4/9/2015 MIGS: Occasional Paper Series: On A Neglected Aspect Of Western Racism

< ) N About Us | Feedback | Donate | Search
VLGS
A o D \_/ Montreal Institute for Genocide and Human Rights Studies

Home News Events Workshops W?2IProject Media Monitoring Gallery Holocaust Memoirs Links Op-Eds Books Papers Courses

On A Neglected Aspect Of Western Racism*
Kurt Jonassohn, December 2000.

(Paper presented at the meeting of the Association of Genocide Scholars,
9-12 June 2001 in Minneapolis)

For more than half a century - from the beginning of the 1870s to the end of the 1930s - the exposition of so-called exotic
peoples in zoological gardens** and international expositions attracted a huge public eager to be fascinated by the unfamiliar
and the unknown. Throughout Western Europe travelling exhibits of non-European natives were recurring features of
zoological gardens where they eclipsed the drawing power of the more usual animal exhibits. Both exhibits were isolated by
fences that variously protected sometimes the animals and more often the public; but in the cases of the human exhibits the
main purpose of the fences seems to have been to stress the distinction between them and us.

Until recently this phenomenon has been largely ignored. Surviving contemporaries denied remembering this feature of their
youthful visits to the local zoo and then denied that it ever happened. (Hilke Thode-Arora, ch. 17) Curiously, this was true in
spite of the fact that their parents seem to have considered such visits an important educational experience for their children.

The first serious scholarly attention this phenomenon seems to have received was as the subject of a Ph. D. dissertation at the
University of Basel (Balthasar Staehelin). It not only documented such exhibitions in the zoo at Basel, but also mentioned
some of the other localities in Central and Western Europe and the USA that were visited by these travelling exhibits. Since
then there have been several publications that have removed any doubts that such events really did occur. However, these
publications appeared in places that even specialists were often not aware of. The topic did not receive wider attention and
legitimation until it became the subject of a feature article by Blancel, Blanchard, and Lemaire in Le Monde diplomatique.

It is the purpose of this paper to begin to explain the origins and the demise of these exhibits and to explore their theoretical
significance for the development of modern racism.

ORIGINS. Since we are not dealing with a uni-causal event, it is important to take account of several contributing factors.

The most proximate cause may be located in the financial difficulties of zoological gardens throughout Europe. Attendance
had been declining, costs had been rising, and new attractions were difficult to find in the animal kingdom. The impresarios
who financed expeditions to all parts of the world to supply animals to zoos were also caught in this economic dilemma. The
largest and most prominent among these was Karl Hagenbeck who quickly realized that adding human specimens did not
substantially increase the costs of these expeditions. (Giinter H. W. Niemeyer) The great increase in zoo attendance due to
these exhibitions of peoples from different parts of the world instantly cured the financial difficulties of impresarios and zoos
alike. In fact, exhibitions of humans had another advantage over those of animals. Unlike the latter, which were sold to the
z0o0s, the former which eventually had to be returned to their country of origin were treated as travelling exhibits; they were
rented to several zoos for a limited time, thus producing a much greater income.

Another cause of the success of these human exhibitions may be located in the wide-spread European interest in foreign
cultures and peoples. Many early explorers carried scientists on their voyages of discovery. They collected and brought back
samples not only of cultural artifacts, but also of tropical plants, strange animals, and native peoples. Already in 1493
Columbus brought Indians from the New World to the Spanish court. The reports of Marco Polo's travels, the spread of the
enlightenment, and the evidence brought from foreign shores by the explorers, all contributed to an increasing curiosity
about and appreciation of the non-European world. Since movies and television did not yet exist, it was much harder for
ordinary people to satisfy such curiosity than it is today. The demand for art and artifacts from China, India, Japan, among
others, was so great that it created new industries in these countries that profited from catering to this demand. This
curiosity also extended to the people, their behaviour, and their customs. Therefore, it was not sufficient to exhibit these
peoples; they had to be seen in their native villages, wearing their traditional clothing, and engaging in their customary ways
of eating, dancing, etc. Such exhibitions quickly became a standard part of World Fairs where they were often sponsored by
participating countries. (Richard D. Altick) Perhaps the largest and most elaborate exhibition of this kind was seen during the
St. Louis World's Fair of 1904. (Paul Greenhalgh)
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Another cause of the success of these "human zoos" was the scientific legitimation that was provided by the enthusiastic
support of evolutionists, eugenicists, phrenologists, and especially by anthropologists (Phillips Verner Bradford & Harvey
Blume, ch. 10). Some were trying to find the evolutionary link between monkeys, apes, and men, some wanted to study the
variety of family and sexual arrangements, and the physical anthropologists collected all possibly relevant measurements that
might distinguish these natives from Europeans and from each other. These "human zoos" provided them with frequent and
extended access to data without the costs, difficulties, and dangers associated with field work. Therefore, zoos and fairs that
included these exhibits were supported and lent scientific importance by the research activities that they attracted. Some, like
the St. Louis World's Fair, even had formal anthropology departments. (Phillips Verner Bradford & Harvey Blume, ch. 1)

It was, of course, known that some royal and aristocratic households included "exotic” specimens of unfamiliar peoples. As
mentioned above, these had been brought to Europe by the early explorers. While some of them were taught to perform
simple household tasks, they served primarily to demonstrate the wealth of their owners and to impress their peers. But they
were not accessible to a wider public. By the late nineteenth century, the movements toward democratization, universal public
education, and greater equality in the distribution of wealth, expanded the participation of people in all aspects of the life of
the community. Visits to zoological gardens, regional exhibitions, and world fairs were a significant part of both
entertainment and education. (Karl Max Schneider) The inclusion of human exhibits in these institutions did a great deal more
than just provide family entertainment on weekends.

