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INTRODUCTION  One of the aims of this studyon the topic of human zoos is to acknowledge the 
existence, not that long ago,of a situation in the western world that is as 
unbelievable as it is insulting. 

 
 
 
 

An attempt will be made to expound the public 
exhibition, in all its variants, of people of different 
ethnicities and origins (mainly African) due to their 
supposed racial "eccentricity" and "inferiority". It was 
during this era that the term "scientific racism" was 
adopted, an attempt to justify the colonial contexts 
and their motives. 

 
The critical phase of human zoos began in the 
1870s and lasted until1930. Essentially, this 
comprised the very popular, frequent public 
exhibition of indigenous peoplesin major European 
cities and in the United States. The people were 
exhibited in their "natural" states, sometimes even 
with animals. 

 
Europeans 

turned 
humans into 

exhibition 
objects,even 

though the 
West at that 

time claimed 
to spread the 

ideal of 
equality for all. 

Europeans turned humans into exhibition objects, 
even though the West at that time claimed to spread 
the ideal of equality for all. Since the end of the 19th 
century, entertainment focussing on colonised 
peopleswas full of exoticism, and the exhibitions 
served, in part, to legitimise colonialism. 
 
Changes in these types of exhibitions(which 
gradually became more moderatefrom the end of 
the 19th century until after World War Two) and the 
addition of ethnic groups of different origins could 
indicate changes in the political circumstances and 
colonial customs. In other words, they altered the 
image of the exhibited people from "savage natives" 
- initially equated withwildbeasts - tocitizens of the 
colonial empire who had been able to enjoy its 
"benefits" and evolution, potentially improving their 
lives. 
 
In general, the exhibition of human beings took 
three different forms, although these sometimes 
overlapped. One of these formswas the fair or 
world exhibitionformat. In London, in 1851, 
different communities from the five continents were 
presented at The Great Exhibition. In reality, these 
communities were ultimately presented more as 
products themselves - not as people accompanying 
the global products they represented. The aim was 
to emphasise the financial advantages resulting 
from colonisation. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Lilliputians Maximo and Bartola, 1853 (Author: Nicolaas 
Henneman) 
 
 
Another type of human exhibition was the freak 
show, which presented individuals with unusual 
physical features, for exampledwarves and giants. 
The shows created an exaggerated theatrical 
atmosphere to meet popular sensationalist demand. 
One example is to be found in the pair of Lilliputian 
Aztecs, Maximo and Bartola, two macrocephalic 
children exhibited in the middle of the 19th century 
in the United States and Europe. 
 
Lastly there is the anthropozoological exhibition 
format,as in the case of the people of Tierra del 
Fuego and the Mapuche people in the 
Jardind’Acclimatation in Paris, and many others that 
we will analyse further on. The purpose was to show 
an interrelationship between native peoples, wild 
animals, and a primitive setting. 
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One of the best-known forerunners to human zoos, 
with reference to freak shows, was the exhibition of 
the Hottentot Venus in London in 1810. This event 
was to highlight the interrelationship between the 
public display of humans as entertainment, circus 
shows featuring humans, and the exhibition of 
humans in zoos. 

 
One of the pioneers in the creationof human zoos 
was German-bornCarl Hagenbeck. As of 1875, 
such zoos were general shows that displayed 
individuals from communities considered exotic. 
Almost thirty exhibitions of this kind took place over 
the next 35 years at the Jardind'Acclimatationin 
Paris. 

 
Another variant, also in Paris, was the Exposition 
Universelle of 1889, at which 400 Africans were 
exhibited. After various colonial exhibitions, travelling 
companies and "communities of black people" also 
sprang into existence. 

Series of videos illustrating human zoos 
 
 

The human zoo (part 1 of 4, YouTube) 
 

http://goo.gl/zphKx3 
 

The human zoo (part 2 of 4, YouTube) 
 

http://goo.gl/hQu07G 
 

The human zoo (part 3 of 4, YouTube) 
 

http://goo.gl/DfUoCv 
 

The human zoo (part 4 of 4, YouTube) 
 

http://goo.gl/GGkOC5 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
In the United States, a Congolese pygmy named Ota 
Benga was exhibited in New York's Bronx Zoo in 
1906, in an attempt to represent "the lost slave”. It is 
one of the most famous examples of such an 
exhibition. 

