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Introduction  
In the late nineteenth century, important linguistic work was being done in Germany 
by a large number of scholars.  Most of this (e.g. the diachronic work by Hermann 
Paul and the Wellentheorie of Johannes Schmidt) concentrated on historical linguistics 
rather than descriptive linguistics.  But, we should recall that the International 
Phonetic Association, founded in 1886 in Paris, also had important German members 
from the very beginning, such as Wilhelm Viëtor, who led the Reform Movement in 
modern language teaching. At this time, Germany led the world in advances in 
linguistic science, as in many other fields.  Even Americans, such as the notorious J P 
Harrington, known equally for the scope and precision of his fieldnotes on moribund 
Native American languages and his anti-Semitic opposition to most of the leaders of 
descriptive linguistics in early 20th century America, came to Germany to perfect their 
linguistic scientific education. Indeed, a semester or a year spent in a German 
university was a sine qua non of American PhD training until the beginning of World 
War I. 

 
Much of German linguistic science was wrapped up in an interest in so-called 

Völkerpsychologie, an earlier version of modern social anthropology.  This movement 
is associated with Wilhelm Wundt and Moritz Lazarus, though descriptive linguists 
such as Heymann Steinthal also partook of it. Steinthal’s 1875 chapter in a scientific 
manual for explorers (von Neumayer 1875) presented a phonetic alphabet and long 
lists of words and phrases to be translated into the local languages which the explorers 
encountered, in order to provide material for subsequent analysis and as an aid to 
learning the language.  This approach informed much of the linguistic work of 
scholars, such as the descriptivist linguist and typologist Franz Nikolaus Finck (1867-
1910), but many of his descriptive writings can be read with some detachment from 
this theory.  

 
German linguistics was also under the shadow (or was refreshed by the 

sunbeams) of the Humboldt brothers and also the Gabelentzes, father and son.  
Wilhelm von Humboldt and the Gabelentzes (especially the son, Georg von der 
Gabelentz) were themselves sharply aware descriptive linguists; the younger 
Gabelentz even assembled a book intended for the collection of linguistic data in the 
German colonies (Gabelentz 1892).  

 
The German Colonial period in the strict sense stretches from 1884-1914, and 

Germany lost all its colonies after the Treaty of Versailles, most of them being given 
to France or the United Kingdom.  At its height, the German colonial empire outside 
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Europe covered Togo, Cameroon, Tanganyika (the mainland part of Tanzania), 
Southwest Africa (now Namibia), Kiautschou, Samoa, NE New Guinea, and much of 
Micronesia (except for Guam and the Gilbert Islands, now Kiribati). Despite the 
highly racialistic attitudes expressed in parts of these works (especially the 
introductions) it is gratifying that a new generation of linguists, led by Thomas Stolz 
at the University of Bremen and fully aware of (but not supporting) the ideological 
positions of these texts, is looking at some of these works.  Scholars such as Barbara 
Dewein and Susanne Schuster are paying more attention to such work.  

 
Language in the colonies:  the role of August Seidel 
A pivotal figure in this work was August Seidel.  As Utz Maas, himself a descriptive 
linguist of note in addition to a historiographer of linguistics observes, biographical 
details on Seidel are sparse (Maas 2016: 264). But it is known that Seidel was born in 
the city of Helmstedt in 1863 and died in 1916. In terms of research interests, he was 
an Orientalist, and as someone who clearly embraced the colonial ideology of Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, he was able to pursue his interests freely in documenting a wide number 
of languages and cultures as General secretary of the Deutsche Kolonialgesellschaft.  
The indefatigable Seidel also edited "Zeitschrift für afrikanische, ozeanische und 
ostasiatische Sprachen” from 1895 to 1903 and in 1898 helped set up the journal 
Bibliothek der Länderkunde.  
 

In this position he compiled works for learning several languages of the then 
German colonies: Samoan, Afrikaans, Otjiherero, Oshindonga, Nama, Swahili, Ewhe, 
Hausa, and Duala, in addition to work on Farsi, Urdu, Japanese, Malay, English, 
French, Arabic (Syrian and Egyptian varieties)  and Vietnamese.  Many of these were 
published by the house of Adolph Hartleben in Berlin, Pest and Vienna, whose 
Bibliothek der Sprachekunde ran from 1886 to 1950; of the 137 volumes in that series 
which it ultimately comprised, 128 were published by 1915.   I have no positive 
evidence that Seidel collected any of this material ‘in the field’, though some of it 
may have been elicited from speakers of these languages resident in Germany, and 
certainly his Nama material shows careful attention to lexical tone and the recording 
of ‘clicks’  which suggests a sharp phonetic ear.  Seidel was a pioneer of the 
Ôsystematischer WortschatzÕ or systematic vocabulary, in which the lexicon of the 
language is presented in sets of semantic domains (including more than merely nouns) 
with following translations. 

