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1. From “Exoteromania” to “Tropenkoller” 

 

In 1795, Duke Carl August of Weimar wrote a letter to his friend Goethe. He mentioned that 

he had hired a French boy to give his son a few lessons in “exoticism”.
1
 At about the same 

time, the German rationalist Heinrich Campe criticised “exoteromania” as a specific 

“addiction” of the Germans.
2
 Does the discursive construction of Germanness entail a special, 

pathological relationship to the Other? Compared to France or Britain, Germany was a 

„belated‟ nation. Founded in 1871, the German Empire‟s emerging colonial propaganda 

claimed that in the age of travel and geographical studies, theoretical sources of German 

scholars were mined. Measured by her economic power, Germany should be entitled to a fair 

share in the territory parcelled out among the colonial powers.
3
 In a recent publication, 

Russell A. Berman stressed the German divergence from the West. His thesis is that German 

colonial discourse left considerable space for identification with the colonised and that there 

was not only conflict but also hybridity between coloniser and colonised.
4
 In my paper, I will 

investigate how German colonial desire was discursively articulated and cultivated. Finally I 

will discuss my findings by referring them back to Berman‟s thesis. 

Germany, as the latecomer to the stage of European imperialism, developed a form of 

colonialism that was criticised by supporters of free trade as “colonial mania”.5 It is possible 

to connect this mentality to the rise of capitalism. According to German cultural historian Karl 

Lamprecht, “depressions” were cyclically replaced by “business mania”. The businessman, 

having to live through each and every “convulsion” of his business, was said to be prone to 

developing a “nervous habitus”. This heightened sensitivity for irritations of the nervous 

system was held to be an effect of the accelerated pace of “modern life”, of the ever 

increasing circulation of capital whose profits were transmitted to “foreign cultures” and 

                                                           
1
 Briefwechsel des Großherzogs Carl August von Sachsen-Weimar-Eisenach mit Goethe in 

den Jahren von 1775-1828, vol. 1, Weimar: Landes-Industrie-Comptoir 1863, pp. 199f. 
2
 Johann Heinrich Campe, Wörterbuch zur Erklärung und Verdeutschung der unserer Sprache 

aufgedrungenen fremden Ausdrücke (1801), Braunschweig: Schulbuchhandlung 1813, p. 303. 
3
 Fabri, Friedrich D., Bedarf Deutschland der Colonien? Eine politisch-ökonomische 

Betrachtung, Gotha: Perthes 1879, pp. 12, 106. 
4
 Russell A. Berman, Enlightenment or Empire. Colonial Discourse in German Culture. 

Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press 1998, pp. 10, 15, 220f. 
5
 Cf. Otto Ladendorf: Historisches Schlagwörterbuch, Berlin: Trübner 1906, p. 173. 
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“foreign countries”, “emigration” and “colonisation”.6 Lamprecht‟s approach is remarkable in 

the sense that he does not develop a pathologising approach to the condition of nervousness. 

He demonstrates how the nerves act as a medium for the process by which the capitalist mode 

of production is inscribed in the body of its subjects. His prognosis is that the “nervousness of 

the age of free enterprise” will stay with them as a permanent feature of their “culture”. 

Travelling, holidays and expeditions, he averred, had broadened their experience so that even 

German culture had been enriched by some „Weltkenntnis“, some knowledge of the world.7 

This “modern culture of irritability” (“Reizsamkeit”) is mirrored in German “international 

policy” (“Weltpolitik”). The elements of this new culture, Lamprecht claims, would blend in 

with those of “foreign cultures”. Following Germany‟s imperial expansion overseas, he states, 

many German nationals no longer live within the “barriers” of the “high culture of their native 

country”. In Lamprecht‟s view, contact with primitive cultures had transformed their 

“character”. It was generally held that the joys of liberty abroad came at the cost of physical 

and mental health. The colonials, having been “intoxicated” by their newly found freedoms, 

succumbed to “Tropenkoller”, a kind of feverishness derived from modern neurasthenia with 

tropical tantrum as its most obvious symptom. „Tropenkoller‟ was noted by Lamprecht to the 

most “curious” among the “childhood diseases”, the „teething problems‟ of “German 

expansion”.8 While Lamprecht integrates the phenomenon of nervousness in the centre of 

power into the field of normality, he constructs „Tropenkoller‟ as the pathological and 

specifically German expression of the age of irritability in the colonial encounter. 

