There is a definite degree to which the missionary dismissal of African medicine was 

based upon notions of scientific superiority. For instance, Erich Schultze recalled how 

missionaries working among the Southern Highlands peoples were critical of spirit-based 

medical mentalities. He reserved particular criticism for the African magicians who he said were 

viewed by missionaries as “so-called doctors” on the basis of their questionable remedies.35 One 

can detect a condescending tone in his assessment of an African medical procedure: 

 

Often enough the magician caused the death of his patients with his surgical 

interventions, emetics, and powders. In particular, the wound cures mostly defy 

description. If an ointment made of powdered snakeskin, pepper, and cow dung is 

smeared into a large puncture wound or an excised ulcer, should not the inflammation 

 
33 Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 130; Weishaupt, Gottes Spuren in afrikanischen Bergland, 14, 35. 
34 Terence Ranger, “Godly Medicine: The Ambiguities of Medical Mission in Southeast Tanzania, 1900-1945,”  

Social Science and Medicine 15B, no. 2 (1981): 262. Ranger makes this observation in the context of the British 

UMCA Mission, but the assessment is applicable to the Germans as well.  
35 Schultze, Der Njasabund, 42. 
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become more and more severe, the boil not become bigger? But the heathen has no 

understanding of what we call infection.36 

 

 

This is a prime example of what David Hardiman has termed the “arrogance” of mission 

medicine, which drew upon notions of European cultural superiority to summarily contest the 

validity of indigenous techniques of medical care.37 The missionary thus became not simply a 

medical provider, but rather an agent of European medicine and scientific knowledge facing off 

against supposed medical primitivism. 

Missionaries also sought to use medicine to elevate Christian principles over and against 

what they called “superstitions.” As Berlin I’s Paul Gröschel emphasized, the intention was to 

explain to African patients that “it is God who sends this sickness. He alone can take it away. He 

has power over life and death.”38 In this arrangement, the scientific wonders of  European 

medicine were a tool of God’s providence, a moral view reminiscent of Warneck’s thinking that 

upholds the fundamentally Christian character of the missionary cultural mentality. Medical care 

becomes not only an expression of Christian love and service, but also an act of explicit, culture 

shaping evangelism. It is a Christian counter to “immoral” heathenism, underpinned by the 

medicinal fruits of European culture.  

In short, the role of missionary medical care went beyond mere humanitarian service. 

Christian conviction, morality, and evangelistic purpose prompted missionaries to critically 

engage with the perceived “superstitions” and “primitivisms” of African medicine. However, by 

integrating Christian messages and principles into their services, missionaries could be said to 

 
36 Ibid., 43. See also Anna Zeeb, Nach Deutsch Ostafrika: Reisebriefe von Frau Missionar A. Zeeb (Herrnhut: 

Missionsbuchhandlung der Missionsanstalt der Evang. Brüderunität, 1899), 6, where she provides a 

missionary/African encounter dealing with similar issues from the Herrnhut Mission.  
37 Hardiman, introduction, 14. 
38 Gröschel, Zehn Jahre christlicher Kulturarbeit, 41. 
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have presented a spiritual understanding of medicine that was consistent with existing African 

mentalities.39 It is not clear whether the missionaries themselves were conscious of this, but it is 

nevertheless a possibility that the infusion of the spiritual into medical care made the missionary 

mentality more familiar to African patients than one might expect. Indeed, missionary medicine 

did not seek to remove the role of the spiritual from healing. Quite the contrary. In this sense, the 

Christian space of the mission station promoted attempts to reshape existing African mindsets to 

fit a particular understanding of medical care underpinned by ideas of Christian culture.  

Set apart for God: The Christian Village 

Overall, missionary medicine is a key example of the missionaries’ intention to reshape 

aspects of African culture. While the offer of medical service was projected outward from the 

mission station and served to draw in patients, African spatial presence and engagement could be 

quite irregular as determined by the presence or absence of health and thus motivation to utilize 

mission services. German missionary medical care contained the essential characteristics of a 

Christian vision of cultural improvement, but it alone could not produce a more permanent 

cultural space to sustain and expand upon it. The ability of Africans to benefit from mission 

medicine and then retire to indigenous spaces precluded this. A comprehensive idea of created 

cultural space must be predicated upon the regular coexistence of Africans and Europeans 

engaging in the activities of daily life together in a common spatial environment. It is here that 

the phenomenon of the Christian village emerges as a key component of just such a space.   

