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ABSTRACT 
 

 
FROM THE ANTHROPOLOGIZED NATIVE TO THE EXHIBITED 

‘SAVAGE’: ETHNOGRAPHIC EXHIBITIONS AT THE VICTORIAN 
SPECTACLE DURING THE EARLY NINETEENTH CENTURY 

 
 
 

Yıldız, İrem 
 

M.A., Department of Cultural Studies 
Thesis Advisor: Assoc. Prof. Gülhan Balsoy 

 
August 2016 

 
 

The nineteenth century was an important period when the British Empire 
pursued a strong imperial policy by expanding its boundaries both in political and 
economic ways. A significant source of the British colonialism was the cultural and 
more importantly ‘scientific’ penetration in the colonized lands, which helped Britain 
to carry its colonial power onto a more legitimate ground. One of the most important 
results of this penetration was the development of the anthropology a discipline that 
carried the colonialism to a ‘scientific’ level and it also continued to practice its 
methods and approaches by using the advantages provided by colonialism. In return, 
anthropology legitimized imperial power through scientific methods. The human 
ethnographic exhibitions and shows that are at the center of this thesis are located in 
between this mutual interaction, as they were aimed to remind the imperial and 
colonial power to the European public by displaying African men, women and 
children.  

This thesis aims to survey the use of anthropology as a political tool by the 
British Empire during the production of colonial discourse as well as the history, 
content and public presentation of ethnographic exhibits. The main focus of this 
thesis is on the causes and effects of the constructed narratives within these displays, 
which were based upon the intertwined relationship between anthropology and the 
colonial discourse during the first half of the nineteenth century. The first chapter 
conducts an analysis of the transformation of the native as a result of the unequal 
encounters between the anthropologist and the native encounter. Since the 
ethnographic body or the body of the African black native, was viewed as ‘savage’, 
the second chapter aims to problematize how this transformation was being 
legitimized and how it became visible on the display stage. In the third chapter, the 
close relationship between the ethnographic body and the ‘freak body’ or between 
the ethnographic exhibitions and the ‘freak shows’ during the mid nineteenth century 
is surveyed based on historical materials such as posters, pictures and newspapers.  
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ÖZET 
 
 

ANTROPOLOJİK YERLİDEN SERGİLENEN ‘VAHŞİYE’: 
ERKEN ON DOKUZUNCU YÜZYILDA 
VİKTORYEN ETNOGRAFİK SERGİLER 

 
 
 

Yıldız, İrem 
Yüksek Lisans, Kültürel İncelemeler Bölümü 

 
Tez Danışmanı: Doç. Dr. Gülhan Balsoy 

 
Ağustos 2016 

 
 

On dokuzuncu yüzyıl, İngiltere Hükümeti’nin hem politik hem de ekonomik 
yönde sınırlarını genişleterek, emperyalist politikalarını sağlamlaştırdığı önemli bir 
dönemdir. İngiliz sömürgeciliğin diğer bir besin kaynağı olan kültürel daha da 
önemlisi ‘bilimsel’ penetrasyon, sömürgeci gücün meşru zemine oturmasına 
yardımcı olmuştur. Bu penetrasyonun sonucunda ortaya çıkan antropoloji disiplini, 
sömürgeciliği hem ‘bilimsel’ düzeye taşımış aynı zamanda da sömürgecilikten 
faydalanarak kendi metot ve pratiklerini devam ettirmiştir. Bunun karşılığında ise, 
antropoloji, emperyalist güçlere ‘bilimsel’ kaynak sağlamıştır. Bu ikili ilişki arasında 
kalan etnografik sergiler, özellikle Afrika’dan getirilen kadın, erkek ve çocukları 
sergileyerek, sömürgeci gücü halka hatırlatmayı amaç edinmişlerdir.       

Bu tez, sömürgeci söylemin üretim aşamasında İngiliz devletinin hizmetinde 
siyasi bir araç olarak kullanılan antropolojinin ve bu kullanım sırasında ortaya çıkan 
etnografik sergilerin tarihini, içeriğini ve halka sunuş şeklini ele almaktadır. 
Sömürgeci söylem ile antropolojinin iç içe geçmiş ilişkisini temel alan bu tez, on 
dokuzuncu yüzyılın ilk yarısındaki etnografik sergilerde kurgulanmış olan bu 
hikayenin nedenleri ve sonuçları üzerinde durmaktadır. Birinci bölüm, sömürgeci 
antropolog ve ‘yerlinin’ eşitsizlik üzerine kurulu karşılaşması ve yakınlaşması 
sonucunda yerlinin geçirmiş olduğu değişimi inceler. İkinci bölüm, bu değişimden 
sonra ortaya çıkan etnografik bedenin yani Afrikalı siyahi bedenin artık bir ‘barbar’ 
olarak görülme aşamasını ve bu değişimin sergi sahnesinde nasıl görünür ve aynı 
zamanda meşru kılındığını analiz eder. Üçüncü ve son bölümde ise özellikle 
1850’lerle birlikte performatif bir alana evrilen sergilerin ‘barbarı’ sahnelerken 
kullanılan poster, resim ve gazete kaynaklarına dayanarak ‘ucube şovlardan’ yani 
‘ucube’ bedenin sergilenmesinden pek de ayrılmadığı incelenmektedir. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

a.   My Personal Interest 

 

When I was 8 years old, my mom took me to visit the Archaeological 

Museum in Antalya many times. Back then, museums seemed enjoyable to me. 

Antalya Museum’s exhibits consisted mainly of archeological artefacts, which did 

not make any sense to me. Despite its name, the “Antalya Archeology Museum” did 

have many other sections such as ethnography section that made more sense to me. I 

could attribute meanings to those sections, because they were both entertaining, and 

helpful in imagining about the unknown. The ethnography section in the museum 

helped me to inquire and dream about distant, unreachable lands as well as their 

people. The ethnography section of the Antalya Museum had an exhibit on old 

houses of Antalya by displaying rooms side by side. In these rooms, they were 

showcasing daily life objects, furniture as well as mannequins to represent how 

‘local’ people used to live in Antalya. Whenever I went to this museum, I always 

wanted to see these rooms that were depicting people as if they were living in their 

original or authentic places. As I have stated before, these exhibits were enjoyable 

and they provided me with the ability to visualize other worlds, people, cultures and 

times.  

Years later, when I’ve began to my graduate studies, I started to read and 

write on museums and museology. However, making research on museums was 

enough for me. Thanks to the course named “Corporeity in Modern and 

Contemporary Thought” given by Selen Ansen, I met with ‘abnormal’ bodies on a 

scholarly level. The issues started to revolve in my mind, when I was taking Selen 
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Ansen’s course “Corporeity in Modern and Contemporary Thought”. For the final 

paper of this course, I found the Turkish translation of Catherine Pinguet’s 

“L'exhibition de l'Autre dans la construction de l'identité occidentale: Le “zoo 

humain” et ses avatars.”1 Pinguet takes the “human zoos” as a concept for 

constructing the Western self by displaying the Other. Pinguet points out the effect of 

racial discourse in creating these exhibitions of “human zoos.” Her article focuses on 

the interactions between the scientific hierarchy of races, creating image of the other 

and legitimizing the expansion of colonial empire.2 After reading Pinguet’s research, 

I started to make in-depth analyses on the concept of “human zoos” and its historical 

background. 

In addition to my academic interest, my personal interest on Other bodies 

began to increase as well. During that time, my mother had vitiligo, which is a skin 

illness. Her face and body was covered by white spots. Since we were living in a 

world, where everybody liked to watch, gaze and look at ‘unusual’ bodies, those 

white spots on my mother’s body aroused a visual interest by several people on the 

street. To tell you the truth, my academic interest on bodies that are exposed to visual 

interest began to shape in this way.    

     

 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Catherine Pinguet, “Batılı Kimliğin Oluşturulmasında Öteki’nin Segilenmesi: İnsanat Bahçesi ve 
Uğradığı Değişimler,” Cogito 44–45, no. Kış (2006): 73–103. This is the very first piece regarding the 
exhibiting of human, translated to Turkish. Please see; Sibel Yardımcı, “Canavar: Kültüralizm Ne 
Zamandı?,” E- Journal, E-Skop: Art History Criticism, accessed August 10, 2016, http://www.e-
skop.com/skopdergi/canavar-kulturalizm-ne-zamandi/928.  
2 Pinguet, “Batılı Kimliğin Oluşturulmasında Öteki,” 77–78. 
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b.   Scope and Aim of the Question 

 

The research question I investigated in this thesis is studying the history of 

ethnographic human exhibitions, broadly speaking. It entails around the idea of 

problematizing the transformation of ‘native’3 into ‘savage’ by pointing out the 

relations between anthropology and colonialism. My research question puts emphasis 

on the British context and its historical background on creating these displays and 

exhibitions from the beginning of nineteenth century.  

My starting point was to re-narrate Pascal Blanchard’s statement, which 

examines the Western invention of colonized people within the “human zoos” 

context, which was newly discovered term by historians.4 The concept of “human 

zoos” were expanded in the early nineteenth century in relation to the rise of theories 

of the scientific hierarchy of races, creation of images of the Other and legitimization 

of the expansion of the colonial empire.5 This term includes the practices of 

“exhibition, performance, education and domination.” 6 For Blanchard, the West 

invented the “savage” through gazing, spectacles, performers, shows, exhibitions and 

narratives.7 In this context, if we re-conceptualize Blanchard’s statement, an 

important question arises: how were the way of spectacles, exhibitions or any kind of 

narratives accepted? During the invention of the savage, did Western perception use 

any other practices or people? If there were other cultural and/or scientific practices, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 The word ‘native’ represents the nineteenth century discourse, which has brought with colonial and 
racial connotations. Since the word was invented during the nineteenth century by the European mind, 
I use the word native that I do not want to take away from its original context. Since the postcolonial 
theory has approached the word ‘native’ in critical, they prefer to use the word ‘indigenous’ in order 
to criticize the nineteenth century connotations.    
4 Pascal Blanchard, ed., Human Zoos: The Invention of the Savage (Paris: Actes Sud, 2011). 
5 Piguet, 77-78. 
6 Blanchard, Human Zoos: The Invention of the Savage, 16. 
7 Ibid. 
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how could these practices be related to exhibitionary order? Yet, the concept of 

“human zoos” expands its disciplinary boundaries and focuses on various fields such 

as history, anthropology and sociology.  

In a public level, the concept of human zoos appeared in between the 29th of 

November 2011 and the 3rd of June 2012, at the Quai de Branly Museum in Paris 

with a title Exhibitions. L’invention du sauvage (Exhibitions: Invention of the 

Savage). This exhibition was the outcome of the conference that started in Marseille 

in 2001 with the title Mémoire colonial: zoos humains? Corps Exotiques, corps 

enfermés, corps mesurés. (Colonial Memory: Human Zoos, Exotic Bodies, Caged 

Bodies, Measured Bodies). This exhibition aimed to unveil the history of men, 

women and children brought from Africa, Asia, Oceania and America to be 

displayed in the Western world during shows, theaters, world fairs, circuses or 

reconstructed villages. Exhibiting of non-Western world in the Western display areas 

started around sixteenth century and continued mid twentieth century.8 The title of 

the exhibition was the “Invention of the Savage”, which presented the fact that how 

the Western mind created the Other in regard to people from colonial lands, thus 

legitimizing their sovereignty in these regions. The exhibition attempted to tell this 

historical story with the help of paintings, old photographs, films, posters and 

postcards. Although the term is discovered recently, the phenomenon of dislocating 

“native” people and placing them on stage has a history. 