Those who consulted books on tropical medicine were instructed that „Tropenkoller‟ was an 

effect of the interplay of tropical climate and neurasthenia, malaria and abuse of alcohol.9 

Many cases of „Tropenkoller‟ were put down to “abstinence from sexual intercourse”. On 

these grounds, it was held to be possible for a “serious, conscientious man” to overcome his 

“moral restraints” and his “disgust for other races” to have intercourse with a “native”.10 A 

catalogue discussing the dangers of “extramarital intercourse in the tropics” was sent to all 

German colonials by a pharmacy in Berlin. The customers were instructed that the 

                                                           
6
 Karl Lamprecht, Zur jüngsten deutschen Vergangenheit, vol. 1 & 2, Freiburg im Breisgau: 

Heyfelder 1903/1904, here vol. 1, pp. 248–252, 257. Cf. Joachim Radkau: Das Zeitalter der 

Nervosität. Deutschland zwischen Bismarck und Hitler, München: Hanser 1998. 
7
 Lamprecht, vol. 1, pp. 261ff., 281f. 

8
 Lamprecht, vol. 2, pp. 24–27, 608f. 

9
 Friedrich Hey, Der Tropenarzt. Ausführlicher Ratgeber für Europäer in den Tropen. 

Wismar: Hinstorff 1912, p. 333, cf. pp. 330ff. and 203. Cf. Karl Däubler, Die Grundzüge der 

Tropenhygiene, Berlin: Enslin 1900, p. 359. 
10

 Paul Kohlstock et al., Ratgeber für die Tropen. Handbuch für Auswanderer, Ansiedler, 

Reisende, Stettin: Peters 1910, p. 253. 
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“suppression of sexual desire”, in combination with the “arousing effects of the tropical 

climate”, would lead to “serious disturbances of the health of the nervous system” – to 

“Tropenkoller”. An experienced catholic missionary replied that the reverse was true: Those 

Europeans who succumbed to their sexual desires without restraint would contract 

“Tropenkoller”. He claimed that “more than 90% of all Europeans” in the colonies have 

“extramarital intercourse with blacks”.
11

 The priest‟s intervention into the German debate on 

the prohibition of interracial marriages
12

 conjured up not only a putative epidemiological 

problem but also a juridical and a moral problem. He pointed out that interracial marriages 

were acknowledged in the “great British and French colonies”. Although he objected to the 

prohibition, he made it clear that he regards “marriages among whites and coloured” as “not 

desirable”. The question, he states, should be articulated as follows: “How does the church 

judge the emergence of a hybrid race”, especially the hybridity among “Europeans and 

blacks”. Almost all “half-breeds” originated from illegitimate relationships and were feared 

by the clergyman as potential revolutionaries.
13

 

Tropenkoller is at first glance a sadistic form of colonial terror. The German colonisers, 

caught by this disease, display a desire of using their whips on the bodies of the colonised to 

inscribe their colonial power into their victims‟ memory.14 
 The cultural construction of 

„Tropenkoller‟ is based on the assumption of a link between colonial and sexual desire. One 

of its symptoms is that the coloniser succumbs to the attraction of a person of another race. 

His sexual desire cancels his supposedly natural repulsion of the other race. Thus 

„Tropenkoller‟ becomes a problem for German racist biopolitics which attached to hybridity 

the connotation of anticolonial revolution.
15

 The discrepancy between official colonial 

discourse and the practicalities of the colonial encounter called for a cultivation of colonial 

desire. To fight „Tropenkoller‟, a strategic alliance of racial hygiene, tropical hygiene, and 

nerve hygiene was formed. 