For Africans who embraced the Gospel message and took on a new Christian identity, the 

ability to continue living within their native communities was not always possible nor desired. In 

 
39 This is an idea put forward by Robert Munson in The Nature of Christianity, 249. 
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many cases, Christian converts could feel socially marginalized and even actively tormented by 

non-converted peers as their newfound convictions put them at odds with what the missionaries 

called “pagan” culture and modes of living. Speaking of the situation in Wuga, Franz Gleiß 

reported that “the enmity of relatives, the dirt of sin in word and deed in the heathen villages, and 

above all the longing to hear the Word of Life every morning” motivated converts to leave their 

old villages and build a new life for themselves closer to the missionaries.40 For German 

missionaries, their own inclinations regarding the formation of such Christian villages were 

largely determined by the state of relations between converts and non-converts in the given 

indigenous context.41 Regardless of missionary persuasion, native village conditions, convert 

convictions, and convert agency were more important determining factors in this regard. 

Paul Döring further elaborates on the genesis of the Christian village when he discussed 

the difficulties faced by converts in the Shambaa communities local to Berlin III’s 

Hohenfriedeberg station around 1900: 

 

The number of Christians increased, and the question of housing became a burning 

question. The brothers hoped that in time, reconciliation would take place between the 

Christians and the [Shambaa] people, and that they would remain in their villages as the 

leaven of their surroundings. This proved to be more and more mistaken. Additionally, 

the young Christians were still too vulnerable to withstand the trials and temptations for a 

long period of time. They had indeed accomplished heroic deeds, not on their own 

strength, but supported and compelled by the Spirit of God.42 

 

 

 
40 Gleiß, Vor den Toren von Wuga, 72. 
41 Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika, 231-232. Some mission societies, in particular the Leipzig Mission, 

actively discouraged Christian villages and yet simultaneously promoted the idea that converts should be strictly 

separated from “pagan” spaces. This meant that Leipzig’s extensive mission station boarding school system became 

a de-facto Christian village for the students that attended. However, it should be noted that larger communities of 

Africans inclined towards Christian conversion in the Leipzig mission areas eventually established villages of their 

own accord. See Sundkler and Steed, The History of the Church in Africa, 549-550, and Thomas Spear, Mountain 

Farmers: Moral Economies of Land and Agricultural Development in Arusha and Meru (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 1997), 95-98, 103-104. 
42 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 34.  
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Döring and his fellow missionaries at Hohenfriedeberg were not natural advocates of the 

Christian village. From an evangelistic standpoint, separation of converts from non-converts 

precluded the possibility that converts might bear Christian witness in their native villages. At 

the same time, there was an acknowledgement that African Christian settlement near the 

missionaries provided what Döring later described as “the moral protection of the station.”43 

Many Shambaa who professed Christianity had regressed to their old ways from extended 

contact with the unconverted members of their villages, and the missionaries to provide them a 

place to live insulated from these “heathen” influences.44  

This intention expressed by Döring is precisely what made the Christian village an 

important component of the mission station space, namely that the practice of Christianity 

became the basis of a constructed African community and its social structure. Carl Mirbt stated 

that “there is the possibility of spatially and socially delimiting these Christian communities from 

their pagan surroundings” which underlines how these villages enclosed converts, insulating 

them from non-Christian influences and closely tying their existences to the mission station.45 

The physical place of the station buildings and grounds formed the starting point from which a 

wider Christian community extended.46 Village and station together constituted a space in which 

Christian principles intricately shaped daily life for missionaries and African converts alike.  