Carl Hagenbeck used the word “anthropozoological” to define the zoological 

history of humanity, which can still be seen in cultural evolution of the human 

species. He made contracts/mutual partnership with displayed people in order to get 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 “Exhibitions: Human Zoos,” accessed August 6, 2016, http://www.quaibranly.fr/en/exhibitions-and-
events/at-the-museum/exhibitions/event-details/e/exhibitions-34408/. 
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an attraction and curiosity from the audience. This was the combination of exoticism 

and knowledge, fantasy and rationality that was the time when ‘human zoos’ 

appeared. 9 Instead of the concept of “human zoos”, the term called 

“anthropozoological exhibitions”, re-used by Nadja Durbach, presents details on how 

the anthropological man became a part of the zoological display. Paul Greenhalgh, in 

his book Ephemeral Vistas, which covers the period from 1889 to 1914, uses the 

term ‘human showcases’.  

In addition to the personally organized exhibitions, the mid nineteenth 

century was the time when institutional exhibitions began to emerge. The second half 

of the nineteenth century witnessed the emergence of the World Exhibition, also 

known as World Fair or Expo. The first one was held by the Great Britain in London 

1851. “This type of exhibition model consisted of shows where manufactured 

products and traded materials of participating countries as well as peoples and 

traditions of the colonial world were exhibited under national pavilions.”10 In London 

1851, more than twenty five nations and many colonial territories were invited to 

exhibit their products, raw materials in Crystal Palace for the first world exhibition. 

It provided a large monumental building in which all colonial territories were to 

exhibit their materials in separate spaces. However, the 1867 Paris Exhibition was 

also an important exhibition area which gave first spatial order and hierarchy of 

nations were visible in the exhibition area. 11 Non-Europeans were displayed in their 

constructed tents to demonstrate their own indigenous life styles. These represented 

indigenous villages were important since they displayed models in these exhibitions. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 I.b.i.d. 
10 İlkay B. Ayvaz, “The Empire’s Exhibition and the City’s Biennial: Contemporary Impications of 
World as Picture,” Unpublished MA Thesis, (Bogazici University, 2010),6. 
11 Z. Çelik, Şarkın Sergilenişi: 19. Yüzyıl Dünya Fuarlarında İslam Mimarisi (İstanbul: Tarih Vakfı 
Yurt Yayınları, 2004), 57. 
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The racist discourse was utilized and re-narrated through the representation of these 

non-European life styles in order to suggest Social Darwinism to public life. 12 This 

new model of exhibition created an independent display zone for indigenous cultures 

especially for the colonial world. This desire has also translated itself into involving 

real people staging up in their original costumes and daily lives. 

Throughout the 19th century, the phenomenon of exhibiting/displaying 

Otherness went hand in hand with anthropology, racism and colonial discourse. The 

concept of human displays turned a difference into an invisible frontier between 

“them” and “us”. This dichotomy was related with “racism, segregation and eugenics 

ideas which were able to penetrate public opinion while entertaining them.”13 There 

was an impact of racial alterations in creating such exhibits in order to differentiate 

the Western Self from the non-Western Other. However, studying the content of 

these exhibitions through racial issues and by making historical analysis cannot be 

taken as a unilateral topic.  

Therefore, this thesis is a combination of three main concepts,          

colonialism/ colonial discourse, anthropology and human ethnographic exhibitions. 

The first chapter, examines the effect of British anthropology in the processes of 

transforming the indigenous people from native into ‘savage’, and how the 

anthropological practice was influential in this process during the early nineteenth 

century. By focusing on anthropological practices such as the birth of travel genre 

and ethnographic writing as well as its actors, this chapter attempts to make a self-

critical break with anthropology’s colonial past. The overall purpose of this chapter 

is to provide a preliminary theoretical insight into the colonial discourse and to show 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Piguet, 83.  
13 I.b.i.d. 
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how colonial discourse has a great impact on using scientific methods, 

anthropological frameworks and describing of “the Other”.  

In this chapter, I focus on this complex and challenging connection, which 

started around 1970s. Here, I borrow from Talal Asad’s work, the Anthropology and 

Colonial Encounter (1973), which supports the idea of “a self-critical break with 

anthropology’s previously uncritical past.”14 Here, I have two sets of research 

questions. The first set deals with the relationship between colonialism and 

ethnographic exhibitions and engages with questions such as how does the narrative 

structure of the display genre (world fairs, museums, human exhibitions or side 

shows) reflect the Western colonial world/discourse? The second set of question 

deals with the way the fields of science and entertainment are articulated in the 

staging and displaying of the Other. in exhibitions,, shows and world fairs15. 

In the second chapter, the history of the display genre and its ‘legitimate’ role 

in displaying the Other is examined in order to observe the link between the impact 

of colonial discourse in shaping these ethnographic human exhibitions. While doing 

this, postcolonial theory has provided useful tools for analyzing the representations 

of the otherness; besides the integration of body politics and racial theories are 

becoming more and more useful for analyzing the visual materials such as posters, 

advertisements and pamphlets.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
14 Phil Shadd, “Putting Power in Order,” Totem: The University of Western Ontario Journal of 
Anthropology 14, no. 1/8 (2006): 78. 
15 I am well aware that, there are three main concepts to define the world exhibitions; world fairs, 
universal exhibitions and universal expositions. Despite they have common points based on their 
exhibition structure, they belong to different histories, cultures and political situations. In some ways, 
it is also impossible to draw clear cut line between these concepts. Please see, Robert Rydell, 
“Foreword,” in Gendering the Fair: Histories of Women and Gender at World’s Fairs, ed. Tracey 
Jean Boisseau and Abigail M. Markwyn (Urbana, Chicago and Springfield: University of Illinois 
Press, 2010), vii–viii. Robert W. Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American 
International Expositions, 1876-1916 (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1987). 
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Along these lines, this chapter is closely related with a peak period of 

anthropological studies. The hierarchy of racists was theorized in an academic and 

hypothetical way. In addition to that, the representation of “Other” was constructed 

in a way to legitimize the colonial discourse. The “human zoo” exhibitions were 

playing a significant role about “shifting from academic racism through popular 

racism.”16 I, personally, do not prefer to re-narrate the concept of human zoos, and it 

is not possible to draw a clear cut distinction between the display of savage people 

and exhibitions of physical anomalies. Therefore, I would like to use the term called 

“ethnographic (human) exhibitions or shows” in order to refer to the exhibitions that 

were carried by famous ethnographers, ethnologists and anthropologists, especially 

starting with Saartja Baartman till the late nineteenth century.  

The final chapter starts with asking theoretical questions on ‘freak discourse’ 

and its close relation to human ethnographic shows. The concept of ‘freak show’ is 

examined in order to explain how the ethnographic shows went hand in hand with 

the ‘freak discourse’. Exhibiting “Other” cultures include some problems about how 

the image of “Other” is portrayed and transformed into the "exhibitionary order". 

These ethnographic human exhibitions face with problems in terms of representation 

of “native”, impact of colonial and also hegemonic “power” on “indigenous” 

societies. As Blanchard states the West invented “the savage” through gazing, 

spectacles, performers, shows, exhibitions, museums and also narratives.17 These 

exhibitions were related to the time of scientific racism and a time when Man (non-

westerners) thought as an “exotics” or “monsters”. These non-westerners were 

different, inferior and treated like “Other” beings. The display was not enough to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 C. Piguet, 78. 
17 P. Blanchard, Human Zoos: The Invention of Savage (Paris: Actes Sud, 2011), 16. 
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describe the activity of ethnographic shows, there were also huge number of people 

who wanted to see these activities. The public was curious and this became a 

performative space through the spectacle of the “savage”.  

The nineteenth-century was, actually, the age of transformation the native 

body into an object of anthropology. Presumably, studying the native in their natural 

space would not satisfy anthropologists’ scientific interest and passion. In the mid-

nineteenth century, the human specimens were imported by scientists, when the 

method of observation was being preferred in Western scientific laboratories rather 

than observing them in natural space. Curiosity was the main trigger to collect 

objects and bring them to the Western lands. Penetrating into distant lands and 

possessing the objects by collecting and displaying them was not probably enough 

for the Western mind. Since studying artefacts, objects and relics were not enough to 

prove the ‘scientific’ statements, scientists and practitioners needed to touch, to 

handle as well as to study not just by looking at the objects but searching, 

questioning and penetrating into the place of ‘native’. Therefore, anthropologists 

began to collect and even bring cultural and corporeal objects along the way to 

Europe. Thus, the collecting desire shifted its form into collecting and displaying 

human bodies. 

This collecting activity took place in the nineteenth century, when the British 

Empire reached its zenith period by expanding the colonial powers through distant 

lands. Therefore, this thesis below brings up debates and arguments about the 

intertwined connection between the colonial discourse/colonial history and 

anthropology and its role on creating these ethnographic human exhibitions. Within 

the analysis of ‘colonial anthropology’, it also puts emphasis on the effect of 
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anthropology’s colonial past to the origins of the exhibition genre and the creation of 

Otherness in legitimate way.  
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1.   CHAPTER 
ANTHROPOLOGY AS A POLITICAL AND A SCIENTIFIC ENCOUNTER 

WITH NATIVE PEOPLE 
 

 

 

“Well, it’s fascinating. You are looking at me 
like someone in a zoo, but why don’t you watch 
yourself in a mirror and look at yourself? 
Maybe one day I’ll come around, get my 
camera and start studying you people.”                                             

  –Ephraim Bani 
 

 

 

 The Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, of York 

Mariner, is a novel written by Daniel Defoe in 1719. Even though the novel is 

viewed as a fiction, it has been inspired by and carries the traces of actual historical 

details of colonialism and anthropological depictions. Daniel Defoe was an author, 

writer as well as a trader, pamphleteer and spy, born in England in 1660. The context 

of Defoe’s novel is shaped and influenced by the colonial history of British Empire. 

Thus, critics examine the novel by referring to it as a literary text about the history of 

British imperialism. As a postcolonial critic, Edward Said argues that the novel is 

about a European, who creates a world for himself on a non-European island.18 For 

Said, Robinson Crusoe’s mission is to reach distant lands- the African continent.19 

When he reaches the island, first he meets with the remoteness and the alteration of 

the territory.  Then, he masters the native man, Friday, who is depicted in the novel 

as pleased to be missionized, Christianized and civilized by Crusoe, soon to be his 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18 Edward W Said, Culture and Imperialism, 2nd ed. (New York: Vintage Books, 1994), xiii. 
19 Ibid., 75. 
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“master”.20 This unequal relationship reflects two important attitudes of Europeans 

toward native people: a mixture of the fear of the ‘primitive’ body and the desire to 

civilize them.21 Therefore, the content of the novel is composed of these two 

attitudes, which can also be read as one of the earliest anthropological depictions 

reflecting how the Western anthropological and ethnological descriptions portrayed 

the non-Western territory as well as people. Since the earliest anthropological 

thought emerged in Western travel writings during the seventeenth and eighteenth 

century, Defoe’s novel can, therefore, be taken as a textual representation of the non-

Western native on an anthropological basis. In this regard, the novel can be read not 

only as a piece of eighteenth century literary work, but also as a piece of 

“anthropological treatise”22 that embodies the mechanisms of unexpected colonial as 

well as anthropological encounter and reflects how the world of the native is being 

transformed into to an anthropological object of inquiry.  