                                                           
11

 Max Kassiepe, Die Stellung der katholischen Missionen zur Rassenmischehe, in: Zeitschrift 

für Missionswissenschaft 2, 1912 (pp. 293-306), p. 305 
12

 Cf. Franz-Josef Schulte-Althoff, Rassenmischung im kolonialen System. Zur deutschen 

Koloniapolitik im letzten Jahrzehnt vor dem Ersten Weltkrieg, in: Historisches Jahrbuch 105, 

1985 (pp. 52–94). 
13

 Kassiepe, pp. 295ff., 301ff. 
14

 Prinz Arenberg und die Arenberge. Zeitbilder aus dem Klassenstaat (Sozialdemokratische 

Agitations-Bibliothek), Berlin: Vorwärts 1904, pp. 28ff. Henry Wenden, Tropenkoller. 

Leipzig: Sattler 1904. Cf. Stephan Besser: Tropenkoller (manuscript January 2000). 
15

 Cf. Ludwig Woltmann, Politische Anthropologie. Eine Untersuchung über den Einfluss der 

Descendenztheorie auf die Lehre von der politischen Entwicklung der Völker. Leipzig: 

Thüringische Verlags-Anstalt 1903, p. 263. 
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In 1909, “Tropenkoller” was still considered to occur “frequently”.16 But as early as 1913, it 

was reported that the cases of „Tropenkoller‟ had declined, not incidentally in close 

connection with a statement on a certain progress in the realm of sexual morality.17 After 

World War I, a tropical physician claimed that the German campaign in East Africa had been 

a “triumph of German tropical medicine” over the “careless Briton”.18 He also asserted that 

the “question of the nerves” was decisive while waging the campaign. After all, 

“Tropenkoller” was only observed in connection with the consumption of alcohol. 

Nervousness had been controlled by the moral discipline of the troops which had completely 

ruled out the influence of the female sex. The physician reported that the “black soldiers” 

were acting in the “moral image” of their masters. He noted that the German Askaris had 

distinguished themselves by “discipline”. The “British blacks” had been “phlegmatic” and the 

“French niggers” had been “sadistic and brutal”, marked by their “lack of sexual self 

control”.19 This discourse aims at demonstrating the Germans‟ superior qualities as 

colonisers20 while ascribing the symptoms of „Tropenkoller‟ polemically to the French. 

                                                           
16

 Meyers Großes Konversations-Lexikon. Ein Nachschlagewerk des allgemeinen Wissens, 

vol 19, Leipzig: Bibliographisches Institut 1909, p. 745. 
17

 Rudolf Fisch, Tropische Krankheiten, Basel: Missionsbuchhandlung 1913, pp. 66, 68. 
18

 August Hauer, Der ostafrikanische Feldzug in tropenhygienischer Beleuchtung. Berlin / 

Charlottenburg: Raabe 1922, pp. I. 1f. 
19

 Hauer, Feldzug, pp. 8–11. 
20

 Hauer, Feldzug, p. I, cf. the general development of the history of the German nerves in 

Radkau, Nervosität, pp. 355ff. 
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2. German Colonial Desire Between Schizophrenia and Melancholia 

 

Robert Müller, an Expressionist from Vienna, is supposed to have been the first writer to 

explicitly pick up the concept of exoticism in German.
21

 In “exoticism”, he wrote in 1921, 

“neurasthenia celebrates its aesthetics”.22 In 1915 Müller had published his novel Tropics. The 

Myth of Travel. Its protagonist, the German engineer Hans Brandlberger, is a victim of the 

notorious “Tropenkoller”.23 At the end of his journey into the South American jungle, 

Brandlberger experiences a heightened state of “nervousness” and “hyperaesthesia”.24 The 

leitmotif of the novel is Brandlberger‟s assumption that he had the tropics within himself25 in 

form of a jungle of “nerves gone mad”.26 It seems paradoxical that the text develops a colonial 

strategy without requiring a suppression of neurasthenia. This strategy is especially designed 

for the latecomers among the “great” imperial powers. In its construction of Germanness, the 

text states that as far as territory is concerned “the German” was the “most limited”. Nobody 

was more intimately familiar with the “other” than “the German” but he lacked the 

“imagination” required for governing “the other”.27 The project of this text is the 

abandonment all cultural “restraints” and “moral standards”28, to set up an “empire” and a 