The inhabitants of Christian villages communicated the distinctive character of their 

settlements in several important ways. In terms of physical construction, converts tended to build 

their dwellings to reflect the more European style of the local mission station. Describing the 

 
43 Ibid., 36. 
44 Ibid., 35-36 
45 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 84. 
46 Sundkler and Steed, The History of the Church in Africa, 537. 
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Hohenfriedeberg station, Döring remarked that “the station is now surrounded by 4 small 

Christian villages. They are already recognizable as such from the outside, since the houses are 

not round like the huts of the other Shambaa, but have four straight walls, are built more 

spaciously, and have a cross on the gable.”47 To achieve such architecture, converts often elected 

to integrate materials such as wood, stone, and brick in contrast to the traditional grass hut. They 

were often exposed to these construction techniques while assisting the missionaries with 

constructing mission station buildings. They could thus learn and apply such skills to their own 

housing projects.48 In doing so, converts sought to link themselves with their missionary 

neighbors through pursuing a sense of architectural consistency in the appearance of their living 

spaces. 

For their part, missionaries viewed the distinct appearance of Christian villages vis-à-vis 

indigenous villages as a marker of both Christian identity and cultural improvement. This is quite 

consistent with the Missionswissenschaft idea that the assumed superiority of Christian culture 

could be communicated through one’s mode of living. One sees this in the construction of the 

mission station, which provided the necessary amenities to enable missionaries to live in a 

thoroughly German manner and maintain personal living conditions consistent with European 

standards.49 Through the Christian village, African converts displayed their spatial awareness of 

the overarching Christian cultural space by creating an environment for living that was 

 
47 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 36-37. 
48 Improved construction materials and methods were likewise for missionaries an important marker of the Christian 

community. For examples of this, see Martin Klamroth, Auf Berg Pfaden in Deutsch Ost-Afrika: Bilder aus den 

Anfängen evangelischer Missionsarbeit unter den Pangwa am Nyassa (Berlin: Buchhandlung der Berliner 

evangelischen Missionsgesellschaft, 1904), 58-61. Similarly, Sundkler and Steed note that Shambaa villages in the 

Berlin III mission field were distinguished by their well-built brick houses. See The History of the Church in Africa, 

546. 
49 See Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 83-84 for elaboration on how the construction materials and physical 

appearance of the mission station was a means through which cultural identity was communicated. See also 

Merensky, Soll die christliche Missionsthätigkeit einen nationalen oder internationalen Charakter tragen? for a 

discussion of maintaining one’s personal sense of “Germanness” as an important component of missionary work. 
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conducive to their integration into it. In this sense, Christian conversion prompted a change in 

outer modes of living consistent with inner spiritual change.50 

Martin Weishaupt emphasized the characteristics of “proper” Christian living for 

converts when he observed that “as is often the case in young communities whose members have 

taken the decisive step from suffering to Christianity,…it was difficult to educate them to have a 

decent standard of living, get them used to being more punctual, neater and cleaner, to build 

better houses, and plant fruit trees.”51 Converts in Christian villages were encouraged to adopt 

more “civilized” ways as marks of their new Christian identity. This could involve maintaining 

European standards of cleanliness, hygiene, housing, and time management as noted by 

Weishaupt.52 Additionally, African clothing (specifically the lack thereof) could also be a subject 

of missionary intervention. Many missionary wives conducted Nähschulen (sewing schools) in 

Christian villages to teach African women how to make clothes that covered more substantially 

than indigenous styles in the interest of promoting Christian modesty.53 Like dwelling 

appearance, the clothing served as another physical marker of the Christianness of the 

overarching mission station space.  

For the most part, missionaries themselves tended to guide and regulate the development 

of Christian villages. However, they also designated a few of the most religiously exemplary 

African men to assist them in overseeing these communities, most notably by consecrating a 

 
50 Gustav Warneck makes this “inner” and “outer” point effectively in Modern Missions and Culture, 37-38. 
51 Weishaupt, Ostafrikansiche Wandertage, 153. Weishaupt here discussed the context of Leipzig’s Gonja Mission 

Station in the Southern Pare Mountains. 
52 In addition to displaying a Christian identity, adoption of these “European” standards were also seen as solving 

the medical issue of unhygienic living conditions described earlier. See Schultze, Der Njasabund, 86-87. 
53 For mentions of the Nähschule, see Zeeb, Nach Deutsch-Ostafrika, 66-67, and Schultze, Der Njasabund, 87-90. 