 

 
 
 
 

1. FORERUNNERS TO HUMAN ZOOS (15th CENTURY) 
 
 

The 
idea of 

exhibiting 
human beings 
for scientific or 

financial 
purposes is 

much older than 
human zoos. 

The idea of exhibiting human beings for scientific (or 
rather pseudo-scientific) or financial purposes is 
much older than human zoos. This type of exhibition 
has both evolved and waned over time, in line with 
the modes of each passingera. 
 
The conquest of the Canary Islands was a 
precedent for the conquest of America, and 
common characteristics can be identified between 
both. Many years before Columbus' voyages in 
1341, an expedition from Lisbon to the Canary 
Islands brought to Europe four native inhabitants of 
the islands, as well as different animal products and 
typical objects. As regards Columbus himself, in 
1492 he tookaway six native Americans to be, as 
per his own ideas,"educated properly". The 
abduction of this first group was followed by the

abduction of five men, seven women and three young 
children in Cuba, also in 1492. It is not known exactly 
how many people Columbus abducted during his first 
voyage, but up to 31 people have been documented. 
It is also not known how many survived upon arrival in 
Spain, due to the adverse effects caused by the 
climate or food. 
 
One similarity between these precedents and 
human exhibitions is quite plain - ironically, in the 
press' praise at the time for the "Philippines 
Exposition" that took place in Madrid in 1887. “El 
Imparcial”, for example, compared the presentation 
of Filipinos to the reigning Queen María Cristina to 
the exhibition of Indians brought to Spain by 
Columbus, and presented to the Catholic Kings, on 
his return from his first trip to America. 
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2. HOTTENTOT VENUS, LONDON, 1810 
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One of the best-knownforerunners to the 
generalised shows of the age, with humans 
exhibited in zoos, was the exhibition of the Hottentot 
Venus in London in 1810. 

 
Saartjie Baartman was born in South Africain 1789. 
From the khoikhoi community, known as Hottentot 
(a derogatory term meaning"stutterer" in Dutch), she 
was taken to London in 1810, aged 21. 

Sarah's storyplainly demonstrates the 
interrelationship between the public showing of 
humans as entertainment, circus shows with 
humans, and the subsequent exhibition of humans 
in zoos. 
 
Sarah's deterioration due to all this activity was 
inevitable. After having gone into prostitution in 
order to survive, she died the victim of an infection 
in 1815, aged just 25. 
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Baartman'

s story 
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Hottentot Venus, 19th century (author 
unknown) 
 
 
Her unusual features, for exampleher steatopygia 
(large amount of fat accumulation on the buttocks) 
and elongated labia, formed the "exotic" attraction 
that would make her a victim of the show.   
 
It was at this time that Sarah, as she was more 
commonly known, began to be exhibited at different 
locations in Piccadilly, in the centre of London. She 
was presented as the Hottentot Venus and shown to 
the public semi-naked, dancing and playing musical 
instruments also brought from Africa. The 
movement of her buttocks, of an unusual size for 
Europe, as well as her genitals, caught people's 
attention. 
 
The African Abolitionist Association requested her 
release, but the case could not prove slavery and, 
as such, her exhibition continued. 
 
In around 1814 she was subsequently sold to a 
French animal tamer who took her to France to 
display her as another of his animals. 
 
In Paris she was shown to the public at the Jardin 
des Plantes. Etienne Geoffrey Saint-Hilaire, a 
member of the French Académie des Sciences 
made her share a stage with exotic animals and 
plants.

 
 
 
 
Sarah Saartjie Baartman, 1815 (French National Library) 
 
 
However, her humiliation continued even after 
death. A plaster cast was made of her body to be 
exhibited at the Parisian Natural History Museum, 
and her brain and genitals were preserved in 
formaldehyde. She remained there for almost 200 
years until 2002,when President Nelson Mandela 
managed to repatriate her remains, which were then 
buried in her place of birth, Vall Gamtoos. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Saartjie Baartman's story was rewritten by 
her historical descendent Monica Clarke. 
This story is narrated by Saartjie herself, 
told through her eyes as she experienced 
it. Extract from the book “They call me 
Hottentot Venus” by Monica Clarke, in the 
video:http://goo.gl/UE6xmC 

 
A documentary narrating Saartjie's story 
is: “The degrading of a black woman, the 
Sarah Baartman story (Hottentot Venus)”: 
http://goo.gl/2jKu4Q 
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3. CARL HAGENBECK, 1875 
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The last 
decades of the 

19th century, 
and first of the 
20thsaw many 
cases of native 

peoples 
expatriated by 
force, in order 
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in the western 

world. 