The end of the nineteenth century was also the period when the European powers competed in colonizing those parts of the
world that had not already been claimed for their colonizing ambitions. As more and more European administrators of these
new acquisitions and their military personnel came into contact with a greater variety of natives, interest and even curiosity
increased —— both in the field and at home. When Europeans came into conflict with indigenous peoples they benefitted from
their vastly superior military technology and ruthlessness. Success in conquests, acquisition of natural resources, and
economic exploitation was widely interpreted as proof of the superiority of the European peoples. But it was not so clear in
what specific ways the conquerors differed from their victims. This question sparked the interest of the masses, the research
of scientists, and the theorizing of scholars. Differences were located in physiological make-up, or native intelligence, or
cultural developments, etc. All explanations had one common goal: to provide conclusive evidence for the inherent
superiority of the victors. The "human zoos" became one piece of evidence in the search for that goal. In addition they were
seen as providing evidence for the then familiar family tree that illustrated man's origins from monkeys and apes, through
various stages of development, to the Europeans at the top of the tree.

DEMISE. Many of the factors that hastened the end of these "human exhibitions” are similar to those that facilitated their
appearance.

The economic depression that followed the crash of 1929 meant that neither the zoos nor the public were inclined to or able
to spend money on this form of entertainment. Curiosity about the rest of the world could now be satisfied by the increasing
spread of radio and the novelty of the cinema. The ubiquity of short newsreels as well as the occasional feature film provided
visual information without the need for the subjects' physical presence.

One hypothesis for the demise of these shows in Germany was that under the Nazi regime they had been forbidden. While
there is no documentary evidence for this, the fact is that none occurred after 1932.

The use that both sciences and pseudo-sciences had made of the zoo exhibits had become widely documented in academia
and the literature. The establishment of the League of Nations had started to spread the notion of the equality of peoples.
The quite obvious demonstrations of European superiority had become less convincing. In addition, some colonial powers
were becoming quite ambivalent in their perception of the colonized. They not only exploited their labour but they also
inducted them into their armed forced, albeit at first only to fight against their compatriots. (During World War |, when France
deployed African units against Germany, racists on both sides interpreted this action as a calculated racial insult.) Some of the
European powers opened up citizenship status to some of their colonial subjects and France even allowed some of them to
vote and to send locally elected representatives to Paris.

Another factor contributing to the disappearance of these exhibitions is the dramatic change in the technology and cost of
transportation after World War Il. Relative to the increasing prosperity in the West, the cost of travel declined. Commercial air
travel became available. International contacts for economic, political, and touristic reasons increased. Thus, it became more
common to encounter in daily life people from various parts of the world in most larger cities. This realization of their
common humanity may also help to explain why people who must have visited these human zoos in their childhood deny any
memory of these experiences.

While some of these factors explain the demise of the "human zoos", the impact of these exhibitions on modern racism
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remains to be explored.

Hannah Arendt, in Imperialism, locates the roots of modern racism in the European colonialisation of sub-Saharan Africa and
argues that it is "the main ideological weapon of imperialistic politics.” (p. 40) The encounter between the black population
and the white adventurers in search of wealth was too disorienting to leave unexplained. The differences in cultures, life
styles, and value systems were too sudden and too large to be ignored. The difference in skin colour facilitated the rise of
racism to explain the innate superiority of the Europeans and the inferiority of the Africans. It also explained the Europeans’
right to conquest and rule as well as their exploitation and oppression of the Africans. These encounters had an impact on
European nation states. They used to define membership in their collectivity in terms of such traditional criteria as common
history, language, religion, etc. Now they increasingly defined the national collectivity in terms of race. Clearly, the exhibition
of Africans in European zoos helped to convince the spectators that they were members of a superior race with a superior
culture.

Once this racial interpretation was firmly established, it also became easier to explain a variety of social distinctions in Europe
in racial terms. One great attraction of this explanation of differences was that it voided accusations of bias and prejudice.
Instead, such differences were now seen as grounded in objective science. Race became a part of university teaching and the
subject matter of research centers. This helps to explain the wide-spread support, before World War I, for racism in academia
and among intellectuals generally. It may also help to explain the self-righteous certainty in their superiority that is so
characteristic of many contemporary right-wing and white supremacist groups.

However, the last word has not yet been said on this topic. The recent advances in techno-biology and genetics are already
being used to explore the origins of peoples. What they will show and how they will be interpreted remains to be seen. One
way or another they will have a great impact on race theories. However, people who know more about these new biological
technologies than I do will have to deal with the interpretation of their findings.
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