Additionally, Gustav Warneck held clothing to be important for cultivating the Christian value of modesty, but he 

does not see it as necessary that native peoples be forced to adopt “Western” modes of dress. It would appear that 

the mere fact of being clothed was more important than the style of clothing itself. See Warneck, Modern Missions 

and Culture, 41-43. 
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number of African deacons (Diakonen). Missionary Paul Gröschel had the following to say about 

the scope of the deacon’s work and the important role they fulfilled: 

 

The office of deacon is an unpaid helper position. The main task of the deacons is to see 

that everything is done honestly and orderly within the station village, especially the huts 

of Christians and catechumens. They have to settle and resolve small incidents there. If I 

am absent, they have to hold the short public morning service. I also want them to advise 

and assist me in choosing catechumens for the baptismal class. This is the beginning of 

an orderly community – care of its members from within.54 

 

 

Gröschel’s description speaks to the important leadership function deacons fulfilled 

within the Christian village. Much of this centered around their formal religious responsibilities, 

but it is also implied that they possessed an intimate understanding of village social dynamics as 

well as a firm grasp on Christianity and how its principles ought to animate the daily life of the 

community and the individual lives of its members. Paul Döring spoke highly of the deacons in 

the Hohenfriedeberg villages and reported that they “go about their manifold tasks with great 

seriousness and great selflessness,” calling them “a great support for the brothers since they keep 

their eyes open not only to the external needs, but also the inner development of the community 

and, individually as well as collectively, deal with some things that need correction.”55 Of 

course, deacons remained accountable to missionaries, but their presence in Christian villages 

shows that at least some (albeit limited) numbers of African men assumed positions of religious 

and moral authority among their peers. These African deacons were committed to the missionary 

vision for Christian community, and their mastery of Christian principles allowed them to take 

on an active role in perpetuating this same vision among their African peers.  

 

 
54 Gröschel, Zehn Jahre christlicher Kulturarbeit in Deutsch-Ostafrika, 139-140. 
55 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 60. 
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Self-Improvement and Self-Sufficiency: Labor and Economy in the Mission Station Space 

Aside from contributing to the establishment of Christian villages and influencing the 

physical conditions within them, the mission station cultural space also introduced new 

conceptions of labor and economic development based upon the missionaries’ interpretation of 

Christian moral principles. Among the most notable examples of this can be seen in missionary 

engagement in Die Erziehung des Negers zur Arbeit (Educating the Negro to Work). Typically, 

this phrase is infamously associated with the methods of German colonialism, especially in East 

Africa. In the view of German colonialists, “educating to work” was, according to Sebastian 

Conrad, “not just an instrument of social discipline but corresponded to the contemporary 

European belief about the link between work, the development of the subject, and 

modernization.”56 Work was understood to be an issue of culture and civilization, with African 

“primitiveness” being ascribed to a lack of industriousness and productive drive. As a force of 

German colonialism, educating to work was a means of economic exploitation which viewed the 

indigenous population as a convenient labor pool. Though couched in humanitarian ideas of 

promoting cultural improvement, the result was almost always extractive in nature and hardly 

served to further the self-interest of native workers and their communities.57 

For the German colonial administration in East Africa, educating to work manifested in 

coercive and sometimes brutal ways. In 1897, the so-called “Hut Tax” was imposed in the 

colony. The first in a series of taxation measures that would last the duration of the colonial 

regime, the premise was that such measures would motivate naturally “lazy” Africans to engage 

 
56 Sebastian Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation in Imperial Germany, trans. Sorcha O’ Hagan (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2010, 99. 
57 Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, “The Purpose of German Colonialism, or the Long Shadow of Bismarck’s 

Colonial Policy,” in German Colonialism: Race, the Holocaust, and Postwar Germany, ed. Volker Langbehn and 

Mohammad Salama (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 201. 
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in paid labor and contribute to the colonial economy in more productive ways.58 For those 

sufficiently educated in traditional academic subjects and language, employment within the 

colonial administration was a respectable (and potentially lucrative) career. For the majority 

however, draining manual labor on European-owned plantations or government infrastructure 

projects was the main means of satisfying German tax and labor demands.59 In short, educating 

to work in the colonial context created spaces in which African labor was coercively drawn out 

and African interests were subordinated to German economic and political needs.  