 
During his career, Seidel carried out a massive amount of work, popularising 

the linguistic work of others in addition to adding to the field himself.  Other scholars, 
such as Hugo Raddatz, followed in his footsteps.  Careful use of Seidel’s books 
permitted the diligent student to acquire a good working knowledge of a language, 
with a command of 2-3000 words.  Some of the volumes are now available on 
archive.org or other websites or can be found in large university libraries, and they 
include works which were firsthand descriptions of languages which had barely been 
examined before, and therefore are first-order contributions to descriptive linguistics, 
even if they have subsequently been supeseded. The linguistic quality of these works 
is variable but the least good are not dreadful and the best of the books are excellent. 
 
SeidelÕs work on Hindustani 
Seidel’s book contributed in a small way to a more modern view of German 
knowledge of India and its cultures. The German and indeed the non-anglophone 
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North European contribution to Indology in the nineteenth century and before was not 
negligible. Scholars well into the twentieth century still used the Swabian Pietist 
missionary Hermann Gundert’s works on the Dravidian Malayalam language of 
Kerala, notably Gundert (1872). Hermann Gundert, incidentally, was the grandfather 
of the mystical novelist and Nobel prizewinner Hermann Hesse, to whom he 
bequeathed his fascination with India if not his Pietism.  There was also a Danish 
colony in Tamil-speaking Tharangambadi (Tranquebar) from 1620 to 1845, and 
Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg produced the first translation of the Bible into Tamil there 
in 1714.  We may also mention the Dutch loans in Bangla which refer to the suits of 
playing cards, and these are the relic of earlier Indian-Dutch trading relations. The 
Schlegel work on Sanskrit language and Hindu beliefs (Schlegel. 1808) brought a 
great deal of interest in India on the part of intellectuals, and the major 19th century 
dictionary of Sanskrit, The St-Petersburg Wörterbuch, was glossed in German by the 
renowned descriptive linguists Otto Böhtlingk and Rudolph Roth (1855-1875).   In 
the 1780s, the scholar Johann Rüdiger used grammatical and lexical data from a 
Hindustani grammar in order to prove (as he was the first to do) that Romani was an 
Indic language, taking Sinti (German Romani) data from a Sinti consultant, Barbara 
Makelin, and comparing it with data from Hindustani (Haarmann 1990, Matras 1999). 
But neither Germany nor its constituent states and kingdoms ever colonized any part 
of India.  
 

Seidel’s book was not the first grammar of Hindustani written by a German. 
The criminal turned senior merchant of the East India Company (from Elbing, East 
Prussia, now Elbląg, Poland) Joan Josua Ketelaar takes the palm for this. Ketelaar’s 
1698 grammar of Hindustani, written in Dutch and recently digitised, is the first 
grammar of Urdu or Hindi to be written in a European language. Seidel (1893) is a 
rare volume, with only a handful of copies in British university library.  I have 
worked from a digitised version on the website of the Biblioteca de la Agencia 
Española de Cooperación Internacional, 

 
The book is undated, although the COPAC online catalogue indicates that it 

was published in 1893; the edition which I have used bears the autograph of one 
Friedrich Veit.  The one-page Introduction points out the relative degree of interest in 
India on the part of German-speakers, and recognises the usefulness of the book for 
Germans working in German East Africa (now part of Tanzania) who would 
frequently encounter Urdu-speakers (as would the numerous Germans living and 
working in the eastern parts of what is now South Africa).   
 
 
SeidelÕs linguistic approach 
The approach of the book to teaching Urdu is of the grammar-translation type.  The 
Roman transcription (introduced on pp. 1-8) is taken from Forbes (1866)  and Platts 
(1884)  very greatly, and well represents the phonology of Urdu, including the 
contrasts between dental and retroflex stops and between the two voiced and voiceless 
series of aspirated and uinaspirated stops.  There are some concessions to German 
orthography, for instance <j> where Fofrbes would use <y>, and <dschh> for Forbes’ 
<jh>.   As such it is a vast improvement on the transcription used by John Borthwick 
Gilchrist (Gilchrist 1796, 1798, see also Steadman-Jones 2007).i The book also uses 
vocalised but increasingly unvocalised Urdu script.   
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Morphology (“Formenlehre”) in its various forms is exemplified on pp. 8-31, 
and the treatment is divided up into Urdu (rather than German or Latin) parts of 
speech, while syntax, including word order, is dealt with on pp. 31-45.  On p. 39 we 
find a  discussion of one of the most complex features of Urdu grammar, and one 
which gave European learners of Urdu much pause, namely the ‘passive’ nature of the 
perfect aspect sentence in Urdu and the use of the postposition ne with the agent to 
express the subject of the perfect aspect sentence.   