Defoe’s novel encompasses around two issues: colonial and anthropological 

encounter. Why do I use the word encounter instead of using discovery?  Fifteenth 

century starts the age of discovery when European colonial and commercial 

explorations began to get in touch23 with cultures and peoples on a worldwide level. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Harry Liebersohn, “Anthropology before Anthropology,” in A New History of Anthropology, ed. 
Henrika Kuklick (Oxford, UK: Blackwell Publishing Ltd, 2008), 27. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Jacques Derrida, The Beast and the Sovereign, Volume II, ed. Michel Lisse, Marie-Louise Mallet, 
and Ginette Michaud, trans. Geoffrey Bennington (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2009), 
133. 
23 I specifically prefer to use the word ‘touch’, which refers to Jacques Derrida’s argument; “it is time 
to speak of the voice that touches- always at a distance, like the eye.” Derrida calls it “distance 
touching.” Adapting Derrida’s analysis to early anthropological methods, distance is a key and a 
necessary element for the nineteenth century anthropologists, because the object of inquiry as Luce 
Irigaray states, “must be kept at a distance” and it must be under the control of anthropologist. Please 
see; Jacques Derrida, On Touching, Jean-Luc Nancy, trans. Christine Irizarry (California: Stanford 
University Press, 2005) 112-301. Luce Irigaray, “Veiled Lips,” trans. Sara Speidel, Mississippi Review 
11, no. 3 (January 1, 1983): 105.  
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Since then, the European discoveries increasingly expanded by the time of the 

publication of Robinson Crusoe in 1719.  The term ‘discovery’ is a problematic one 

since being a transitive term that implies an object, and it also implies the passive 

status of the native who accordingly is being ‘found’ and ‘discovered’ by the 

Europeans. In agreement with the recent trend in history, in this thesis I use the term 

‘encounter’, which implies a reciprocal relationship, rather than a hegemonic and 

one-way mode of approaching the “Other”, other than self.24 However, these 

linguistic debates and the effort to find a more ‘friendly’, pacifist term does not 

change the fact that nineteenth century Western imperial powers have penetrated into 

non-Western cultures and invaded them by different means. In addition to the 

political, social and historical aspects of this ‘penetration’ and hegemony upon non-

Western countries and territories, there is also an anthropological aspect which is of 

importance since it has provided support to the latter and has contributed to the 

shaping of a world perception and mapping.  

This chapter focuses on the intersection of anthropology with the colonial 

history, which has been a crucial issue due to the understanding of the status of the 

native during the anthropological and colonial encounter. In order to interpret the 

characteristics and effects of this anthropological penetration, this chapter will 

examine the history of British anthropology, which had connection with two 

interrelated issues; one was the imperial expansion of Britain, and the other one was 

the adaptation of ‘scientific’ approaches. Therefore, this chapter will study the 

history of anthropology focusing on the nineteenth century, due to the relations of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24 The word ‘encounter’ has been used by not only historians but also archaeologists. Please see, Per 
Cornell and Fredrik Fahlander, eds., Encounters | Materialities | Confrontations: Archaeologies of 
Social Space and Interaction (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007). In addition to this, postcolonial 
theory has opened a field for archaeologists as well. Please see, Peter Van Dommelen, “Colonial 
Matters: Material Culture and Postcolonial Theory in Colonial Situations,” in Handbook of Material 
Culture, ed. Chris Tilley et al. (London: SAGE, 206AD), 104–24. 
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colonialism, impact of scientific and observational methodologies and the 

consequences of the encounter between the anthropologist and native in three main 

parts.  

 The first part of this chapter focuses on the historical relations between 

anthropology and colonialism, and concerns the development of anthropological 

practices in the nineteenth century, during which colonialism took place. In 

discussing the relations of anthropology with nineteenth century colonialism, there 

are two sorts of issues involved: the impact of British colonialism on anthropological 

practices and the effect of producing an anthropological knowledge in maintaining 

the colonial world. Taking its point of departure from Talal Asad’s perspective 

regarding the role of anthropology in aiding the British colonial and imperial 

expansion, this part also brings up many other critiques and arguments to analyze the 

mechanism of the relationship between colonialism and anthropology.  

The next part of this chapter will refer to the production of anthropological 

knowledge and the anthropological encounter starting from the fifteenth century, but 

placing more emphasis on the nineteenth century when the British Empire reached its 

peak point in terms of an imperial and a colonial state. Here, I will intend to examine 

the context of Western subject’s curiosity; the desire to reach the non-Western lands 

and the interest for the native’s so-called ‘exoticness’. I will first attempt to trace the 

production of anthropological knowledge starting from the birth of travel genre till 

the nineteenth century. 

The final part of this chapter takes a critical approach upon the problematic 

stance of the anthropological encounter. During the colonial period, the production 

of the anthropological knowledge has created ambivalent boundaries between the 
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anthropologist and the anthropologized25 native, between the observer and the 

observed. This can not only create an encounter between the anthropologist and the 

native; but it also creates temporal boundaries between the anthropologist, who 

posits himself as a subject, and the native, who is being posited as an object of 

anthropology defined by Johannes Fabian in Time and the Other: How Anthropology 

Makes Its Object (1983). Following the effect of temporal boundaries, the final part 

of this chapter will examine the transformation of the non-Western native into an 

object of inquiry within the temporal constructions. As a result, this chapter does not 

only deal with the relationship between colonialism and anthropology, but it also re-

conceptualizes the anthropologist-native encounter in terms of the effects of temporal 

constructions.  

The history of British colonialism helps me to problematize new questions 

about the relationship between the development of anthropological framework and 

the mechanisms of colonial encounter in the nineteenth century mindset. As 

postcolonial critics put new emphasis on the impact of colonial discourse on the 

ethnographical research, they pointed out the reciprocal relationship between 

anthropology and colonialism. In this chapter, I will make a literature review and 

critical assessment in order to define the impact of colonialism to the development of 

discipline and to analyze how were anthropological practices and figures nourished 

by the colonial discourse. I will, then, analyze the mechanisms of this unequal 

relationship between the anthropologists and the ‘native’. As Defoe drew our 

attention to this unequal colonial and anthropological encounter, my main question 

revolves around: what happens when anthropologist meet with ‘native’?  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25 Anthony Cohen, Self Consciousness: An Alternative Anthropology of Identity (London  ; New York: 
Routledge, 1994), 5. 



	  
	  

16	  

 

1.1.  Colonial Relations and the History of Anthropology 
 

 The intersection of British imperial history and the birth of anthropological 

research has become a major issue for social scientists, historians and 

anthropologists.26 Therefore, rather than defining what anthropology is, which 

historical transformations the discipline has experienced or what anthropological 

practice(s) consist of. In this thesis, I specifically focus on colonialism as a 

fundamental backbone of anthropology. In the context of this research, the backbone 

of anthropology is colonialism. Since colonialism27 cannot be considered as a single 

and unilateral issue, it is the mode of governing which has been carried and followed 

the “European pattern of domination, violence, invasion, exploitation or using power 

over others”28, while on the other hand it was “an encounter with European 

knowledge, techniques and modes of representation.”29 By accepting colonialism as 

a matter of European encounters, which take place in the space of African natives, 

this thesis chooses to focus more precisely on the nineteenth century, a historical 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 Wendy James, “The Anthropologist as Reluctant Imperialist,” in Anthropology & the Colonial 
Encounter, ed. Talal Asad (London: Ithaca Press, 1975), 41–69; Talal Asad, ed., “Introduction: 
Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter,” in Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter (London: 
Ithaca Press, 1975), 9–19; Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1983). 
27 The word ‘colonialism’ is derived from the Latin word colonia, meaning a Roman settlement in a 
newly conquered region. Catherine Hall prefers to use colonialism to describe the use of European 
exploitation on ‘other’ people. I would not prefer to use colonialism only as a matter of European 
dominance on non-European others. Instead, I prefer to open up the meaning of colonialism and 
expand the definition of Franz Fanon’s who defines the colonialism as a practice of mutual relations 
between colonizer and colonized. Please see; Catherine Hall, “Introduction: Thinking the 
Postcolonial, Thinking the Empire,” in Cultures of Empire: Colonizers in Britain and the Empire in 
the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries  : A Reader, ed. Catherine Hall (Manchester, UK: Manchester 
University Press, 2000), 5-6. 
28 Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Richard Philcox, New Edition (New York: Grove 
Press, 2004), 40. 
29 John L. Comaroff and Jean Comaroff, Of Revelation and Revolution: The Dialectics of Modernity 
on a South African Frontier (London: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 19. 
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period during when the colonies of the British Empire were expanded through the 

African continent. 

 From the sixteenth century onward, the British Empire enlarged its 

territories as part of its gradual imperial expansion. By the mid-nineteenth century, 

the territory of the Empire encompassed 26 percent of the world’s total population.30 

The colonies of the British Empire -including Australia, New Zealand, and Canada-, 

expanded into the African continent, and colonial officials were assigned to rule in 

these regions. In his historical and critical essay on British Imperialism, The Lion’s 

Share: A Short History of British Imperialism 1850-2000, Bernard Porter mentions 

that, there was an unequal form of government between the British colonies. For 

instance, Australia had its own prime ministers, whereas the British colonial 

administrators governed the Gold Coast of Africa dictatorially.31 The colonial power 

is based upon the rule of difference and the creation of categories, which 

differentiates among the colonies of settlement.  Australia and Africa were not 

governed in the same way, because the racial and ethnic factors went into deciding 

which regions got their own governors and others were subdued under dictatorships. 

Partha Chatterjee calls this unequal colonial way of governing “the rule of colonial 

difference.”32 For Chatterjee, colonial power is based on the creation and 

preservation of alienation, namely on the distinction established between colonizers 

and colonized.33  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
30 Christopher Alan Bayly, Imperial Meridian: The British Empire and the World, 1780-1830 
(London: Longman, 1989), 3. 
31 Bernard Porter, The Lion’s Share: A Short History of British Imperialism, 1850-2004, 4th ed. 
(London: Pearson Education Limited, 2004), 13–14. 
32 Partha Chatterjee, The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories (Princeton, 
N.J: Princeton University Press, 1993), 10. 
33 Ibid. 
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 The constitution of colonial power on the African continent was 

accomplished at the Berlin Conference (1884-1885). This conference was aimed to 

make an agreement on imperial boundaries to prevent any future political problems 

among European nations.34 Between 1881 and 1914, seven European nations - Great 

Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, Spain, and Italy invaded and took 

control of the great majority of the African continent. While 10% of Africa was 

European control in 1870; that number has increased to 90% by 1914. This division 

and restructuring of the African continent - known as the Scramble for Africa, 

Partition of Africa or the Conquest of Africa- was definitely a very important 

historical threshold during the colonial period. Between the mid and late nineteenth 

century, Britain became one of the largest colonial powers in Africa. In the Age of 

Empire: 1875-1914, Eric Hobsbawn has stated that, one of the strongest colonial 

powers was the British Empire, which had placed colonies in order to take the 

control of distant lands and sea.35 European states sought to gain the control of 

natural resources in Africa, which made the Europeans more powerful in economical 

way.36 Nineteenth century British colonialism can simply be defined as an imperial 

system with an emphasis on the settlement of territory, economic exploitation and an 

attempt to govern colonized inhabitants and their occupied lands by force.37 Why 

were the British powers so obsessed with setting up a colonial power in Africa? 

 One of the most recent book published about the colonial relations between 

Europe and Africa is The African Experience (2016), written by Vincent Khapoya, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Vincent B. Khapoya, “Colonialism and the African Experience,” in The African Experience 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2016), 99–100. 
35 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire: 1875- 1914 (New York: Vintage Books, 1989), 67. 
36 Ali A. Mazrui, “European Exploration and Africa’s Self-Discovery,” The Journal of Modern 
African Studies 7, no. 4 (1969): 661–76. 
37 Elleke Boehmer, Colonial and Postcolonial Literature: Migrant Metaphors (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 2. 
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who expands Ali Mazrui’s statements in his article titled “European Exploration and 

Africa’s Self Discovery” (1969) by providing three main reasons for the European 

colonial interest on the African region: scientific, religious and political. The first 

reason was collecting scientific knowledge about the unknown continent. Europeans 

began to discover the African geography and studied on African people, culture and 

life. The second reason was dependent upon missionary works, which aimed to 

convert African to Christianity. The last reason was based on imperialism, the 

passion by Europeans to reach to distant lands and to politically govern them. For 

Khapoya, these three reasons are very much interconnected. The geopolitical 

importance of Africa was of great political interest to the imperial powers. For 

instance, during the beginning of the nineteenth century, Britain occupied the 

southern coastal side of Africa as a military district, which gave them a geopolitical 

advantage to fight against France. 

