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At the turn of the twentieth century, just as new colonial states were introduc-
ing Western biomedicine to much of sub-Saharan Africa, east-central Africa was 
stricken by a succession of epidemics. Particularly alarming to colonial officials was 
sleeping sickness, or human trypanosomiasis, a parasitic disease spread by tsetse 
flies. Although it appeared across eastern and central Africa, its worst outbreaks 
occurred along the shores of Africa’s Great Lakes, particularly Victoria and Tang-
anyika. So serious were the interlacustrine outbreaks that they prompted German 
East Africa to extend colonial administration to an area which it had until then 
ignored. It established internment camps, hired local auxiliaries to monitor travel 
and identify the sick, and dispatched the renowned microbiologist Robert Koch 
to set up a research station on Lake Victoria.

It is these relatively well-known lakeshore outbreaks that provide the setting 
for Mari Webel’s study. Rather than concentrating on conventional issues such as 
epidemiology or eradication of tsetse, however, Webel finds a strikingly original 
approach. She explores the knowledge, lifeways, and experience on which African 
societies relied for understanding sleeping sickness and judging the efficacy of 
colonial biomedicine and public health measures. Consequently, the significance 
of her book extends far beyond the study of trypanosomiasis. By focusing on the 
complex and subtle “intellectual worlds” (p. 2) that African people brought to 
their engagement with Western etiologies, therapies, and institutions, Webel strips 
away assumptions of African fear and ignorance. Far from reflecting primitive ter-
ror, she shows, removing the sick from healthy communities was tried-and-true 
defense against the spread of sickness. In this way Webel leads us to a simple but 
often-overlooked truth: encounters between African patients and European doc-
tors were encounters of equals, with African people no less confident in their own 
culture of health and healing than Europeans.

Webel draws from no less than sixteen archives in Belgium, Germany, Italy, 
Tanzania, and the United Kingdom. These sources, produced primarily by Euro-
peans, do not readily yield evidence of continuities of African thought and action. 
To embellish her image of the “durability of experience” (p. 219) that shaped 
interlacustrine engagement with colonialism, Webel explores many aspects of the 
region’s societies, ranging from the micro-environmental specialization of herbal-
ists to veneration of Mukasa, the divinity who rules the vast, roiling inland sea of 
Lake Victoria. Much of her insight derives from acute appreciation of geography 
and space. Her talent for vivid description of topography and geography is particu-
larly apparent in her discussion of the northeastern shoreline of Lake Tanganyika.

This tsetse-infested lake shore is one of three locations discussed in great detail. 
The first is the Ssese Islands in Lake Victoria, where Koch established a station 
for research and treatment of sleeping sickness in 1906. The second is Kiziba, a 
small kingdom on the western shore of Lake Victoria where the Germans built 
their largest sleeping sickness camp in the region in 1907. Along the northeast-
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ern Lake Tanganyika shore, the Germans set up several similar camps in 1909. 
In each case, the history, uses and enduring cultural significance of particular 
sites proved to be more important than the scientific expertise of Koch and his 
colleagues in determining whether colonial disease control would meet with 
cooperation and compliance. Koch’s Ssese camp, for example, benefitted from 
the fact that the islands were widely associated with prestigious shrines to Mukasa 
and other divinities. These shrines had long attracted afflicted visitors from the 
entire Lake Victoria region, as indeed they still do today. Furthermore, shows 
Webel, Koch’s patients would have likened his provision of quinine in the form 
of drink to medicinal drinks administered by their own healers, recognized gland 
punctures as interventions resembling those of their own healers, and seen that 
chiefs encouraged visits to Koch’s camp, just as political leaders of earlier genera-
tions had steered the sick to healers and shrines. In these and many other ways, 
shows Webel, “the sites in which German researchers worked were with laden with 
intimate history” (p. 95). Throughout the interlacustrine region, demonstrates 
this informative and stimulating book, when African victims of sleeping sickness 
met German scientists and officials, it was the Germans who found themselves 
having to adapt to African intellectual worlds.
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In May 2021, a study found that British meat eaters failed to recognize the role of 
factory farms in the COVID-19 pandemic.1 Industrial-scale livestock raising, with 
its reliance on antibiotics and its close proximity between humans and animals, is 
a leading cause for infectious disease. Yet the risks posed by it still fail to register 
in public perception, and therefore continue to be overlooked as an important 
site for pandemic prevention.

Claas Kirchhelle’s Pyrrhic Progress: The History of Antibiotics in Anglo-American Food 
Production provides crucial insight into the historical complexity of risk regimes 
and their consequences with regard to antibiotic use in livestock farming. By exam-
ining the public perception, agricultural uptake, and regulation of antibiotics in 
Britain and the United States between 1945 and the present, Kirchhelle shows 
how different antibiotic risk epistemes emerged in both countries, shaping policy 
and cementing different “antibiotic infrastructures” (p. 38).

1. Kristof Dhont, Jared Piazza, and Gordon Hodson, “The Role of Meat Appetite in Will-
fully Disregarding Factory Farming as a Pandemic Catalyst Risk,” Appetite 164 (September 
1, 2021): 1–10.