                                                           
21

 Gerhart Pickerodt, Exotismus, in: Reallexikon der deutschen Literaturwissenschaft, ed. by 

Klaus Weimar, Berlin: de Gruyter 1997 (pp. 544–546). Cf. Robert Müller, Nachruf auf Karl 

May (1912), in: Robert Müller, Kritische Schriften, vol. 1. Paderborn: Igel 1993 (pp. 34–36), 

p. 34. Robert Müller, Karl Kraus oder Dalai Lama. Der dunkle Priester. Eine Nervabtötung 

(1914), in: Robert Müller, Kritische Schriften, vol. 1., Paderborn: Igel 1993 (pp. 137–170), 

pp. 164ff. 
22

 Robert Müller, Der Literat (1921), in: Robert Müller, Rassen, Städte, Physiognomien, 

Paderborn: Igel 1992 (pp. 189-197), p. 190. 

 
23

 Robert Müller, Tropen. Der Mythos der Reise, Paderborn: Igel 1990, p. 175, vgl. pp. 15f., 

18, 35, 48, 52, 54, 178, 238f. Cf. Michaela Holdenried, Der technisierte Barbar. Magie und 

Mimesis in Robert Müllers Tropen, in: Das Fremde. Reiseerfahrungen, Schreibformen und 

kulturelles Wissen. Zeitschrift für Germanistik. Neue Folge, Beiheft 2, 1999 (pp. 303–319). 

, 18, 35, 48, 52, 54, 178, 238f. Cf. Michaela Holdenried, Der technisierte Barbar. Magie und 

Mimesis in Robert Müllers Tropen, in: Das Fremde. Reiseerfahrungen, Schreibformen und 

kulturelles Wissen. Zeitschrift für Germanistik. Neue Folge, Beiheft 2, 1999 (pp. 303–319). 
24

 Müller, Tropen, p. 237. 
25

 Müller, Tropen, pp. 15, 17, 19f., 77, 103, 243f. 
26

 Müller, Tropen, pp. 35, 73, 75, 115, 118, 132, 185. 
27

 Müller, Tropen, pp. 142f. 
28

 Müller, Tropen, pp. 63, 68f., 189. 
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“new race”.29 The colonial desire of Brandlberger culminates in the fantasy of producing a 

hybrid race. 

The peculiarity of Müller‟s project is that it seems to ignore the racist biopolitics of German 

colonialism while actually putting a different slant on it. There is no acceptance for its 

biopolitical cultivation of colonial desire, no oedipal suppression of sexuality to procreate a 

pure-blooded body of bourgeois power, at least no oedipal suppression of primal fantasies. 

Müllers‟ texts celebrate the productivity of a hybridisation of everybody and everything. 

Müller‟s Tropenkoller is the delirium of a schizophrenic who affirms colonial desire without 

being ready to pay the price of suppressing his sexual desire. The novel Tropics demonstrates 

that colonialism is not only a war machine but also a desiring machine. It was Robert Young 

who stressed the enormous appetite of this machine for territorial expansion in 

deterritorializing whole continents by redrawing their maps.30 But the deterritorializing 

discourse that welcomes racial mixture is met by a re-territorializing colonial discourse which 

connects colonial rule to racial purity.31 Robert Müller‟s position is diametrically opposed to 

such postulations of purity as expressed by Hitler at a later stage. Müller asserts that the “race 

of the creators of culture” is “international”, and that a race which is “less mixed” would be 

“untalented”.32 Even after World War I, Müller regards the “colonial question” as central. For 

him “exoticism” is “intimately and erotically attached to the European psyche”. Müller 

perceives exoticism as an “erotic motion” by the Germanic man “in space and of space”. 

Müller continues articulating his version of colonial and erotic desires without any regard for 

the realities created by the peace treaty of Versailles. In his schizophrenic discourse, a 

melancholia begins to show which is due to the “internationalisation of the German colonies”. 

Müller voices regret at the “world‟s fear” of the supposed “military talents of the Germans”. 