 From the eighteenth century until the end of the nineteenth century, 

European colonial nations had been working on having a status of power and wealth 

status. This interest was mostly nourished by the psychological motivation “of being 

a great power”38. This psychological motivation was followed with the expansion of 

colonial powers, which can be considered in geographical or economical terms, as 

well as in cultural ones. The cultural interest of colonization was deeply based upon 

the European ethnocentric thought that has agreed with the idea that non-Europeans 

were socially, technologically and politically inferior. These European racist or 

ethnocentric perspectives were partly rooted in Christianity, which aimed to spread 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
38 Khapoya, “Colonialism and the African Experience,” 104. By saying “psychological satisfaction of 
being a great power”, Khapoya implies the psychological self-importance felt by Europeans in 
controlling the continent alone. For instance, Britain wanted to colonize and penetrate to whole 
continent by itself. The competition among the European powers were based upon the reason why 
they wanted to be great power in the colonial lands. 



	  
	  

20	  

the Christian doctrine to non-Christian lands.39 In this regard, Ali Mazrui’s article, 

pointing out the three reasons of European colonialism and Vincent Khapoya’s 

statements include important points to understand the backstage of the European 

colonial motivation in possessing the African continent.  

In addition to the historical side of colonialism, postcolonial studies are 

interested in to making the analysis and producing critiques of ‘colonial discourses’. 

This discourse as a phrase takes attention to the variety of texts and practices 

produced within their ‘own’ imperial regions, and this discourse produces politics by 

applying the colonial hegemony to Other regions.40 The colonial discourse has been 

deconstructed and problematized by using the postcolonial theory. This is a 

theoretical approach, which is creating critical questions and possible answers to the 

process of how and why the West created and constructed certain kinds of 

knowledge about the non-Western regions and cultures, especially those that were 

governed under the colonial power. Edward Said’s Orientalism was framed around 

idea that the European culture produced, shaped and constituted the Orient in social, 

political, ideological, scientific and even imaginative contexts during the post-

Enlightenment period.41 That production was made through discourses, which 

created the Orient as an object of power. Said claimed that such practices of power, 

produced through academic disciplines such as history, anthropology and philology, 

were playing a significant role in maintaining the control of colonial rule over the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
39 The racial categorization was dependent upon the idea in which God categorized and marked 
people with distinctive 'racial' features. Charles Darwin's publication made the first serious challenge 
to the Biblical 'racial' explanation and taxonomies. Please see; Nathaniel Gates, “Volume 
Introduction,” in Critical Race Theory: Essays on the Social Construction and Reproduction of 
“Race” (New York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1997), viii. 
40 Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, and Margeret Iverson, “Introduction: Colonial Discourse/ Postcolonial 
Theory,” in Colonial Discourse/ Postcolonial Theory, ed. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, and Margeret 
Iverson (Manchester, U.K.: Manchester University Press, 1994), 2. 
41 Edward W. Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979), 5. 
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non-European regions. Those productions depended on various binary oppositions 

between Europeans and non-Europeans which always shaped and defined the latter 

as an ‘uncivilized’, ‘barbarous’, ‘exotic’ and ‘savage’. This can also be taken as an 

encounter, happened between Europeans and their ‘others’ that began when the 

colonial formation was taking place during the nineteenth century.  

These binary oppositions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ was the core issue of 

creating a colonial discourse around the non-European world in the nineteenth 

century.42 In that sense, this discourse was produced by this colonial encounter 

between the West and the non-West. However, Homi K. Bhabha suggests that the 

colonial encounter and discourse can not be thought to be unified and unidirectional. 

The notion of the “ambivalent, contradictory mode of representation”43 presents the 

ambivalence side of colonial discourse. Based on Bhabha’s suggestion, the colonial 

discourse, always reproduces itself, cannot be limited to certain categories, 

geographies and histories, it can be seen in any part of daily life and it is visible in 

any kind of sovereign, active and powerful discourses, sites, places, and 

representations, etc.   

In creating a colonial discourse, language is playing a significant role. Said 

defines the language by pointing out the relationship between the representation and 

language, which is central in the process of meaning production.44 Based on Said’s 

understanding, if the author who uses the language and produces meanings, in order 

to represent his/her outer world, then the author gains the authority. However, by 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
42 Etymological meaning of the word 'identity' is closely related to the colonial discourse. The term 
identity is derived from the Latin word ‘identitas’ which is formed from 'idem' and it means the 
'same'. Thus it expresses the notion of sameness and likeness.  
43 Homi K. Bhabha, “The Other Question: Stereotype, Discrimination and the Discourse of 
Colonialism,” in The Location of Culture (London; New York: Routledge, 1994), 70. 
44 Stuart Hall, “Introduction,” in Representation: Cultural Representations and Signifying Practices, 
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saying language, I do not imply a speech or certain form of vocabulary. John Scott 

argues that language is not to be understood as simply words, vocabulary or as a set 

of grammatical rules; rather language is a system of constitution of a meaning and it 

organizes cultural practices “by which people represent and understand their world, 

including who they are and how they relate to others.”45 This is a dialogue as Stuart 

Hall defines that it is“always an unequal exchange.”46 Colonial discourse was 

obviously not an equal encounter, rather it was based upon ways of differences. In 

that sense, what was the impact of creating a difference within the colonial 

encounter?  

Himani Bannerji defines the concept of difference by arguing that “social 

relations of power and ruling, not as what people intrinsically are, but what they are 

ascribed as in the context of domination.”47 Differences, whether of race, ethnicity or 

gender, are culturally produced, and they are always integrated with the power. 

Therefore, it is not possible to talk about fixed and stable differences. They are 

always reproduced and applied to certain disciplines, practices and representations, 

when the colonial encounter takes place in. From the time of colonial encounters, the 

increasing interactions between Europeans and non-Europeans produced a new 

category, race.  In that sense, the concept of race is one of the crucial categories that 

has been nourished by the concept of difference. At this point, the questions become: 

what was the relationship between the emergence of racial difference and the 

histories of colonial projects? What were the concrete forms and consequences of 

British colonialism in Africa during the late nineteenth century?  
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46 Hall, “Introduction,” 4. 
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Gathering scientific knowledge about the unknown of the periphery and 

distant lands, such as the African continent (later called the ‘Dark Continent’) would 

be the best option to explain the obsessive curiosity of the European explorers.48 This 

curiosity was carried on a ‘scientific’ platform, since many of the early explorers 

worked as geographers, scientists, ethnographers and anthropologists. As Catherine 

Hall has noted, colonization starts with the possession of lands and people by 

mapping, describing, defining them, differentiating them from themselves, writing 

them in their own language, depicting and representing them visually and even 

liberating, civilizing them.49 The “civilizing” mission of the European colonizers 

were based upon the idea that Africans were backward and uncivilized. In addition to 

the requirement of the civilizing missions, the European colonial mindset was 

obsessed with the physical properties of the African people, whose skin color and 

physical properties led Europeans to believe that colonization was a necessary 

process.50 Therefore, the colonial world needed members of various fields of study 

such as geography, arts, botany, science, medicine as well as literature, to study these 

“Other” peoples and legitimize colonization. Nicholas Dirks argues that, the colonial 

world enlarged its territories of conquest with the help of cartography, geography 

and even botany.51 Hence, nineteenth century constitutes a significant period, not 

only in terms of the British expansion in political and economical spheres, but also 

due to the development of - ‘scientific’ - disciplines including anthropology. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
48 The word ‘dark’ was referred to the ‘unexplored’ lands of Africa. However, the colour of dark 
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49 Hall, “Introduction: Thinking the Postcolonial, Thinking the Empire,” 25. 
50 Khapoya, “Colonialism and the African Experience,” 106–7. 
51 Nicholas B. Dirks, “Introduction: Colonialism and Culture,” in Colonialism and Culture, ed. 
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Colonialism was related to various practices, methodologies and disciplines, 

among which stands anthropology, also engaged in the colonial project, by utilizing 

the colonial stage as a laboratory.52 This relationship cannot be taken as unilateral or 

one way, but rather as a reciprocal relationship which effects or mutually nourishes 

or hinders each other. This is the precise point where I build my argument on: what 

were the relationships between anthropology and colonialism or, in short ‘colonial 

anthropology’? Instead of discussing the relations between anthropology and 

colonialism on a historical level, I intend to point out how colonialism and 

anthropology are reciprocally related with and how they mutually nourish each other.  

 

1.1.1.   Anthropology as a Colonial Field: A Critical Approach 

The relation of colonialism with anthropological methods and practices has 

been one of the most controversial issues in the historiography of anthropology 

established as a field of inquiry and knowledge upon the postcolonial criticisms.53 In 

the 1960s and 1970s, critics such as Kathleen Gough (1968), Dell Hymes (1969), and 

Talal Asad (1975) have raised fundamental questions about the political role of 

British anthropologists and their colonial interactions. Their main arguments have 

involved the relation of anthropology to western imperialism54 and the status of 

anthropology as a practice of “scientific colonialism”55. Although, today these 

arguments have been rejected by many others, we still use these critical arguments, 
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emerged in the 70s, in our works. Therefore, with the help of postcolonial and 

critical studies, anthropology now became a discipline that can confront with its 

colonial past.  

The assumption that Western colonialism was associated with anthropology 

became an issue of great interest to many of us. Since the 1950s, critics have been 

working and focusing on the history of anthropology within the history of Western 

colonialism. This issue has gained a new dimension, when the book, Anthropology 

and the Colonial Encounter was published by Talal Asad in 1973. Asad, supports the 

idea that during the nineteenth century, the British colonial presence had an effect on 

the development of anthropological studies. Emphasizing the relations between 

anthropology and colonialism, Asad does not question whether anthropologists were 

or were not involved in supporting and helping the British colonialism in Africa56, he 

rather examines how anthropology took a colonial mission throughout history57. 

Asad does not merely intend to look at the history of British anthropology as a 

reflection of the colonial system or to study the development of anthropology as a 

discipline or even to approach the history of anthropology as a product of colonial 

era58. Instead, he prefers to take the history of British anthropology by referring to 

colonialist attempts that were based upon political authority and legitimacy.59 For 

Asad, it is important to examine the history of the nineteenth century and the 

political role of European anthropologists who were taking various colonial 
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positions, such as merchants, missionaries, and colonial administrators, and at the 

same time, providing various information to the British Empire.60  

Based on Asad’s arguments, Western imperialism was mostly implicated in 

the development of British anthropology. The colonial actors of the empires were 

critical figures in the project of European exploration, imperial expansion and as well 

as producing the anthropological knowledge. For example, Sir George Grey (1812-

1898) who was one of the well-known colonial governors in the mid-nineteenth 

century, worked as a British colonial proconsul, a missionary, and a traveler. 

Throughout Grey’s years as a colonial governor, he was interested in collecting 

ethnographical materials of the Maori culture, and in the end, he published his 

findings.61 George Stocking’s Victorian Anthropology (1987) describes Grey as an 

ethnographer, a colonial despot and a supporter of Anglo-Saxon imperialism.62 Since 

colonialism transformed the colonized space into a territory of research for the 

discipline of anthropology63, George Grey took an active role both in the imperial 

government and as well as in the anthropological field.   

 In her essay, The Anthropologist and Reluctant Imperialist (1975), Wendy 

James suggests that the development of social anthropology was a source for a 

“radical criticism” of the colonial order.64 As James states it, anthropology became a 

political field and thus anthropologists became the ones who worked for the colonial 
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power to gather information on the native people.65 Pointing to their intimate 

relationship with colonial power, Wendy James uses the term ‘colonial 

anthropologists’ for the people who fulfilled political roles by collecting 

anthropological information and presenting it as a scientific basis for the imperial 

government and the legitimacy of the European sovereignty.66 In James’ analysis, the 

term ‘colonial anthropology’ is a crucial way of  demonstrating the anthropological 

position of colonial administrators who worked for the imperial system while doing 

ethnographic research and working on colonized regions. According to Eyal Ben-

Ari, colonial anthropology should be taken as a social science, which developed and 

evolved with various actors in it. For Ben-Ari, colonial anthropology entails around 

the relations between anthropologists and other colonial actors, or in other words it is 

the interlaced relationship between the scientific field and the political space. 