Carl Hagenbeck (1844-1913) was the most 
important precursor in the history of ethnological 
shows. His origins as a trader and wild animal 
hunter established the ideal context for his 
beginnings as an organiser of human exhibitions. 
 
In 1875, he opened his first exhibition displaying 
native peoples of Lapland in Berlin and Leipzig. It 
was a resounding success. This encouraged him to 
continue organising shows with native peoples from 
different locations,and to tour different countries. He 
did so until the first decades of the 20th century, 
when these exhibitions had already ceased to have 
the desired impact. 
 
Hagenbeck preferred to use the term 
anthropozoological exhibition instead of 
ethnographic exhibition,as his perspective was 
more aboutdemonstrating the interrelationship 
between man, animals and nature. Unlike other 
types of ethnological shows, he claimed to establish 
a "working" relationship with the indigenous 
peoples, given that 
 
 
 
 
4. JARDIN D’ACCLIMATATION, PARIS, 
19thCENTURY 

he made them sign a contract which took into 
account aspects such as financial remuneration and 
tasks to beperformed. It therefore seems that the 
main motivation, in this case, was financial for both 
those exhibited and the organisers. 
 
Hagenbeck’s selection of ethnic groups to be shown 
to the West followed a careful procedure, taking into 
account aspects such as the "uniqueness" or 
"eccentricity" of the native peoples in order to create 
the most sensationaliststaging possible. He took full 
advantage of his searches to bring back not only 
native peoples but also wild animals that could 
interact with them, and materials to be able to 
reproduce their native homes. Combining these 
elements resulted in a fairly realistic show. Not only 
were thepeopleable to carry out their slaughterings 
and ritualsfreely, but such actions were actively 
promoted in order to satisfy the curiosity or morbidity 
of the visitors who had paid admissionto attend. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Kalina people, Paris, 1892 (Author: Prince Roland Bonaparte) 
 

The lastfew decades of the 19th century and the 
firstof the 20th sawmany cases of native peoples 
expatriated by force, in order to beexhibited in the 
western world. However, of all of these, we have 
been left a particular reminder oftwo particular cases 
documented in two photograph albums by Prince 
Roland Napoleon Bonaparte. These can be found at 
the BibliothèqueNationaleFrançaise in Paris, 
anddemonstrate, like human samples, various 
photographs of Chilean indigenous peoples forced to 
make a tour of Europe: 50 images of 11 Kawésqar 
people (people of Tierra del Fuego) and 14 
Mapuche.

 
 
The photos of the countless ethnic groups that were 
circulating the European capitals of the age often 
reproduced the customs and activities which the 
organisers themselves wished to attribute to the 
peoplewhom they had abducted, even going so far 
as to emphasisethose which they correctly thought 
the European public would find most appealing.   
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During the 1880 
exhibition, 

a year in 
which no human 

beings were 
shown, earnings 

fell. However, 
they increased 

again rapidly the 
following year. 

The Kawésqar were presented as "terrestrial 
natives"; subsequently, 11 Selk’nam were exhibited 
as ferocious cannibals. It was an extemporaneous, 
exotic stereotype. There also seemed to be a 
certain amount of scientific interest, as photos 
appeared featuring head-on and side portraits of 
theKawésqarand Mapuche peoples. 
 
The director of the Jardind’Acclimatation in Paris, 
Albert Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire, decided to present this 
new type of exhibition in 1877.One could therefore 
pinpoint the birth of theanthropozoological exhibition 
as Paris,August 1877, when exhibitions featuring 
only exotic animals such as giraffes, elephants and 
rhinoceros morphed into a different type of 
exhibition in which 14 African people, specifically 
Nubians (Egyptians), were also included. This 
inclusion was so successful that it was repeated in 
November that same year,this time adding 
sixEskimo from Greenland (Inuit). Once again it was 
a success. 
 