German Protestant missionaries did not reject the perceived benefits of work education, 

but they did seek to frame the initiative in explicitly Christian terms. To this point, Alexander 

Merensky observed that “a certain consensus has also developed among the German missionaries 

regarding social issues. The German, who is himself industrious, seeks to break the habit of 

being idle and unbounded in the native. He tells him again and again that work is commanded by 

God.”60 In common with their secular colonialist counterparts, German missionaries believed 

that the “work-shy native” needed to be shown the value of compensated labor and productive 

habits. The necessity of work was based on an appeal to faith, conceiving industry as both a 

moral good and a Christian duty.61 Similarly, Martin Weishaupt acknowledged that Africans 

might have appeared  “unproductive” to the European observer but cautioned regarding this as 

part of the “innate nature,” arguing instead that one could not expect them to reflect European 

 
58 Iliffe, A Modern History of Tanganyika, 160. See also Zache, “Koloniale Eingeborenenpolitik,” 55, for a German 

administrator’s perspective on taxation schemes as a valuable motivator for Africans to work.  
59 As John Iliffe notes, labor conditions in the secular colonial realm, especially on plantations, were quite brutal, 

with “manifest abuses” such flogging, poor housing, and frequent overworking. Iliffe, A Modern History of 

Tanganyika, 158-159. 
60 For examples of the “lazy African” trope in missionary literature, see Merensky, christliche Missionsthätigkeit, 7, 

and Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 101. 
61 Conrad, Globalisation and the Nation, 77-78. 
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and Christian conceptions of “work ethic” without ever having been instructed in them.62 Thus, 

promotion of industriousness and willing engagement in labor became important elements in the 

structure of Christian culture.63  

Missionary rhetoric sought to distinguish spiritually focused conceptions of work 

education from the more practical (and exploitative) views of the German colonial 

administration. Carl Mirbt emphasized that in educating to work, the mission must not become  

caught up in the greed of economic interest and must be careful to preserve “the basic religious 

character of the mission” and avoid “becoming sidetracked from their main task.”64 By offering 

opportunities for compensated labor on mission station grounds to Christian villagers, native 

village converts, potential converts and students attending mission schools, missionaries 

maintained a visible association between work and faith.65 Station-based work was an important 

act of participation in the Christian cultural space, and unlike in colonial contexts, African labor 

was channeled to support and further an institution that claimed to have more of a regard for 

indigenous well-being. That being said, mission affiliated Africans were not exempt from 

German tax demands, which meant that work was a necessity regardless of whether or not one 

viewed it as an issue of religion and morality. In this sense, the motivation of paying taxes 

somewhat muddled the preeminence of the Christian message behind work that the missionaries 

desired to communicate.66  

 
62 Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 23. 
63 It should be noted that German Catholic missionaries used similar rhetoric when speaking about “educating to 

work,” but they tended to emphasize the practical benefits of work (paying taxes and cultural development) over the 

spiritual benefits. See Wehrmeister, Vor dem Sturm, 86-89. 
64 Mirbt, Mission und Kolonialpolitik, 114. 
65 As Thomas Spear notes, working for the mission or living on station grounds typically signified an intent to 

convert if one had not already. Leipzig missionaries refused to hire natives who only sought material goods and 

wages without also embracing the Christian life. See Mountain Farmers, 99-100. 
66 Ibid., 84-86. 
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In terms of the types of work conducted at mission stations, agricultural development was 

often a primary focus of African and missionary labor. Though subsistence farming was a 

familiar cultural practice for most East African ethnic groups, missionaries brought with them  

their own distinct vision of agriculture. Robert Munson characterizes this as “botanical 

proselytization,” in which the use of orderly planted crops, trees, flowers, and grass, often of 

“exotic” European origin, set apart the mission station space from both the surrounds of nature 

and the indigenous agriculture space. These natural elements helped communicate the European 

character of the station grounds.67 An account from Herrnhut missionary Anna Zeeb captures 

Munson’s image well. In describing Herrnhut’s Rungue station, Zeeb had the following to say: 