Therefore, colonial anthropologists provided two essential resources for the imperial 

world: gathering anthropological facts on the non-Western ‘colonized’ ones and 

ensuring a political legitimacy.67  

 During the nineteenth century, when Britain reached its peak point as an 

imperial and a colonial state, anthropologists worked for the imperial system by 

gathering ethnographic information. For instance, James Hunt (1833-1869) who was 

working for the Ethnological Society of London, worked for promoting the discipline 

especially to the colonial world. The political status of Hunt gives us clues about 

being a colonial anthropologist, who had a political role in forming and providing an 

anthropological narrative regarding the life, culture and bodily features of native 

people. According to Efram Sera-Shriar, Hunt was actively involved in expanding 
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the ethnological literature through the British colonial world.68 At that point, 

collecting anthropological knowledge was the ‘building block’ for the colonial 

world.  As Henrika Kuklick states in the British Tradition (2008), anthropology’s 

academic success is closely depended on promoting the discipline to colonial 

world.69 The colonial anthropologist became a figure and a person, who started 

taking on a colonial role in maintaining as well as in transferring the ethnographic 

knowledge into a more ‘disciplinary’ framework within the colonial order. Thus, the 

British Empire did not only colonize in geographical or in economical terms, but it 

exploited the anthropological practices and methodologies.  

 The relationship between the political role of the anthropologist and its 

relations to colonialism has become a popular matter but still remains controversial 

since many current academic studies are exploring this topic from an anthropological 

point of view through postcolonial critique. There are two main critical approaches 

regarding the relationship between colonialism and anthropology, which are 

contradictory yet complementary. The first suggests that colonialism has created a 

consequent field for anthropological studies. The second one argues that the imperial 

world need anthropologists to obtain “objective” information about the people, 

civilizations, cultures and spaces that had been or were planned to be colonized. 

Thus, the imperial world was not only shaped around the notion of exploration, but it 

was characterized by a ‘disciplinary’ exploitation which affected the development of 

anthropology within the colonial order. This is the reason why I suggest that the 

relations between anthropology and colonialism were built on a reciprocal 

connection. These two arguments do not only remind of the politics of anthropology, 
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but they also reflect how the status of the anthropologist has been constructed since 

the nineteenth century through a political and legitimate role within the colonial 

order by penetrating in, taking possession of and inhabiting the world of native. 

While analyzing the relationship between anthropology and colonialism or the status 

of the colonial anthropologist, putting all the blame on colonialism will only offer a 

limited perspective. Therefore, the next section will follow up the patterns of 

European expeditions and anthropological practices, which inevitably became a part 

of colonial discourse. 

   

1.2.  From the Art of Travel to the Birth of Ethnography  

Franz Kafka’s novel, written in 1926, The Castle (Das Schloß) points out a 

relationship between surveyors and colonialism. In the Castle, the protagonist 

surveys the landscape as an outsider who looks down from above. Etymologically, 

“to survey” is derived from Latin “sur” and “videre” which means “to over-see”. In 

today’s English, “to survey” means to look down at something from above. This 

presents how the double meaning of land surveying - measuring and over-seeing- is 

articulated within the text. From this point of view, Franz Kafka’s The Castle (Das 

Schloß) problematizes the political side of colonialism and the Castle invites its 

readers to ask questions on the problematic side of colonialism. While Kafka’s novel 

is a literary piece, the connection between traveler’s visual curiosity and the process 

of gaining authority reminds me of the relation colonial narration to the art of travel. 

 Why do we travel? Why do we want to see ‘new’ things and to reach distant 

places? In the fourteenth century, Ibn Battuta travelled through Anatolia, including 

both the Muslim and non-Muslim regions. He was observing, talking with people, 

and even telling stories to them. While he was a traveler, he turned into a story teller. 
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His travel accounts were published with the title Rihla (Journey). When the traveler 

becomes a storyteller, travelogues or travel writings begin to emerge. Through 

travelogues, the traveler becomes a person, who narrates the outer world through 

writing. In this context, we can state that, Ibn Battuta becomes an author or a person 

who has an authority to narrate the outer World.  

During the nineteenth century, the process of writing travelogues began to be 

based upon methodological principles, and disciplinary approaches. Due to the 

increasing curiosity towards the Other, storytellers became people who define the 

native in more specific ways. And as such, travelogues turned into ethnography or 

ethnographic writing, which had its roots in observation and the production of a 

written and/or visual world. Over time, ethnography broadened its limits and 

provided a new perspective about the relations between text and (colonial) context.70 

Therefore, ethnographic text can be realized in any representation, in that sense, it is 

better to take ethnography to be a (textual and/or visual) knowledge of any certain 

group constituted by observers (such as scientists/ ethnographers/ missionaries/ 

writers). Thus, I take ethnographic knowledge both as a study on non-European 

society, and more importantly as a reflection of how story tellers narrate the outside 

world. In this section, I will provide a brief background starting from the European 

travel genre till the birth of ethnographic practices. These two historical processes do 

not have any starting or finishing points and they cannot be differentiated from one 

another. In our ‘modern’ world, for instance, everybody can be a traveler and/or an 

ethnographer, by traveling to distant lands, making observations, taking notes and 

writing diaries. In this section, I focus on three specific questions: how did 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
70 Oscar Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” in The 
Ethnography of Vietnam’s Central Highlanders: A Historical Contextualization, 1850-1990 (London: 
RoutledgeCurzon, 2003), 9. 



	  
	  

31	  

anthropology start to be emerged from the travel genre? Do they use similar 

methodologies to create a specific type of knowledge? Or do they act differently?  

 In the mid nineteenth century, European explorations reached their peak points 

in terms of discovering and writing on Africa being as an unknown, exotic and 

curious place. After the European encounter, Africa as a savage, distant and curious 

place began to be constructed as an imaginary but dark site.  The discovery of 

African imaginary produced textual and visual materials which played a great role in 

analyzing the mechanisms of the European exploration. These materials (mostly 

illustrated travel accounts) were created by the first British explorers, who had 

travelled to central Africa during the mid nineteenth century. In her important study 

of the mechanisms of British exploration to Africa, Visualizing Africa in Nineteenth-

Century British Travel Accounts (2008), Leila Koivunen followed the traces of 

nineteenth century European productions of Africa by focusing on the practices of 

visual representation and illustration processes.71 Koivunen defined the years 

between 1850s and 1880s as a peak period of European exploration in central Africa. 

Another approach, takes the Berlin Conference that resulted in the ‘Scramble of 

Africa’ as the centerpiece.72 These historical definitions, trying to find the exact date 

of the peak period of European colonization, construct one specific and monolithic 

historical timeline to define the mechanisms of exploration in all of central Africa.  

However, if a careful study of the history of the production of textual materials 

demonstrates that the discovery of African imaginary started to be seen long before 

the nineteenth century. Since the bureaucrats, travelers, scientists and missionaries 

took notes, wrote diaries, the African imaginary had already been written and 
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produced by Europeans. The ‘savagery’ and beastliness of Africans had been a main 

concern of the earliest reports by travelers who defined African natives as 

“barbarously cruel, “rude and beastlike” or “uncivil and selfish.”73 In the Age of 

Exploration, Africa and Africans were defined as savage, primitive, apelike, cruel 

and barbarous. The production of the savagery was subject to various definitions and 

depictions during the colonial period.  These now lead us to the questions regarding 

what was the mechanism of the production of Africa as an Other? What were the 

effects of the European mind in constructing the Other through the travel genre? 

 

1.2.1.   The Effect of the European Imperial Perspective in the Birth of Travel Genre 

 Anthropology’s relationship with the travel genre has been mostly studied 

from a historical point of view. Justin Stagl’s a History of Curiosity: The Theory of 

Travel 1550-1800 (1995) discussed the history of travel, which focused on the 

methods and techniques of ethnography. Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of 

Ethnography (1986) edited by James Clifford and George E. Marcus, was one of the 

first publications that focused on the close relationship between ethnography and 

travel genre from an interdisciplinary perspective. In this book, Clifford and Marcus 

collected articles offering critical perspectives on the history of Western colonial 

encounter with ‘Other’ cultures by using critical thinking and postcolonial theory.74 

The increasing impact of postcolonial studies is clearly seen in the recent 

publications of historical, literary, cultural and political studies. Peter Hulme and 
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Russell McDougall edited the book titled Writing, Travel and Empire: In the 

Margins of Anthropology (2007). Its main aim is to understand some of the peculiar 

elements of historical travel records, which had mostly ethnographic content. While 

the effect of postcolonial approach is seen in the several chapters of the book, Hulme 

and Mcdougall attempts to widen the general understanding of the travel genre by 

placing it within the historical context of the British Empire through a postcolonial 

approach.75 Clifford and Marcus’ volume contained of critical and literary essays, 

which all challenged the Western understanding and representation about the Other, 

to explore the poetics and politics of cultural invention. Hulme and McDougall’s 

volume contained of essays, which looked at the relationship between imperial mind 

and ethnography through historical and anthropological point of view. It focused on 

the history of British anthropology by providing a critical framework to the question: 

how the discipline of anthropology became a professional manner in terms of 

separating the discipline from travel genre and dislocating the ethnographic practice 

from its colonial contexts. These two edited volumes fundamentally demonstrated 

that the history anthropology cannot be rewritten without thinking about the impact 

of travelers and travel writing to the birth of anthropological space during the 

colonial period. Their main aim was to point out that not only anthropologists, but 

also political figures continued to shape the ethnographic representation.  

 European expeditions to Africa marked a crucial stage regarding the 

transformation of native into an ethnographic inquiry through textual and visual 

representation during the birth of anthropology as a discipline. Before the twentieth 

century, there were travel writers who travelled distant lands and took notes about 
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what they saw. As Justin Stagl pointed out, the practice of travel, as we understand it 

today, took place in or from the European continent and emerged in the sixteenth 

century. Stagl states that, the practice of travel or the art of travel changed its shape 

and moved from the pilgrimage tours to the Enlightenment expeditions.76 This 

change cannot be described as an unilateral change, but rather as a two-way 

interaction that brought with it many other shifts by the means of temporal and 

spatial effects. 

 In the Time and the Other (1983), Johannes Fabian focuses on the temporal 

context, which creates the basis of the production of anthropological knowledge. 

Fabian’ temporality is based upon the effect of anthropological ‘distancing’ in 

creating a specific narration around the non-European Other. Fabian explores the 

practice of travel by focusing on the impact of religion and trade. The cities with 

religious significance, Jerusalem and Rome are located always at the center which 

symbolize the “incorporating” meaning of crusade, pilgrimage and mission. In 

Fabian’s terminology, it is the “distancing” practice of travel which began from the 

present time and ended in the past or advanced from now/here to then/there.77 

However, the significance of religious was not the only effect of the travel practices 

in creating anthropological knowledge. Trade relationships and searching for the 

prestigious and valuable materials, such as gold and coffee was another type of 

practice for early travelers in creating certain types of knowledge. For instance, if we 

look back to the travels of Christopher Columbus and ask why Columbus made 

journeys across the Atlantic Ocean in the late fifteenth century, the answer that we 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
76 Justin Stagl, “The Methodising of Travel in the 16th Century: A Tale of Three Cities,” History and 
Anthropology 4, no. 2 (January 1990): 303–38; Quoted in Oscar Salemink, “Introduction: 
Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” in The Ethnography of Vietnam’s Central 
Highlanders: A Historical Contextualization, 1850-1990 (London: Routledge Curzon, 2003), 10. 
77 Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object, 27. 
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will get is simply to look at his purposes of his journeys. Columbus had two main 

missions: one was to look for gold and the other one was to spread the Christian 

thought.78 Since the time of Columbus’ travels, the ‘distancing’ effect has been 

characterized around the context of trade and religion. These two motives have some 

lacking points, since there have been other factors to trigger the notion of traveling, 

such as cultural, political and economic ones. These motives of traveling create a 

legitimate basis in some ways to create a knowledge around the Other. Therefore, the 

practice of travel cannot be described as a simple way of European explorers to 

create knowledge, rather it is the effect of European state-formation and having a 

power on re-constructing the sphere of knowledge in its entirety. What Fabian says 

cannot simply be described as a “distancing effect” in shaping the anthropological 

knowledge. Rather, the practice of travel can be defined by asking this important 

question: how and which tools did European explorers and travelers use in order to 

re-construct the anthropological knowledge?  