In 1878, the exhibition displayedindigenous peoples 
fromLapland and Argentinian gauchos,attracting a 
record number of visitors: 985,000 spectators. In 
1879, Nubians were once again exhibited. 
 
During the 1880 exhibition, a year in which no 
human beings were shown, earnings fell.  

Theyincreased again rapidlythe following year 
(1881), when, in addition to the Inuit, people from 
Tierra del Fuego were also included in the show. 
 
At that time, a railway line was constructed in the 
Jardin (which served as an example for the 
"Philippines Exhibition" in Parque del Retiro in 
Madrid in 1887). This line made it possible to attract 
vast crowds of visitors, exceeding 50,000 spectators 
daily. 
 
During the 1880s, exhibitions became more and 
more spectacular.They were geared mostly towards 
Africa as the French advancedthrough the continent. 
 
 
 

Report on the exhibitions of aborigines 
and their consequences (Chilean 
Kawésqar ethnic group): 
http://goo.gl/h7DNLK 

 
"Zoos humains" documentary: 
http://goo.gl/4uDhv7 

 
“Calafate: Human zoos” documentary 
about the exhibitions of aborigines in 
different European cities: 
http://goo.gl/njO6df 

 
 
 
 
 
 

5. SPAIN. "PHILIPPINES EXHIBITION", MADRID, 1887 
 
 

The trend for -and business of - human zoos also 
reached Spain. Colonial exhibitions accompanied 
universal expositions, which also included human 
exhibitions. The "Philippines Exhibition" was 
presented in 1887,focussing on the Philippines, the 
Caroline Islands and the Mariana Islands. The 
exhibition took place at the Palacio de Velázquez 
and the Palacio de Cristal in Parque del Retiro 
(close to, but not inside, the "House of Savage 
Beasts"). 

 
In May 1887, 43 indigenous Filipinos from different 
ethnic groups arrived in Madrid via Barcelona. The 
press of the time drew particular attention to all the 
physical and cultural differences amongst these 
native peoples taken from their "feral" surroundings. 
It also emphasised the impression that Spanish 
people in general may have had of Filipinos. 

 
Tribe members lived in huts (replicas of their original 
homes) with all their domestic objects, and visitors 
could access the site by paying an admission fee. In 
order to stage the exhibition,typical products, plants 
and animals from the Asian archipelago were also 

brought back. A small 
lake was even used to 
exhibit embarkations 
and fishing utensils 
from the Pacific. 

 
The exoticism of the exhibition wasemphasised 
above all in the clothing. During their cultural visits 
to the city and in some official acts, Filipinos were 
required to wear "civilised" clothing.Within the 
exhibition site, however, they had to appear semi-
nude. 
 
As regards culinary customs, it was decided that 
some adaptations would be made: dog meat, for 
example, was substituted with chicken. In this way a 
more "domesticated" diet was presented. 
 
It seems that the Filipinos were treated better than 
the majority of the indigenous tourspresent inEurope 
at that time. For example, the visitors were granted 
an audience with Princess Isabel and the 
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regent María Cristina at the Royal Palace in 
Madrid. 

 
In the case of this exhibition, there was also a 
revealing mortality rate, although it was lower than 
usual (4 out of 43 people). The first victim, a woman 
under 30 who had been ill from before the journey, 
died ahead of the inauguration. The second was a 
newborn who died after birth, followed by his 
mother, aged 22. The last death was that of a man 
aged around 30, apparently due to alcohol abuse. 
 
Later on, thanks to a denied request to take them to 
another Parisian exhibition, the Filipinos were able 
to return home directly by boat. 

 
 
 
ASHANTI EXHIBITION, 1897 
 
 
In 1897, Barcelona, Madrid and Valencia hosted the 
"Ashanti Exhibition", brought to town by the curator 
of the Natural History Museum of Bordeaux and led 
by a French businessman. In Madrid, as mentioned 
previously, this exhibition took place in the Parque 
del Retiro. 
 
These exhibitions even included anthropometric 
"studies", such as that carried out by anthropologist 
Manuel Antón, who observed childbirth and the 
customs specificallyrelating to this. 

 

 
 
 
 
 

6. "BLACK SAVAGES", BARCELONA, 1897 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 1897, these 
types of 

shows began 
to appear in 
Barcelona. 