He charges the allied forces with a “castration” of Germany by cutting it off its access to the 

“Askari-armies”.33 Müller‟s fear of the loss of the desired object, the colony, expresses itself 

directly as a fear of castration. 

                                                           
29

 Müller, Tropen, pp. 83f., 122. 
30

 Robert Y.C. Young, Colonial Desire. Hybridity in Theory, Culture and Race, London: 

Routledge 1995, p. 98. 
31

 Denkschrift des Gouverneurs von Lindequist, 19.9.1906, in: Deutsche Kolonialpolitik in 

Dokumenten. Gedanken und Gestalten aus den letzten fünfzig Jahren, ed. by Ernst Gerhard 

Jacob, Leipzig: Dieterich 1938 (pp. 322–329), p. 323. 
32

 Robert Müller, Im Kampf um den Typus (1918), in: Robert Müller, Kritische Schriften, vol. 

2. Paderborn: Igel 1995 (pp. 100–105), pp. 101ff. 
33

 Robert Müller, Der Kolonialmensch als Romantiker und Sozialist (1919), in: Robert 

Müller, Kritische Schriften, vol. 2 (pp. 338–344), p. 388. 
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Hans Grimm‟s novel A People Without Space represents its desire straight out of its title. The 

novel states its disbelief that Germany should loose all her colonies in the peace treaty of 

Versailles. Germany, being so densely populated had to get access to extra land.34 In Grimm‟s 

text, colonial mania changes to melancholia while Hitler substituted colonial desire in Mein 

Kampf by a desire directed towards a continental empire.35 This way he switches the turnout 

to the German divergence from the West, also known as German “Sonderweg”. 

                                                           
34

 Hans Grimm, Volk ohne Raum (1926), München: Langen 1932, p. 1194. 
35

 Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (1925), München: Eher 193314, p. 742, cf. pp. 151–154, 728f. 
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3. Cross-Checks 

 

Neurasthenia is not a German invention. It was the New York based physician George Miller 

Beard who claimed the fame for its discovery in 1880. He also calls attention to “malarial 

neurasthenia”.
36

 French tropical hygiene perceives the “état neurasthénique” as a general 

problem of colonial politics.
37

 Its British counterpart refers to malaria as the cause of 

“permanent psychical disturbances”.
38

 “Tropical neurasthenia” and “jungle madness” were 

observed
39

 but not with the frequency and obsession with which they were noted by German 

diagnosticians. 

The most infamous case of the history of literature that can be associated with Tropenkoller, 

is certainly Joseph Conrad‟s Kurtz in Heart of Darkness. Not without hesitation, Marlow 

chooses the nerves of Kurtz as the medium for the invasion of the powers of darkness: “his – 

let us say – nerves, went wrong, and caused him to preside at certain midnight dances, ending 

with unspeakable rites”. Kurtz satisfies his “various lusts” and “vile desires” without 

restraint.
40

. However it would be a misunderstanding to interpret Kurtz as an English case of 

Tropenkoller. The text emphasises the opposite: “Kurtz - Kurtz - that means short in German - 

don‟t it? Well, the name was as true as everything else in his life - and death”.
41

 

In Virginia Woolf‟s 1915 novel The Voyage Out, the highly intelligent Hirst might be a 

candidate for tropical neurasthenia. In any case, the South American tropics make him 

nervous and he even expects worse things to happen should he have to stay: “These trees get 

on one‟s nerves – it‟s all so crazy. God‟s undoubtedly mad. What sane person could have 

                                                           
36

 George Miller Beard, A Practical Treatise on Nervous Exhaustion (Neurasthenia), its 

Symptoms, Nature, Sequences, Treatment, New York: Wood 1880, pp. VI, XXIII, 3, 63f., 69, 

100f. 
37

 Edouard Jeanselme / Edouard Rist: Précis de pathologie Exotique. Paris: Masson 1909, pp. 