 In this regard, Peter Pels and Oscar Salemink argue that there was a 

movement from the art of travel toward a collection of knowledge as things, which is 

associated with the increasing number of trade and shipping. This movement does 

not only express the material relations between Europeans and the ‘others’, but also 

it is the use of European economical and political sovereign powers on others.79 

Therefore, the term ars apodemica or ‘the art of travel’80 suggests that there was a 

link between the technologies of observation and the economical rise of European 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 Ali Rattansi, Racism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), 21. 
79 Peter Pels and Oscar Salemink, “Introduction: Locating the Colonial Subjects of Anthropology,” in 
Colonial Subjects: Essays on the Practical History of Anthropology, ed. Peter Pels and Oscar 
Salemink (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2002), 17. 
80 Another term ‘the art of survey’ can also be replaced. The word “to survey” is derived from Latin 
“sur” and “videre” which means “to over-see”; in today’s English, “to survey” means to look down at 
something from above.  
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imperial powers through non-European others. With the rise of imperial powers, the 

ars apodemica, the art of travel cannot only be described as going from one place to 

another place, it was made for the purpose of distancing of European exploration, 

which began from the here and towards there.81  

 Exploring non-European locations would not be enough for the people who 

were eager to share their new discoveries with the European public. Therefore, 

travelers began to write ethnographic journals about what they saw. These travel 

writings were not randomly written. Instead, they presented ethnographic knowledge 

in an organized and categorized basis. This kind of travel writing should not only be 

taken as keeping records on non-Western people, which includes the ethnographic 

representations imposed upon the native people, but it should also be seen as a 

project of creating and reminding the imperial power to the European public. In the 

Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992), Mary Louise Pratt 

focuses on the eighteenth century, when the European travelers produced 

ethnographic texts on the rest of the world. She argues that, one of the most 

important tools that European travelers utilized was the scientific expedition, which 

carried the natural world into patterns of European order. She developed the term 

‘contact zone’ in order to define the relations of the European expansion with the 

status of colonized ‘other’. In the contact zone as a social space, cultures meet and 

somehow clash with each other, depending on the “asymmetrical relations of 

domination and subordination.”82 It is the site of exploitation and violence where the 

practices of European expedition were taking place. It is not just a space where the 

two binary oppositions have been clashing with each other, it is also a site where the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object, 25. 
82 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Routledge, 2007), 4. 
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European constructions of subordinate others have been produced through the use of 

representation.83 Travel writing would thus be one of the earliest sites of 

representation for the analysis of both European colonizer and non-European 

colonized.  As Simon Gikandi points out, the practice of travel writing produces 

narratives that are interested in “self-realization in the spaces of other.”84 Therefore, 

travel writing cannot only be only described as an ethnographic material, based upon 

‘indigenous’ people, but it also contains the connotations of European 

representations in the spaces of Other. 

 By the mid nineteenth century, travel writing or the ars apodemica changed 

its structure and turned into an anthropological manual of travel. These manuals, 

which were published by British anthropological institutions in the mid nineteenth 

century, aimed to protect and to prevent the extinction of ‘native’ people. In 1839, 

James Cowles Prichard, who was one of the leading British anthropologists of the 

Aborigines Protection Society (APS), stated that “ethnography, or the natural history 

of human races, while opportunities for pursing the investigation…. Are every day 

failing and disappearing forever.”85 According to Prichard, anthropology should 

collect, document and produce ethnographic information on the various races of 

people before they disappear during the harsh exploration of imperial power. After 

Prichard’s works in APS, the British Association prepared and circulated ‘a Series of 

Questions and Suggestions’ for the use of British travelers to obtain ethnographic 

information about the varieties of human races. These questions were actually the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
83 Pratt, Imperial Eyes; Quoted in Hall, “Introduction: Thinking the Postcolonial, Thinking the 
Empire,” 26. 
84 Simon Gikandi, Maps of Englishness: Writing Identity in the Culture of Colonialism (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1996), 8; Quoted in, Hall, “Introduction: Thinking the Postcolonial, 
Thinking the Empire,” 26. 
85 Amalie M. Kass and Edward Harold Kass, Perfecting the World: The Life and Times of Dr. Thomas 
Hodgkin, 1798-1866 (Boston: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1988), 390; Quoted in, Hulme and 
McDougall, “Introduction: In the Margins of Anthropology,” 7. 
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earliest version of Notes and Queries on Anthropology, for the Use of Travelers and 

Residents and Uncivilized Lands, published by the Royal Anthropological Institute 

between 1870 and 1920.86 The interests of APS and researchers who were eager to 

collect information on “the natural history of the human race”, was so similar to the 

interests of non-academic ones’, like travelers’, colonial officials’. Therefore, the art 

of travel was began to used as a source for anthropological institutions to reach non-

Western territories before the disappearance of ‘human race’. In this regard, 

anthropological institutions began to work with colonial administrators, missionaries 

and travelers who would easily reach and acquire ethnographic materials “in situ” 

and send their reports back to Britain where anthropologists could use these reports 

in their studies.87  Stagl mentions that, the ars apodemica, the art of travel, 

transformed the cultural structure of travelling presented in oral or written 

documents, into a more organized and categorized manual which was issued for the 

public circulation.88 According to Stagl, these anthropological ‘written’ manuals 

were the products of European history during a time when European curiosity and 

gathering ethnographic knowledge about non-Europeans increased. This resulted in 

the birth of categorization of knowledge that turned native people into an object of 

moving from one place to other, such as the commodity in the market.89 These 

manuals were not only the product of European interest, they were also expressing 

the characteristic of a time when the ethnographic knowledge began to be collected, 

categorized and classified by a European mindset. 90 In that point, ethnography 

appeared within the context of production and organization of European knowledge, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
86 Hulme and McDougall, “Introduction: In the Margins of Anthropology,” 7–8.  
87 Sera-Shriar, The Making of British Anthropology, 1813-1871, 53. 
88 Quoted in, Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” 10.   
89 Ibid. 
90 Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” 11.  
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which was also linked to the processes of political and economical formation in the 

early modern Europe. 

 Native people have been taken a great interest by European travelers and 

explorers. This passionate and obsessive interest created the basis of the discipline of 

anthropology. This disciplinary approach needed to be based upon ‘scientific’ and 

reliable statements, since it was funded by institutes and predicated on so-called 

questionnaires, observations and researches. One of the most peculiar statements that 

anthropology based upon, was the extinction theory. This theory viewed indigenous 

people as animal species under the threat of extinction. The colonial tone of this 

statement treated indigenous people as pure native people that are on the edge of 

extinction after the minute of anthropological encounter. Since the discipline of 

anthropology was accepted as ‘scientific’ framework, this colonial tone that they 

developed, was based upon reliable and credible basis. When you look at the title of 

the book, published by RAI, the word “uncivilized” referred to the nineteenth 

century colonial framework. This colonial narration was therefore legitimized under 

the ‘scientific’ institute, which presented the fact that anthropology and colonialism 

affected and nourished from each other.   

 

1.3.   Discovery of the Native Body as an Anthropological Inquiry: Brief 

Introduction to the History of British Anthropology  

The imperial world was nourished by the ‘scientific’ approach of 

anthropology and used the methodological aspect of anthropology for its own sake to 

create and maintain a world order that can easily dominate, control and maintain the 

power over the colonized regions. From the start, the relationship between the 

anthropologist and the native was unequal, since it was shaped by a particular 
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temporality upon which the approach of anthropology was based. To understand this 

unequal encounter, it is also crucial to analyze the development of anthropological 

methods regarding the effect of medical practices and the birth of observational 

methods during the nineteenth century. In this section, I will examine the initial signs 

of an unequal anthropological encounter with an emphasis on the development of 

observational and taxonomical methods, starting from the late fifteenth century, but 

focusing mostly on the nineteenth century.  

In his essay Anthropology before Anthropology (2008), Harry Liebersohn 

reconstructs the history of the early anthropological era, which corresponds to the 

period before the nineteenth century. Libersohn divides the early anthropological era 

into two major periods. The earliest anthropological discourse that goes from 1493 to 

the late seventeenth century is called “Renaissance anthropology”. The next phase 

from the late seventeenth to the late eighteenth century is called “Enlightenment 

anthropology”. The first period - Renaissance anthropology- starts with the voyage 

of Christopher Columbus who has written a letter to his royal counsellors presenting 

the results of his first voyage.91 This letter is taken as the first important ethnographic 

document due to its content, including a summary of the voyage and Columbus’ 

personal opinions and thoughts about ‘wondrous’ things. Stephen Greenblatt has 

pointed out that ‘wonder’ has always been one of the most essential European 

reactions to the native.92 Travelogues written by European travelers, missionaries and 

politicians are also among the earliest ethnographic documents that contain rich 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
91 Liebersohn, “Anthropology before Anthropology.” In addition to European travelers’ writings, in 
the history of Islam, one of the greatest travelers Evliya Celebi, dated back to the mid seventeenth 
century wrote a travelogue called Seyahatname. This work can be taken as an ethnographic record 
which contained both culture and lifestyles of Ottoman and non-Ottoman regions. There is not any 
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92 Stephen Greenblatt, Marvelous Possessions: The Wonder of the New World (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1992), 14. 
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information, including geographies, living spaces, and even cultural practices of 

‘local’ people.93 In addition to the European interest in native’s world, they also paid 

attention to ‘physical abnormalities’. For example, in his essay On Cannibals (1580), 

Michel de Montaigne (1533-92) paid attention to the nakedness and cannibalistic 

features of people that he saw. Thus, Renaissance anthropology was the time when 

the earliest anthropological discourses emerged in official or unofficial writings of 

European travelers, missionaries, and even politicians. These textual materials reflect 

how the interest of early European anthropological efforts shaped around the 

observation and documentation of both the cultural and the physical features of 

indigenous populations. These documents are playing crucial role for the 

historiography of anthropology in terms of reflecting the earliest ethnographic 

representations of indigenous people. 

 The second period - Enlightenment anthropology- has been acknowledged as 

central in the emergence of ‘rational’ and ‘transparent’ thinking by adapting 

‘scientific’ approaches to studying human history.94 Like Renaissance anthropology, 

the outlines of Enlightenment anthropology emerged in European travelogues. For 

instance, Louis Armand de Lom d’Arce de Lahontan’s (1666-1716) travel notes 

report various details on Indian culture and daily life.95 Unlike Renaissance 

anthropology, in the period of Enlightenment anthropology, new technologies and 

industrial machinery began to be used. Since the eighteenth century has been 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
93 Liebersohn, “Anthropology before Anthropology,” 23. Despite the main aim of European 
missionaries such as Bartolome de Las Casas (1474-1566) and Jose de Acosta (1540-1600) to convert 
the religion of people they encountered, they paid attention to  psychological, cultural and religious 
practices of locals. For instance, the French minister Jean de Lery (1534-1613) who travelled to 
Brazil, wrote a memoir. His memoir was full of definitions, feelings, ideas and opinions about the 
world and culture of ‘indigenous’ people that he saw. 
94 Thomas Hylland Eriksen and Finn Sivert Nielsen, A History of Anthropology (London: Pluto Press, 
2001), 9. 
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acknowledged as ‘the age of reason’, the earliest ‘scientific’ anthropological 

developments began to emerge in this period as well.  

 During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, culture, lifestyle, and 

bodily features of indigenous people were recorded in travelers’ textual records. 

These written documents were also full of Western biases, specific thoughts, ideas, 

and in particular observations were forced upon the representations of the natives. 

Observing native or local people in the field of anthropology cannot be limited only 

to Renaissance and Enlightenment periods, as it has continued throughout the 

nineteenth century within a ‘scientific’ and a ‘disciplinary’ framework. Based on 

Efram Sera-Shriar’s book The Making of British Anthropology, 1813-1871, the 

following section will mainly examine the ‘scientific’ content of anthropology and 

the methods that were applied to produce anthropological knowledge during the 

nineteenth century in Britain. 