Barcelona also took part in organising theexotic 
colonial exhibitions that were in fashion in the 
period. The "black savages" (literal translation) 
constituted the clearest way of differentiating races 
and cultures, due to the fact that distinguishing 
features were more evident in their anatomies. The 
mise-en-scène of their native originwas also 
exaggerated in order to make these ethno-zoo 
exhibitions even more attractive and sensationalist. 
The press of the day also lauded, in this case, the 
success of such exhibitions. 
 
In 1897, these types of shows began to appear in 
Barcelona. The population represented was formed 
of Ashantis, whom Barcelona's citizens viewed as a 
prototype of a savage tribe. Some 150 people 
comprised the exhibition that was initially located at 
Ronda Universitat number 35. 
 
The plot of land at Ronda Universitat was not suited 
to these exhibitions, due to its size. Neither were 
there any treesor decorations that would have 
served to stage, or even exaggerate, the native 
contexts, making the representation even more 
attractive and sensationalist. A more appropriate 
location, following examples of earlier exhibitions in 
different European cities, was theParc de la 
Ciutadella.

The Ashanti shows were viewed by the public with 
curiosity, although also morbidly. The individuals were 
dressed uniquely, wearing brightly coloured yet 
extremely simple tunics. However, in contrast to the 
Filipino women from the 1887 exhibition,the Ashanti 
women appeared semi-nude. Paradoxically, thefact 
that these indigenous women could show their 
breasts in public was not cause for censorship in the 
conservative and Catholic Spain of the time. 
 
Some years later, a group of 100 Senegalese 
people werealso exhibited in Barcelona, at Tibidabo 
(site of the current plane attraction) - to great 
impact. They had come from doing a tour of France, 
and remained at Tibidabo for approximately half a 
year. 
 
Lastly, in 1925, the Fula tribe (Equatorial Guinea) 
also settled at Tibidabo, forming the last human zoo 
recorded in Barcelona. 
 
These exhibitions were already losing their impact. 
Fortunately, during this time people were 
nowreflecting on the immorality of these shows, and 
many cultural sectors were against it. 
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Visitors could 
throw food at 
the Africans, 

who often 
ended up with 

indigestion. 

At the end of the 19th century, 267 Congolese 
people were transported to Belgium, where they 
were to take part in a project promoted by Leopold 
II, in Brussels. This was the Brussels International 
Exposition of 1897. 
 
This exposition was located in TervurenPark and 
consisted of the aforementioned Africans (both men 
and women as well as children). However, they 
were not exhibited alone: dissected animals, various 
utensils from their places of origin, or products such 
as coffee or tobacco, which were usually exported, 
also appeared. They lived in huts during the day 
and in sheds at night, together with other animals. 

Visitors could throw food at the Africans, who often 
ended up with indigestion. It reached such a point 
that a sign ultimately had to be put up, stating that 
the people were to be fed by the organising 
committee. 
 
Not all of them managed to survive the cold Belgian 
winter;seven died from the flu. 
 
The aim of this exhibition, visited by nearly one 
million people,appearedto be essentially financial.

 
 
 
 
 

8. OTA BENGA, BRONX ZOO, 1906 
 
 

In 1906, New York's Bronx Zoo publicly exhibited a 
Congolese pygmy, whose story has gained great 
notoriety in the field of human exhibitions. His name 
was Ota Benga, and he was from the Batwa ethnic 
group. 

 
Ota Benga lived in the equatorial forest close to the 
Kasai River. He had survived the massacre 
committed by the Force Publique, an army at the 
service of King Leopold II of Belgium. 

 
Samuel Phillips Verner, a North American 
businessman, was sent to Africa in 1904, hired by 
the St. Louis World's Fair to bring pygmies back for 
exhibition. The result was the purchase of nine 
pygmies as slaves, one of whom was Ota Benga. 

 

 
Pygmies dancing at St. Louis World's Fair, 1904 (Author 
unknown) 

 
 
 
 
 

 
OtaBenga, 1904 (Author: Jessie Tarbox Beals) 
 
 
Madison Grant, a racist scientist and eugenicist, 
together with the director of Bronx Zoo, 
conservationist William Hornaday, planned a way to 
promote "scientific racism". They decided to exhibit 
Ota Benga together with an orangutan, forming part 
of the "Monkey House". Benga became famous as 
"The Lost Slave", a concept intended to imply that 
the African was somewhere between a monkey and 
a man. 
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Ota Benga 
suffered all 

kinds of 
harassment. 