 

Rungue is certainly the crown of our local mission, not only because of the beautiful, 

healthy location, but also because everything thrives here: grain, vegetables, coffee and 

flowers; grapevine has also been planted, but it is still in its infancy. The water is very 

fresh and healthy and does not need to be boiled or filtered. It is like the clear water of the 

Black Forest, and we get it straight from the source.”68 

 

 

Zeeb’s words describe an agricultural scene that is repeated in missionary accounts of all 

regional and societal contexts. In every case, “exotic” crops such as coffee, potatoes, wheat, and 

an assortment of European fruits and vegetables are described as being cultivated in the mission 

station crop fields, usually accompanied by pastures for animal raising to support the mission 

agriculture project.69 Missionaries personally engaged in planting, cultivation, harvesting, and 

animal husbandry, but the fields also constituted an important classroom for work education.70 

At Hohenfriedeberg, Paul Döring observed that “the soil bears plenty if worked sufficiently, and 

 
67 Munson, The Nature of Christianity, 207-210, 228. 
68 Zeeb, Nach Deutsch Ostafrika, 62. 
69 Weishaupt, Ostafrikanische Wandertage, 97; Klamroth, Auf Berg Pfaden in Deutsch Ost-Afrika, 58. 
70 The field was also an important extension of the mission school classroom, as students almost always participated 

in some form of physical labor with their missionary teachers as part of their curriculum, either in the fields or 

elsewhere on station grounds. 
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all European vegetables grow very nicely….The Africans are very useful as helpers if they are 

instructed and supervised, but on their own they cannot easily take on such things. Although they 

are tillers of the land and breeders of cattle, they understand little of proper industry.”71 Döring 

did not see indigenous conceptions of farming as adequate for work on the station. One could 

attribute this in part to their unfamiliarity with European crops, but his reference to a deeper lack 

of industry is key to understanding agriculture as an area for cultural improvement. 

In establishing vibrant agricultural landscapes at mission stations, missionaries were 

presented with another means of effecting change in African culture. Indeed, crops were seen not 

simply as food, but also as a commodity that could be easily marketed and provide revenue 

streams for both the mission and its African affiliates. Indeed, the introduction of non-native crop 

options opened up new economic opportunities for African converts.72 In this vein, Döring 

explained that “we strive for the young Christians to earn more in order that they may become 

more independent and be able to set up their own households a little better. For this, Usambara 

vegetable and potato cultivation seems to be the most viable way. They have already begun to 

bring such garden products to the coast, where they have sold well and fetched good prices.”73  

Döring linked agricultural development with the more general missionary effort of 

cultural development. Working the fields became an industrious activity when the fruits of labor 

were applied to furthering one’s economic condition. In the missionary view, engagement in 

agriculture should not only be for personal subsistence, but also a mode of purposeful work. In 

short, it is an economic activity. For African converts, engagement with the agricultural 

 
71 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 40-41. 
72 Munson, The Nature of Christianity, 196-197.  
73 Döring, Hohenfriedeberg, 41. 
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landscape of the mission station was an initiation into a new economic system.74 No longer was 

the end of crop cultivation merely that of personal sustenance. A properly industrious perspective 

concerned with marketable production and profit was also important aspect. In this sense, 

educating to work and agricultural application contributed to the overarching cultural space of 

the mission station. The spatial context of the mission station imbued agriculture with new 

meaning and significance. Informed by the moral principle of Christian industriousness, 

missionaries welcomed Africans into a new culture of economy and labor, rooted in the 

improvement of the spiritual and temporal life. 

* * * 

To conclude, the German Protestant missionary presence in German East Africa 

introduced a distinct cultural influence into African spaces. Consistent with the principles of the 

Missionswissenschaft movement, missionaries understood Christian moral principles as key 

measurements of culture and as prerequisites for cultural development. Amidst a landscape of 

African cultures, the mission station became a locus for this conception of culture, projecting it 

out into indigenous spaces and prompting Africans to integrate the social environment of the 

mission station into existing patterns of daily life. Through such activities as medical care, the 

bolstering of Christian village communities, and the application of African labor to the 

development of a robust agriculture-based economic system, German missionaries formed the 

mission station into a distinctive cultural space in which all aspects of life were imbued with a 

spiritual significance.  