  In the first half of the nineteenth century, observation has been central to 

examining the life, culture and physical features of humans as a field of inquiry. 

James Cowles Prichard (1786-1848) and William Lawrence (1783-1867) are two of 

the most crucial examples of that time, because their interest was to study and 

examine various humans based on their physical features. Both Prichard and 

Lawrence were trained in natural history and medicine, which influenced the 

development of their ethnological studies. Their diverse backgrounds also formed the 

ways in which they examined and observed issues relating to human ‘races’. Their 

studies were shaped around the description of human ‘races’, which was based upon 

the classification of humans according to their physical and anatomical features. This 
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was called the ‘taxonomical model’96 which was improved by early nineteenth 

century ethnologists in order to examine and understand the human physical features 

based on their skin, eye, hair and skull types.97 The method of categorization and 

classification of bodily features became the central issue for the development of 

ethnological98 practice.99 Lawrence’s analysis moved in the same direction with 

Prichard by using taxonomy as a method for dividing humans into groups according 

to their skin, eye and hair color.100 In this regard, Prichard and Lawrence are two 

very important actors in the early ethnological period, because their research can be 

taken as the earliest examples of the anthropological encounter with the body of non-

Western native on a ‘scientific’ platform. Prichard’s and Lawrence’s scientific 

framework provides us with  many details about how ethnologists were interested in 

observing the physical details of humans and developed their scientific framework 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
96 The term taxonomy (in the Ancient Greek taxis “arrangement” and nomia “method”) was firstly 
developed in the natural sciences in order to classify natural living things on the base of their common 
characteristics. In the mid eighteenth century, the model of taxonomy was adapted by the Sweedish 
botanist Carolus Linnaeus, who has been accepted as the father of the taxonomy model. In this new 
era of taxonomy which is also taken as the “Linnaean Era”, Linnaeus developed a standardized 
categorization system for plants and animals and published his theories, methods and findings in his 
major works- Systema Naturae (1735), Species Plantarum (1753).  This model was then adapted by 
Johann Friedrich Blumenbach, a German anatomist and naturalist, invented the racial classifications 
in his work De Generis Humani Varietate Nativa or On the Natural Variety of Mankind. Ellis 
Cashmore, Encyclopedia of Race and Ethnic Studies (London: Routledge, 2004), 166–67. 
97 Prichard was a “monogenistic”, which is the opposite of “polygenistic.” In the mid nineteenth 
century, monogenism became a popular idea among anthropologists, which distinguishes human types 
into separate species according to their appearances and aptitudes. See Kuklick, 2007.  
98 Until 1830, ethnology as a field of research was called the ‘Natural History of Man’ which was used 
in order to collect data from various places and areas.  
According to the Oxford English Dictionary the term ethnography (ethnos=people and 
graphein=writing) was first used as a scientific inquiry in 1834. In German context, ethnography refers 
to anthropography. The French term, ethnographie was first seen in 1819, when the Napoleonic war 
had ended. Encyclopedia Brittanica in 1878, described the term ethnography as it “embraces the 
descriptive details, and ethnology the rational exposition of the human aggregates and organizations.” 
Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” 11.  
Since the term ethnology appeared in the 1830s and early 1840s, it was used for describing the “races 
and peoples, their relation, their distinctive characteristics, etc.” Nicholas Tarling, “Ethnicity,” in The 
State, Development and Identity in Multi-Ethnic Societies: Ethnicity, Equity and the Nation, ed. 
Nicholas Tarling and Terence Gomez, Routledge Malaysian Studies Series (New York: Routledge, 
2008), 18; Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” 11. 
99 Efram Sera-Shriar, The Making of British Anthropology, 1813-1871, Science and Culture in the 
Nineteenth Century 18 (London: Pickering & Chatto (Publishers) Limited, 2013), 21-52.  
100 Ibid., 38. 
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by classifying and categorizing humans based on their ‘racial’ features. This marks 

one of the earliest occasions of anthropology being to be interested in observing the 

corporeality of native people. 

 Studying human bodies through the method of observation has led to the 

emergence of the anthropological research centers and ethnological institutions in 

Europe, and specifically in Britain. The first British ethnological institution, the 

Ethnological Society of London (ESL) was founded by Prichard in 1843 (Appx. 

A).101 The ESL appeared as one of the earliest scientific institutions in Europe that 

dedicated itself to move ethnography to be a more scientific discipline. The main aim 

of the ESL was to study the cultural and social life of people, as well as to examine 

the anatomy and physiology of ‘races’. Medical studies and methods had a 

considerable impact on the development of the ESL, since it employed ethnologists 

who trained in the field of medicine.102 For instance, one of the earliest members of 

the ESL, Richard Kind (1811-1876) was trained as a surgeon and worked in St. 

Thomas’ Hospital in London. Another example is the table of contents from the first 

volume of the Journal of ESL published in 1848, presenting the issues on relations 

between the physical characters of native people and the study of ethnology. (Appx. 

A) In his lectures on the Natural History of Man (1819), Lawrence argued that the 

medical practitioners were well fitted to make ethnographic studies, because they 

received observational training on human body.103 It is clearly that in the mid 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
101 Kuklick, “The British Tradition,” 52.  
In addition to this, the initial phase of the society was made by T.F. Buxton who fought against the 
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British anthropology/ethnology can also be read in the context of African slavery. 
For further studies, please see; Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial 
Discourse,” 12. H. R. Fox Bourne, The Aborigines Protection Society: Chapters in Its History 
(London: P.S. King & Son, 1899), 9; George W. Stocking, “What’s in a Name? The Origins of the 
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nineteenth century, early ethnological efforts went hand in hand with medical 

studies.  

 After Prichard’s death in 1848, Robert Gordon Latham became the lead 

ethnologist of the ESL. Latham argued that ethnology was a useful discipline to 

identify the physical and cultural diversity of humans. Latham adapted the method of 

taxonomy and developed new techniques by examining human varieties on a 

‘scientific’ platform. According to Prichard and early ethnologists’ descriptions, 

Latham followed the same taxonomical model, which was based on observation and 

categorization of the physical features of humans - in particular their skulls and facial 

structures. Latham examined the physical structure of “different ethnicities and their 

languages” and published his findings in his first major book Varieties of Man 

(1850) (Appx. B).104  

 Robert Knox (1793-1862), an ethnologist trained in anatomy and 

physiology, developed observational techniques in Africa by directly examining the 

physical and cultural traits of the African people in the mid nineteenth century. He 

recorded and published his findings in his book Races of Man, which was based on 

his first-hand observations taken in-situ rather than creating an ethnographic dataset 

based on using observation reports that were supplied by non-academics.105 In Races 

of Man, Knox criticized the methods of earlier ethnologists, such as Bluemanbach’s 

method of taxonomy. Instead, he argued that different races should be categorized 

not only based on their biological features, but also based on their cultural and social 

structures.106 For his racial theory, Knox argued that all people were biologically 

designated.  
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 In the mid-nineteenth century, James Hunt (1802-1851) played a crucial 

role in the history of anthropology by arguing that there was a strong relationship 

between the race discourse and anthropology. After he was trained in medical 

studies, he became a member of the ESL in 1854. After he left the ESL, he 

established the Anthropological Society of London in 1863. Since Hunt was a strong 

supporter of ethnology and scientific studies, he argued that the anthropological 

framework should be constructed on anatomical and physiological evidence. Hunt 

was actively involved in scientific discussions about the varieties of human physical 

features based on geographical and cultural contexts and he proposed various views 

on race. For instance, he argued that Africans could not be located under the same 

species with the Europeans, because the physical features of Africans populations 

were visibly different and thus they must belong to separate species from Europeans 

(Appx. C).107 According to Hunt, the main task of ethnology was to examine human 

physical features through the objective depictions, and its initial step should be to 

collect observable evidence based on people’s anatomical and physiological details. 

Therefore, Hunt preferred to work on the method of direct observation which created 

the basis of his anthropological framework.  

 The method of observation was expanded by Charles Darwin and Edward 

Burnett Taylor, who were two important figures in the late nineteenth century 

regarding the emergence of evolutionary theory. In 1871, Charles Darwin published 

two books entitled as Descent of Man and Selection in Relation to Sex while Edward 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
107 Sera-Shriar, The Making of British Anthropology, 1813-1871, 120-121. Hunt clearly reflected his 
ideas in his treatise On the Negro’s Place in Nature (1863). “It is generally taught that the Negro only 
differs from the European in the colour of his and the peculiarity of his hair, but such opinions are not 
supported by facts. The skin and hair are by no means the only characters which distinguish the Negro 
from the European, even physically; and the difference is greater, mentally and morally than the 
demonstrated physical difference.” (Hunt, 4) In addition to Hunt’s views on the racial differences, he 
supported that Africans could not be defined and represented as ‘savages’, but he still argued that 
Africans could not be part of the civilized societies.  
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Burnett Tylor published Primitive Culture: Researches into the Development of 

Mythology, Philosophy, Religion, Language, Art and Custom. Their contribution to 

arguments on human variation was to ‘observe’ societies by looking at their physical 

and non-physical features, and they attempted to place the human features on an 

‘evolutionary’ platform.108  Their methodology was based on the observation of 

different human varieties in situ while travelling abroad, and this first-hand 

observation technique provided them with anthropological data.109 Since the late 

nineteenth century was an important period for the discipline of anthropology due to 

the emergence of an ‘evolutionary’ framework, Darwin’s and Tylor’s main aim was 

to discuss the humankind’s evolution and attempted to show how the humankind 

passed through the stages from the ‘savage’ to the ‘civilized’.  

 Since the dominant view of anthropological thinking in the nineteenth 

century Britain was evolutionism, anthropologists adapted the evolutionary 

perspective and observed people through its lens. The theory of evolutionism was 

bases on the assumption that there were different races that belonged to separate 

species, their physical traits varied among individuals with respect to morphology 

and behavior and these different traits could be passed from generation for survival 

and reproduction. Drawing from this perspective, nineteenth-century evolutionary 

thought argued that, ‘primitive’ societies on a ‘scientific’ basis belonged to the 

earlier stage of evolution. According to this evolutionary progress, these societies 

were under-developed in comparison to European societies.   

 In addition to the adaptation of evolutionary theory and participatory 

observation to anthropological practices, another issue was the link between 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
108 Ibid., 147–48.  
109 Ibid., 148–49. 
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medicine and anthropology in the nineteenth century. As the anthropology became 

an academic and a disciplinary approach, medical methods shaped the way of 

understanding and defining the anthropological body.  Nineteenth century was not 

also the time when non-European exploration and international trade reached its peak 

moments. It was this the moment when anthropology developed a disciplinary and 

academic approach by adapting medical methods and theories.  The medical training 

of a large number of anthropologists shaped their way of understanding the physical 

body. By specifically adapting the medical methodologies, anthropology was mostly 

interested in examining the racial aspects of people. The impact of this cross-

pollination of anthropology and medicine was particularly felt in academic 

anthropology in Britain, which began to be grounded in a new discipline called 

medical anthropology.  

 After this brief introduction to the uses of anthropological approaches in 

Europe and specifically in Britain, it is now crucial to discuss the impact of these 

methods in penetrating and viewing the non-Western native in their ‘original’, 

‘authentic’ and so-called ‘exotic’ spaces. It is therefore, necessary to outline the 

structure of the anthropologist-native encounter in terms of analyzing the first steps 

of evolutionary theory, which will be studied in the following section. 

 

1.4.   The Structure of the Anthropological Encounter: What Happens When 

Anthropologist Meets ‘Indigenous’ People?  