As part of the 
exhibition, he 

was presented 
alongside 

different 
objects. 

Ota Benga suffered all kinds of harassment. As part 
of the exhibition, he was presentedalongside 
different objects, such as a hammock. He even 
appeared shooting with his bow and arrow. Details 
regarding his age (23), height and origin were listed 
on his cage. 
 
Although the show received a high number of 
visitors, and high financial earnings were predicted, 
Otaeventually had to be removed because of the 
criticism received. Amongst those protesting were 
the African-American Baptist Church, whilst the 
general public objected to the exhibition for its racist 
nature. 
 
An attempt wasmade to repatriate Benga, but 
without success. Later on, attempts were made to 
introduce him into American society. He was a 
prisoner between two worlds:unable to return to 
Africa and seen mainly as a curiosity in the United 
States. Already immersed in deep depression, this 
attempt at integration ultimately led to his suicide at 
the age of 32. 

 
Ota Benga at Bronx Zoo, 1906 (author unknown). 
 
 
Subsequently, in 1930, Adolf Hitler himself would 
adopt the term "scientific racism" as the root of the 
foundations of the Third Reich, and thus give this 
particular academic slant to the Holocaust. 

 
 
 
 
 

9. CONGO VILLAGE, OSLO, 1914 
 
 

 
Africans in the “Congo Village” Exhibition, 1914 (photograph: 
Norwegian National Library) 

“Vila Congo” Exhibition, 1914 (photograph: Norwegian National 
Library) 

 

 
To mark the first centenary of the Norwegian 
constitution, an exhibition known as the 
“Kongolandsbyen” (or "Congo Village") was open for 
five monthsin 1914. The King of Norway himself 
officiated the inauguration. 80 people of African 
origin lived at the exhibition, the majority of whom 
were from Senegal, and reproduced African 
customs and traditions. 
 
One and a half million Norwegians (three quarters of 
the country's population at the start of the last 
century) visited the exhibition to see the exoticism of 
traditional African lifestyles: the manner of dressing, 
cooking, eating and even the craftsmanship of the 
thatched roof huts. 

 
At present there is controversy regarding a current 
exhibition in Oslo that attempts to re-enact 

the original exhibition from 1914. The show was 
created by Norwegian Mohamed Ali Fadlabi and 
Swede Lars Cuzner. The big difference, according 
to the artists, is that the participants are there 
voluntarily. The creators' aim is to acknowledge 
Norway's racist past and to criticise its perpetuation 
up to the present day. They argue that the European 
racial superiority complex is also a thing of the 
present,not just of the past. Thus the Norwegian 
human zoo would not necessarily be a simple 
reconstruction of the past, as it ultimately becomes 
real on many levels. 
 
 
 

Film about "Congo Village" in 1914: 
http://goo.gl/4DVtNL 
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10. END OF WORLD EXHIBITIONS: BELGIUM, 1958 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Criticisms 
eventually 

described the 
ethnographic 
exhibitions as 

the birth of 
modern 
racism. 

After World War Two, ethnographic exhibitions 
started to die out. Paradoxically, it was Hitler who 
prohibited them in the first instance. The last 
exhibition with human zoo characteristics on 
recordis the Belgian World's Fair in 1958, at which 
Africans were also displayed (specifically a 
Congolese population).  
 
Advocates of ethnographic exhibitions, or exotic 
exhibitions of different ethnic groups, based their 
arguments on the high number of spectators they 
managed to attract from all over the world (a figure 
that exceeded 1.4 billion people in total). However, 
critics eventually described it as the birth of modern 
racism: becoming a spectator of the "non-civilised" 
world, African in this case, gave the race a 
superiority complex 

that implicitly endures to this day. 
 
The final touches to those original exhibitions, which 
have been perpetuated until today, share the same 
exhibitionist staging but differ in the "voluntary" 
nature of the participants. The following examples 
are worthy of mention: 
 
2005, Germany: Exhibition of an African village in 
Augsburg Zoo. 
 
2005, United Kingdom: Exhibition in London of 
voluntary naked participants, covered only by 
leaves. 
 