712ff. “Sous l‟action combinée du climat, des abus d‟alcool ou d‟opium [...] et des autres 

causes encore mal déterminées, des fonctionnaires peu préparés à exercer un pouvoir sans 

contrôle, se livrent à [...] des atrocités de tous genres et même à des crimes envers l‟indigène 

soumis à leur autorité. Tous les États colonisateurs ont eu à déplorer de telles aberrations”. 
38

 Patrick Manson, Tropical Diseases, London: Cassell 1900, p. 75. Cf. Patrick Manson, 

Lectures on Tropical Diseases. Chicago: Keener 1905. 
39

 Cf. Roland Littlewood, The Butterfly and the Serpent. Essays in Psychiatry, Race and 

Religion. New York: Free Association Books 1998, pp. 62–67. 
40

 Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness (1902), Stuttgart: Reclam 1984, p. 108. Cf. pp. 106, 

113f., 123f., 158. Cf. Besser, Tropenkoller, p. 2. 



 10 

conceived a wilderness like this [...]? I should go mad if I lived here - raving mad.”
42

 For 

Hirst, the myth of travelling as a tourist dissolves into boredom. In Santa Marina, the most 

important change is the ever increasing heat which makes him meditate on Englishness: “I 

suppose the heat does something funny to people‟s brains. Even the English go a little 

queer.”
43

 

André Gide‟s Immoraliste, published in 1902, offers an interesting example of a combination 

of disease, nervousness and the experience of travelling in French North Africa. Marcel 

cultivates his neurasthenic sensitivity to emancipate himself from repressive moral standards. 

The exoticist aesthetics of his existence allows him to reconstruct the traces of his desires in 

his memory as if he were reading from a “palimpsest”.44 

A very last example I take from André Malraux„s 1930 novel La Voye Royale which leads to 

the interior of French Indochina. There, the adventurous „mythomaniac‟ Perken appears as a 

figure who is said to have a tendency towards going native and engaging in despotic sadism.45 

His colonial desire does not refer to a national project but a private fantasy. As a ruler of some 

jungle tribes he wants to engrave a “scar” into the “map of this country” by protecting it, with 

the help of machine guns against civilisation in form of a railroad. He is also attracted by the 

reputed availability of exotic women.46 Perken is gifted with an “intelligence” which can 

“understand creatures” quite different from himself. He comes from Denmark and is 

characterised by efficiency, military qualities, perseverance, precision, and organisational 

talent. Is it possible that with these qualities the construction of a national character comes 

into play? Indeed, the homeless („heimatlos‟) Perken is an ethnic German, he is only Danish 

as a result of the referendum in northern Schleswig after the treaty of Versailles.47 

Berman emphasises that in the German cultural context national identity had been less stable. 

On the grounds of this observation, he considers the possibility of a development of a 

heterophile desire for alterity. He refers to the multi-ethnic territory of Austria-Hungary
48

, 

where indeed Robert Müller‟s fantasies of hybridisation found fertile soil. But Müller‟s 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
41

 Conrad, Darkness, p. 108, “The original Kurtz had been educated partly in England [...]. 

His mother was half-English, his father was half-French. All Europe contributed to the 

making of Kurtz.” Cf.. p. 128. 
42

 Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out (1915), London: Penguin 1992, p. 260. 
43

 Woolf, Voyage, p. 317. 
44

 André Gide, L‟immoraliste (1902), Paris: Mercure de France 1996., pp. 41, 63, 69. Cf. 

Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (1993), London: Vintage 1994, p. 233. 
45

 André Malraux, La Voye royale (1930), Paris: Grasset 1992, pp. 21, 27f., 35. 
46

 Malraux, Voye royale, pp. 67f., 70. 
47

 Malraux, Voye royale, pp. 27f. 
48

  Berman, Colonial Discourse, pp. 124f., 135, 221ff. 
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position undoubtedly bespeaks an unmitigated biologically based racism, as his texts call for a 

strategy of colonisation that includes „oculation‟, an amalgamation of other people‟s inferior 

blood.49 Yet his texts are at odds with the dominant discourse of the German colonial power 

which regarded an overdetermination of colonial desire by sexual desire as subversive. To the 

perceived threat of hybridisation and its associated spectre of anti-colonial revolution, 

German colonial biopolitics responded with a strategy of pathologisation. 

                                                           
49 Müller, Rassen, Städte, Physiognomien, pp. 163f. 


