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Books on the history of sleeping sickness in Africa are not new. Established 
studies in the field include Maryinez Lyons’ ground-breaking study of trypano-
somiasis treatments and controls in the Belgian Congo: The Colonial Disease: 
A Social History of Sleeping Sickness in Northern Zaire, 1900–1940 (Cambridge 
University Press, 1992) and Kirk Arden Hoppe’s Lords of the Fly: Sleeping 
Sickness Control in British East Africa, 1900–1960 (Praeger, 2003). More recently, 
work by Guillaume Lachenal (translated by Noémi Tousignant), The Lomidine 
Files: The Untold Story of a Medical Disaster in Colonial Africa (Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 2017) has moved to a focus more firmly on the period post 
World War Two; examining the use and misuse of the sleeping sickness drug 
pentamidine in the 1950s and 1960s, principally, but not exclusively, as it was 
used in French Equatorial Africa.

These are all nuanced and mature readings, centrally probing the opera-
tion of colonial power via public health regimes and exposing acts of colonial 
health governance as part of an agenda to assert the supremacy of western bio-
medicine, and also as a means of knowing, managing and sometimes coercing, 
colonial populations. In all of these studies, however, sleeping sickness policy 
is acknowledged as being more than the exertion of colonial will over a submis-
sive colonial populace. Instead, the control and treatment of sleeping sickness 
is shown to have been the result of a carefully negotiated series of interactions 
– between different sectors of the colonial administration, but also between 
Africans and their rulers. Policies often had to be adapted because of resist-
ance, or lack of cultural applicability, and compromises needed to be reached 
between groups with divergent objectives.

Given this relatively rich historiographical landscape, I was interested to 
read what Webel could bring that was new to the history of African sleeping 
sickness in the early years of the twentieth century. This seemed a well-trod-
den path and surely the groundwork had already been laid for colonial medical 
historians to understand how complex the negotiations were between colon-
isers and colonised, regarding sleeping sickness research and treatment in the 
Great Lakes region. Happily, my initial scepticism was unfounded. Although 
Weber doesn’t seek to shake up the field in terms of inserting a wholly new 
explanatory framework for understanding sleeping sickness history, she does 
however, present a thoroughly refreshing reorientation of perspective. Rather 
than examining sleeping sickness controls relational (or reactive) to colonial 
interventions, Weber instead puts Africans’ understandings of the problem, in 
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all their complex diversity, at centre stage. As such this book positions at its 
heart “African intellectual worlds and existing systems of managing illness and 
disaster” (p.2), and thereby decisively decentres the actions of colonial regimes. 
Other works have certainly paid heed to the way colonial campaigns were 
shaped by African responses, but few have looked in such detail at the way colo-
nial interventions were accommodated, both consciously and subconsciously, 
within African nosological, aetiological and teleological frameworks.

Webel examines experiences of tackling sleeping sickness via three case 
studies: the Ssese Islands of the Buganda Kingdom, the Haya kingdom of Kiziba 
and southern Imbo lowlands of the Rundi Kingdom. Through these cases, all 
in areas where colonial sleeping sickness camps were established, Webel takes 
her readers on a fascinating historical journey through African experiences 
and coping mechanisms when faced with the disease roughly approximating 
the biomedical diagnosis of sleeping sickness. This is a world where people 
of different clan and kinship groups variously saw disease and ill health as 
embedded within community experience; as a collision of physical, cosmolog-
ical and social-relational causes. Local objectives for participation in colonial 
schemes were different from those presumed by the colonial state. Sometimes 
involvement was tied to the expansion of kingly authority – or at least was an 
open demonstration of the responsibilities of political power and influence; 
sometimes people participated because they already had pre-existing health 
associations tied to certain places, sometimes local rituals of healing collided 
with colonial explanations. But rather than this being a story of African pas-
sive acceptance of (or even reactionary anger towards) top-down colonialism, 
local participation in the colonial sleeping sickness camps is instead framed as 
being both deliberative and culturally logical. This is a world where health and 
politics are entwined, not just within the domains of the colonisers, but also 
in the perspectives of the colonised. Furthermore, therapeutic practices were 
shaped by the way locals understood any given problem, and how this under-
standing merged with other priorities of social mobility, agricultural produc-
tion and community hierarchies. As well as being sites of cultural resonance, 
colonial spaces were also shown to be sites of opportunity. These were places 
where African people could make money, gain influence, perhaps even enact 
traditional ritual responsibilities in a new register.

The result is a book which is both sensitive and remarkable. The thorough-
ness of the research means it is packed to the brim, however, and the reader 
may at times feel inundated with dense and detailed information, sometimes 
with a slight tendency towards repetition. An easy bedtime read, this book 
most certainly is not – but as an expansive and inclusive study of sleeping sick-
ness during the first decades of the twentieth century, it is extremely welcome. 
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Setting the bar to new heights, this book does an excellent job of effectively 
decentralising the western historical narratives that so many of us have tacitly 
absorbed, and perpetuated, for so long.
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