2007, Australia: Exhibition of people in Adelaide 
Zoo, to simulate the conditions of primates in 
enclosures. The people returned home at night, 
however.  

 
 

There is a concise video summary of the main ethnographic exhibitions in the BBC News 
article: “Human zoos: when real people were exhibits” (by Hugh Schofield): 
http://goo.gl/8dQcKY 

 
 
 
 
 

11. COLONIAL RACISM 
 
 

The aforementioned examples of ethnological 
exhibitions, concentrated mainly over half a century, 
highlight an evolution fromscientific racism (or 
pseudo-scientific, as a study of different races) to 
colonial racism in the West. 

 
The trend for human zoos developed as the 
socialrepercussions of colonialism unfolded. It rooted 
itself in both the "objective" anthropological scientific 
basis and in the "subjective" basis of popular racism. 
Even today, more or less implicitly, we can find 
vestiges of those effects. 

 
In addition, statements from the press of the time also 
affected the way in which these exhibitions were 
presented, somehow influencing the citizens' 
perceptions of them. Descriptions of the exhibitions 
emphasised sensationalist aspects such as the 
"savagery" or "brutality" of the native peoples. The aim 
was to establish a clear difference between the 
colonisers and the colonised, to prove the superiority of 
one group over the other, and to highlight an inequality 
between human races that could justify the colonial 
movement. In this way, the staging ofnative people's  

primitive life, by publicly exhibiting the least civilised 
part of the ethnic groups, was reinforced with shows 
such as rituals or dances, including in some cases 
cruel and barbaric customs such as human sacrifices 
or cannibalism. Direct contact between observers and 
the observed was also not allowed. Furthermore, the 
Europeans granted themselves licence to throw food at 
the people or to make comments about their 
appearance. The aim was to contrast concepts such 
as savagery (nature) vs. civilisation (culture) as much 
as possible - theatrically representing the justification 
of colonisation. 
 
It was from the two last decades of the 19th century 
that theexhibition of natives of colour began to be 
added to the exhibition of indigenous peoples. This is 
how the exhibition of native Africans came to be more 
widespread, and also changed the tone of the shows. 
 
These different exhibitions were toned down, 
attempting to reflect a more peaceful world, giving 
continuity to the dramatization of what was convenient 
to represent at that time: the pacifying and 
"cooperative" effects of colonisation. And, in the end, 
this is how the memory of such perceptions has 
endured until today. 

 
 

10 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

12. CONCLUSIONS 

Human 
zoos 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We need 
to reflect on the 

current 
situation of 

speciesism, 
similar in basis 

to racism. 

By looking atthe different examples of shows and 
their variants (theatre, museums, exhibitions, human 
zoos and exhibitions), we have been able to 
demonstrate that it was not so long ago thatsuch 
humiliation and harassment was legally permissible. 
The act of uprooting people from their natural 
habitats, their countries of origin, and forcing them to 
be exposed and exhibited in public in completely 
hostile environments, without any respect or regard 
for a person's dignity, did not seem to matter to 
governors or vast swathes of the theoretically 
civilised societies. Not even the death of many of 
these people as a result of exposure to extreme 
physical and psychological conditions was enough to 
prompt reflectionon ethical matters concerning the 
benefit of carrying out these cruelties and 
humiliations. 
 
In the height of the colonial age, the types of active 
exhibitionstaking place at different locations in 
Europe and the United States, featuring mainly 
nativeAfrican peoples, aimed to justify the ruling 
colonialism. Together with 

the support of anthropologists and scientists, human 
zoos ended up reinforcing the barbarities that 
occurred in those countries, establishing racial 
hierarchies and the supremacy of the white race. 
 
Human zoos and shows were legal, yes, but the real 
question is: were they ethical? It seems that today 
there would not be much debate on this topic. 
 
Drawing a parallel between humankind and the 
remaining animal species that continue to be 
exhibited and exploited outside of their natural 
habitats today, there is a clear need to ask the same 
question. We must reflect on the current reality of 
speciesism, similar in its foundations to racism, and 
its consequences for beings with the capacity to 
suffer, for individuals with their own interests, 
capacity for consciousness (Cambridge 
Declaration, 2012) and inherent rights that are still 
denied socially. We must take a stance on the ethics 
and advantages of animal zoos such as those in 
existence today. 
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