 
74 While Christian villagers were the primary beneficiaries of mission station agriculture due to their proximity, it 

should be noted that the mission vision of agriculture also extended into indigenous spaces via African farmers 

bringing non-native seed/crop types back to their own land for cultivation. For examples, see Iliffe, A Modern 

History of Tanganyika, 154-155, and Isaria Kimambo, Penetration and Protest in Tanzania: The Impact of the 

World Economy on the Pare 1860-1960 (London: James Curry, 1991), 71-73. 
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European ideas and cultural mores clearly shaped the mission station, and yet those 

notions of Europeanness can hardly be considered as simply a pure extension of secular German 

colonialism in East Africa. The colonialist vision of cultural improvement elevated concerns of 

economic productivity and colonial stability, viewing indigenous communities simply as cogs in 

the colonial machine. Alteration of cultural conditions to promote improved states of health, 

industry, and society were carried out in the interest of bolstering the colonial state and not as a 

free offering of humanitarianism. With the German Protestant missions, one sees the driving 

motivation of evangelism oriented towards building up Christian communities centered around 

the mission stations. With this came the introduction of a distinct vision of Christian cultural 

change, but one that was focused on the alteration of African modes of living for the perceived 

benefit of the individual and by extension the wider community.  

German Protestant missionaries sought a reordering of African culture to fit their 

European conceptions of proper Christian living. They could not be said to have marketed a free 

offering of humanitarianism, given their intentions of evangelism and effecting conversion. But 

it was the very promotion of a new Christian cultural vision accompanied by Christian 

conversion that defined the mission station space and distinguished it from purely secular 

colonial or indigenous spaces. While German missionaries created the cultural space of the 

mission station, it was ultimately sustained through active efforts to alter the inner and outer 

conditions of African identities, all in the interest of bringing about religious change and 

integrating converts into a Christian space. It is in this way that the mission station space formed 

an outpost of God’s kingdom on earth.
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CONCLUSION 

   

This thesis has argued that the German Protestant missions in German East Africa 

pursued a comprehensive project of evangelism that exercised a shaping influence on African 

individuals and communities, the processes of which were abstracted from the broader workings 

of secular German colonialism and distinct in intentions and effects. As intersections of colonial 

and indigenous relationships, German missionaries were faced with competing interests in the 

colonial context. As the first chapter demonstrated, the influences of colonial politics ended up 

with little currency among German missionaries, and evangelism for its own sake became their 

purpose and end through the German colonial period. The standard for missionaries was 

straightforward in principle: expanding God’s spiritual kingdom took precedence over the 

fatherland’s imperial interests. As the succeeding chapters revealed however, German missionary 

evangelism was not an abstract or passive presentation of the Gospel message, nor was it absent 

of a European character. The missionary impact is largely characterized by the nature of their 

engagement with the religious, cultural, and intellectual landscapes of indigenous East Africa.  

In describing the legacy of the missions and colonialism in Africa, Peter Mutuku Mumo 

coins “African religio-cultural identity” as a descriptive term to capture how “African religious 

experience is incorporated in all aspects of life.”1 Mumo contends that with the coming of 

colonialism and especially missionary evangelism, the formerly unified African religio-cultural 

identity was divided and displaced in the face of European initiatives of religious change and 

cultural progress, forcing Africans to navigate these identity altering processes.2 Certainly, the 

 
1 Peter Mutuku Mumo, “The Reality of African religio-cultural identity in the context of Globalization,” in Religion 

and Social Reconstruction in Africa, ed. Elias Kifon Bongmba (New York: Routledge, 2018), 198. 
2 Ibid., 199-201, 208. 
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reordering tendencies of German missionary evangelism that this thesis has discussed do not 

form a counter to Mumo’s point. As this thesis has shown, German missionaries integrated select 

parts of African identity, be they religious conceptions, moral frameworks, or language, into 

their methods of evangelism. Certainly, they did this with the goal of conversion in mind, but 

regardless they did not condemn the entirety of the existing framework. However, one must 

ultimately acknowledge that the effects of successful evangelism tended towards identity 

alteration through conversion. In this context, was evangelism an exercise in unofficial 

imperialism? Perhaps, though tempering this conclusion with some reasonable nuance is 

necessary. 