 
From pp. 45-116 the reader is presented with reading exercises with which to 

improve their knowledge of the language. A transcription into the Forbes-style 
spelling accompanies the first eleven sets of readings (which are mostly actually 
disjoined sentences), and which are also furnished with German translations. 
Thereafter only vocalised and then later increasingly unvocalised Urdu script is given, 
culminating (from p. 106) in material which is completely unvocalised.  These 
readings are accompanied by structural notes which are intended to expand the 
reader’s understanding of morphology and syntax. There is no use in the book of 
Devanagari, as not even a sample alphabetical chart is given of it.  Nonetheless all this 
material is also provided with a German translation.  At any rate, much of the account 
of grammar is spread throughout a series of reading lessons (Lektionen), moving from 
simple to more complex structures.  The reader is supposed to make efforts to learn 
and use the language.  This is not a phrasebook in the conventional sense and there 
are no lists of useful German phrases translated into Urdu given.   The kind of 
colonialist horrors listed in Constantine (2013) for phrasebooks of African languages 
are mostly not available here, largely because the context is different as a grammar 
rather than as an instrument for giving directions to subalterns  (although there a 
plenty of orders listed on p. 55, which is in a section devoted to the structure and 
formation of imperatives).  Nonetheless Seidel makes it clear that he has ensured that 
every utterance in in the book is taken from other sources, rather than him relying on 
his own knowledge of the language and on his ability to construct grammatically 
correct new sentences in Hindustani.  

 
Pages 117-194 comprise a German-unvocalised Urdu-Urdu vocabulary 

organised into some 39 semantic domains, and these contain not just nouns but also 
verbs and adjectives all under the relevant semantic heading.  The gender of nouns is 
taken to be masculine unless they are marked with (f.) for English feminine (rather 
than with (w.) for weiblich). Numbered footnotes provide comments and some extra 
vocabulary.  The vocabulary, which largely supplements the shorter vocabularies 
which are provided with each reading lesson, contains about 2300 items, including 
idiomatic phrases, and with some further items provided in footnotes.  

 
The language described in the book is clearly Urdu as can be seen from the 

lexical choices, which incorporate a large number of words from Persian and Arabic 
(the latter have been filtered through Persian) which would be replaced by words of 
Sanskrit origin in Hindi.  (Even so, on pp. 138-139 both Muslim and Hindu month 
names are provided.) Some lexical items in the collection deserve more comment.  
We are struck by the role of word goraa to mean ‘pretty’ rather than the traditional 
Persian word xubsuurat (let alone the Sanskritism sundar) being used to express this. 
Goraa customarily means ‘pale’ in Hindi-Urdu and is also the term used to refer to 
the skin colour of White people (gore log). In addition to Persian, Arabic and 
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Portuguese words, there are also a very few elements of English origin in the lexicon 
of the book. 
 
Conclusion 
Much progress was made in descriptive linguistics in the Wilhelmine era.  Many 
languages were recorded in grammars and dictionaries (some of which were very 
large indeed).  Approaches to linguistic analysis and data collection were put forward 
which could have benefited the task of describing unwritten languages very greatly, 
and much practical work was carried out.  Seidel’s work should be seen in this 
context.   
 

That this period of German linguistics did not influence general linguistics 
more deeply than it could have can be understood through the prism of non-linguistic 
matters (for in any case, German was widely read among people interested in 
linguistics and it would not have proved to be an obstacle to the successful 
transmission of new ideas to audiences whose first language was not German).  
Ideological issues raise their heads – a large degree of anglophone opposition to (and 
lack of knowledge of) works by Germans (and this opposition flowed in the converse 
direction too), and the ideological blind alley of antisemitism (which drove many 
German linguists abroad) meant that the possibility of progress was curtailed.  It is a 
sad irony of history that antisemitism had been given a specious legitimacy by the rise 
of Völkerpsychologie, one of whose founders, Moritz Lazarus, was himself Jewish.  

 
Despite Seidel’s ethnocentric attitudes and his colonialist concerns, his work 

was not popular with the Nazis, and indeed his posthumous work, a comparative 
ethnographic study of sex and morality (Seidel 1925), was banned and burnt by the 
Nazis.  Seidel’s book is an intelligent but second-hand work.  He made it clear that he 
had adapted material from (unnamed) sources in his quest for grammatical 
correctness. So the colonial attitudes which the work embodies are the fruit of the 
works from which he drew, as much as of his own attitudes towards ethnic groups 
about whose languages he had written but whom he may never have met in the flesh.   
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