If the unconverted African possessed a unified religio-cultural identity, was the Christian 

identity of the converted African as radically different as it initially seems? German missionaries 

preached a new, unified identity that united religion to culture, community, and daily existence 

in a similar way. This is not to say that the “content” of this identity absorbed the “traditional”  

ways, as the missionary vision of Christianity was undeniably European in character. Indeed, the 

history of the missions in German East Africa is a narrative of substantial religious and cultural 

change. However, to dismiss German missionary evangelism as synonymous with a purely 

imperialistic imposition is to downplay the role of African agency in what was a long and draw-

out process of conversion and assimilation to Christianity. In the end, Christianity was offered to 

Africans, and the ambivalence of the German colonial administration to true, spiritually focused 

Christianization in East Africa meant that conversion was more a choice than an imposition, a 

choice thousands of Africans made. German missionaries preached a (Europeanized) Christian 

identity, but one which melded together religion, culture, and select elements of African identity 

in the lives of the African converts who accepted and professed it. 
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Appendix A: Maps 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.  German East Africa, circa 1914. In Jeremy Best, Heavenly Fatherland: 

German Missionary Culture and Globalization in the Age of Empire (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2021), 3. 
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Figure 2.  Protestant Missions in German East Africa, circa 1892. Note the coastal 

concentration of Berlin III (B. III) relative to Berlin I (B. I) and the Moravians (H.M.) Also 

shown is the British missionary presence at this time. In Carl Paul, Das Evangelium in 

Deutsch Ostafrika: eine zeitgeschichte Studie (Leipzig: Wallmann, 1892), iii.  
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Figure 3.  Protestant and Catholic Missions in East Africa, circa 1912. Protestant   

mission stations are marked with the single-tiered crosses. In Ernst Johanssen, Ruanda: 

Kleine Anfänge – Große Aufgaben der evangelischen Mission im Zwischenseengebiet 

Deutsch-Ostafrikas (Bielefeld: Anstalt Bethel, 1912), 211.  



133 

 

 

Appendix B: The Growth of the Protestant Missions, 1891-1913 

 

Included on the following page is a chart listing the statistics of the German Protestant 

missions in German East Africa in 1891 compared to the end of 1913. It was contained in a 

guidebook produced cooperatively by the mission societies for the Allgemeine Deutsch-

Ostafrikanische Landesausstellung (General German East African Exhibition) held in Dar es 

Salaam in 1914. This exhibition was intended to show off the commercial and cultural richness 

of the colony through displays and exhibits. The Protestant mission societies participated in the 

conference and contributed their own displays of furniture, tools, art, and other handicrafts made 

by African Christians at mission station workshops. They also displayed a plethora of translated 

religious and educational literature that had been produced by the missionaries over the previous 

decades. One can imagine the missionaries were eager to show off the fruits of their labor, much 

of which had been accomplished without the direct support of the colonial administration.  

The statistics demonstrate the physical growth of the East African missions over a period 

of roughly two decades. Included are numbers for Hauptstationen (Main Mission Stations), 

Nebenstationen (Branch Mission Stations), Schulen (Schools), and Hospitäler (Hospitals). Aside 

from this, the numbers for Missonare (Missionaries), Christen (African Christians), Schüler 

(African students), and the Krankenbehandlung im Jahr (number of patients treated at mission 

hospitals over a one-year period) speak to the successes and impact of the missions among 

indigenous communities. The Aufwendungen (expenses) of the mission societies, as well as the 

Aufbringungen (money raised) indicate the economic immensity of the German Protestant 

mission operation. The totals are listed in East African Rupies (Rp.). A “dash” indicates that no 

examples for the given category existed in East Africa in 1891.  
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Figure 4. German Protestant Mission Statistics East Africa, 1891-1913. In Führer durch 

die evangelischen Missionen in Deutsch-Ostafrika (Wuga, Usambara: Missionsdruckerei, 

1914), 46. 