Rey Chow, in the last chapter of her book “Primitive Passions” (1995), 

entitled as the “Film as Ethnography”, remarks upon the ‘deadlock’ of 

anthropological situation that emerged during the Western colonial and imperial 

times. In order to unlock the key, she begins by going back to the basic 
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anthropological context, which is the Western anthropologist going abroad to 

observe and study the ‘primitive’ cultures in their own living places or in-situ.110 

Chow does not take this statement for granted. Instead, according to Chow, the 

anthropologist inevitably penetrates him/herself and his/her cultural practices into the 

space of ‘primitive’ people. With the anthropological penetration, the ‘primitive’ 

context cannot stay the same and thus the ‘primitive’ ones are inevitably altered and 

displaced from their ‘origins’. Chow concludes that, these altered and displaced ones 

became ‘the Other’ by the means of Western anthropological penetration and 

practices.111 In addition to the deadlock of anthropology, Chow argues that the 

encounter between anthropologist and native, is a kind of “cultural translation”, in 

which the native is being translated into an anthropological inquiry under and by the 

Western power.112 It is not a naïve encounter, however, it is an “unequal power 

encounter” between the Western anthropologist and the non-Western native.113 It is 

an encounter that enables the West to enter into cultural and historical codes of 

‘dominated’ people. It is even an encounter that supports this inequality of power 

relation between Europeans and non-Europeans.114 Since the disciplines like 

anthropology were intertwined with the colonial ideology, the unequal relationship 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 In the history of anthropology, this ‘deadlock’ statement was originally made by the famous 
anthropologist E. Evans- Prichard in his book, Introduction to Social Anthropology (1951). One of the 
famous deadlock statement is focusing on the role of anthropologist which is “the social 
anthropologist studies primitive societies directly.” E. E. Evans-Pritchard, Social Anthropology 
(London: Cohen & West Ltd., 1951), 11. 
Besides that, in the 60s after the Second World War, anthropologists focused to write on the main role 
of anthropologists. For instance, Siegfried Frederick Nadel who was an Austrian-British 
anthropologists studying on African ethnology, remarks upon the main duty of anthropologist which 
was “to obtain and extend knowledge.” For him, it was only made to study “‘primitive’ communities, 
simpler societies or preliterate.” Please see; S. F. Nadel, The Foundations of Social Anthropology, 
Reprinted (Montreal: Routledge, 2013), 2.  
111 Rey Chow, Primitive Passions: Visuality, Sexuality, Ethnography, and Contemporary Chinese 
Cinema (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 176–77. 
112 Ibid., 177.  
113 Asad, “Introduction: Anthropology and the Colonial Encounter,” 16. 
114 Ibid. 
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between the ‘Western anthropologist’ and the ‘non-Western’ culture has created a 

basis for the process of anthropologizing ‘non-Western cultures.  

At this point, we need to push further and ask a very important question to 

ourselves: How does the unequal relationship between the anthropologist and the 

native have an impact on the implementation of anthropological methods and 

practices? While the anthropologist is implementing various anthropological 

methods and practices to observe and study the native or produce any kind of 

anthropological knowledge through them, can the native have a position to find a 

place for his/her self?  Johannes Fabian, develops an argument to analyze the 

temporality of the anthropologized native, who has been pushed back in time by 

exposing various anthropological methods, practices and even terms.115  Thus the 

native cannot find a space for the his/her. Based on Fabian’ analysis, in the next part, 

the status of native during the anthropological encounter and the impact of temporal 

changes through the use of evolutionary idea will be analyzed. 

As discussed in the previous section, by the end of the nineteenth century, 

evolutionism became a popular ideology among the British ethnologists. The 

adaptation of the evolutionist theory to the discipline of anthropology produced such 

a temporal distance116 between the anthropologist and the native who is defined as 

‘savage’, ‘barbarian’ or ‘non-civilized’ by the Western anthropological 

understanding. The theory of time or in Fabian’s own word “temporality” is an 

important concept, due to its relations with the evolutionist idea, since the object of 

anthropology is located far away from the line of anthropologist on an evolutionary 

time-line. Fabian expresses this unequal evolutionary time-line on a downward 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object, 27. 
116 Ibid. 
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temporal slope. To be more precise, the temporal slope symbolizes a downward 

inclination starting from the spot of the Western anthropologist -“here and now”- 

going downwards to the spot of ‘savage’, ‘primitive’ society -“there and then”-.117 

Fabian developed the term “condition of coevalness” to describe the transformation 

of native due to the effect of the temporal context. ‘Coeval’ covers two major 

meanings. The first one is occupying the same physical time and the second one is 

“being of the same age or epoch.”118 In both meanings, ‘coeval’ implies the impact of 

time on the production of anthropological knowledge. According to Fabian, the 

anthropologist denies native’s coevalness and pushes the native back in time rather 

than sharing the present time with them. The anthropologist becomes an active figure 

who occupies the present time, whereas the native is being fossilized and abjected  

“outside the flux of history”.119 Since the distance is a necessary and a crucial tool for 

anthropologist, who locates him/herself either to the ‘condition of coevalness’ by 

producing evolutionary constructions or keeps him/herself away from his/her object 

of study, the native is pushed back in time.  

Fabian also criticizes the methodology of in-situ or fieldwork anthropology 

that has been used by anthropologists and many other social scientists since the early 

twentieth century. During fieldwork, the anthropologist shares the same time with 

the native, but when the anthropologist goes back to his/her country, that time is not 

the same time, it is passed. Fabian defines it as the “denial of coevalness” which 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Ibid. In the history of Western anthropology, one of the most important temporal slopes, adapted 
by Western anthropologists, was the evolutionist theory formulated indebted to Charles Darwin’s 
theories in the mid nineteenth century that were formulated in his book On the Origin of Species 
(1859). 
118 Pieter Hendrik Coetzee, A. P. J. Roux, and Marlene Van Niekerk, eds., “Understanding Trends in 
‘African Thinking’- A Critical Discussion,” in The African Philosophy Reader (London, UK: 
Routledge, 2001), 68. 
119 Kate Sturge, Representing Others: Translation, Ethnography and the Museum, Translation 
Theories Explored (Manchester, UK & Kinderhood, NY: St. Jerome Publication, 2007), 47. 
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means, the native cannot share the same time with the anthropologist when the 

anthropologist is no longer in the exotic locale. Fabian’s argument has not only been 

crucial for analyzing the twentieth century anthropological practices, but also be 

useful to examine the structure of the nineteenth century evolutionist paradigm.   

In addition to the temporal transformation, the term ‘coevalness’ also affects the 

spatial context of the native. When an anthropologist begins to use such temporal 

devices, the space of the native is turned into an anthropological space or, in other 

words, is being anthropologized. If we turn back to the nineteenth century, this 

unequal temporal distance or in Fabian’s terminology, the ‘denial of coevalness’ 

symbolizes how the native became an object of anthropology by the Western 

discourse. For Fabian, this can only be accomplished through the use of temporal and 

spatial devices such as categories, definitions, maps, charts and tables to study, 

analyze or represent the native or even to differentiate the native from one’s own. At 

that point, the native who becomes an anthropological object- s/he is not only pushed 

back in time, but also cannot find a space for him/herself.   

  The anthropological encounter with the non-Western cultures, inevitably 

led to the disappearance of the native’s ‘uniqueness’. According to the nineteenth 

century anthropological approach, these distinctive features must have been recorded 

by the anthropologist who met them before they vanished. However, this approach, 

adapted by the nineteenth century anthropological ideology, began to be criticized by 

the 1960s social scientists. In the article “Ethnographic Salvage and the Shaping of 

Anthropology” (1970), Jacob Gruber explains the “tradition of salvage” that emerged 

during the nineteenth century. According to Gruber, nineteenth century scientists or 

practitioners had a fear of extinction of the people they studied, and thus they started 
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collecting and documenting ethnographic data about these people.120 For instance, the 

earliest British research center that dedicated itself to examine indigenous peoples 

was the Aborigines Protection Society (APS), which was established in 1837 with 

the motto ab uno sanguine (of one blood) by Thomas Hodgkin and James Cowles 

Prichard (1786-1848) (Appx. D). According to Oscar Salemink, the studies that were 

carried out by the APS were neither anthropological nor ethnological, but rather they 

were dedicated to protect the ‘defenseless’, and to promote the development of 

‘uncivilized’ indigenous peoples.121   

 The discourse of protecting and preserving culture which was mostly used 

by the earliest anthropological institutions, ended with two paradoxical notions: 

destruction and reconstruction. In order to define this paradoxical situation, Renato 

Rosaldo uses the theory “imperialist nostalgia” and in particular uses the term 

“nostalgia” for the two paradoxical emotions it encapsulates- innocence and 

brutality. An example would be a person kiling someone and then mourning the loss 

of the victim.122 Rosaldo argues that the twentieth century anthropologists, who were 

the agents of colonialism, felt nostalgic for the people they have destroyed while 

they were defining and describing them in ethnographic constructions. When we 

focus on the development of anthropological institutions such as the APS, we see 

that Rosaldo’s theory is valid. As I have mentioned before, the initial aim of the APS 

was to record and to save the cultures of the non-Western natives and at the same 

time, keep them alive from the devastating impacts of extinction. The nostalgic affect 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
120 Jacob W. Gruber, “Ethnographic Salvage and the Shaping of Anthropology,” American 
Anthropologist 72, no. 6 (1970): 1289–99. 
121 Salemink, “Introduction: Ethnography, Anthropology and Colonial Discourse,” 12. In spite of this, 
many other scientists disagreed the British colonial activities held in the African region. For example, 
Buxton fought against slave trade, the promotion of African commerce and missionary practices in the 
African continent.  
122 Renato Rosaldo, “Imperialist Nostalgia,” in Culture and Truth: The Remaking of Social Analysis 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1989), 69-70. 
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can also be observed in the APS’s search for the native as well as mourn for the ones 

they have destroyed as a result of anthropological encounter. In addition to the 

paradoxical aim of preserving culture, anthropologists have been nourished by the 

same psychological motive, i.e. the mourning for what they have destroyed. For 

instance, in the book Argonauts of the Western Pacific (1922), Bronisław 

Malinowski, one of the famous anthropologists of the twentieth century, states that 

“ethnology is ludicrous…at every moment when it begins to put its workshop in 

order, to forge its proper tools, to start ready for work on its appointed task, the 

material of its study melts away with hopeless rapidity.”123 Malinowski, was clearly 

talking about the necessity of keeping a record of ‘non-Western’ cultures before they 

disappeared forever. As in the nineteenth century, anthropology was also taken “as a 

science of disappearing societies”124, which can be observed in the statements of the 

famous German anthropologist Adolf Bastian: “For us, primitive societies 

(Naturvölker) are ephemeral… At the very instant they become known to us they are 

doomed.”125 Based on Bastian’s words, during the harsh times of colonization, 

scientists felt the need of a discipline that could examines the ‘primitive’ societies in 

their ‘authentic’ spaces. According to Bastian’s claims, while producing 

anthropological ‘scientific’ knowledge, there was a necessary and inescapable 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
123 Bronislaw Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprise and 
Adventure in the Archipelagoes of Melanesian New Guinea, Reprinted Edition (Taylor & Francis, 
2005), xi. In the early twentieth century, anthropologists realized that the method and style of the 
discipline was developed as a result of nostalgic feeling. However, today this confession is turned to 
be a more postcolonial and postmodernist tone which is mostly effected by the works of 
interdisciplinary studies. For example, Jean Baudrillard uses the similar words (without quotation) as 
Malinowski, notes about the Tasaday people living in the Philippines: “In order for ethnology to live, 
its object must die; by dying, the object takes its revenge  for being “discovered”, and with its death 
the science that wants to grasp it.” Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation, trans. Sheila Faria 
Glaser (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1994), 7. 
124 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Work of Anthropology: Critical Essays 1971-1981, 3rd ed. 
(Amsterdam: Harwood Academic Publishers, 1992), 193. 
125 Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other: How Anthropology Makes Its Object, Reprint edition (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 122. 
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connection between destruction and construction. As it is seen in the beginning of 

Bastian’s statement, the words “us” and “primitive” express the unequal relations 

between the self and the other.126 It is a paradoxical situation that the discipline of 

anthropology since the late nineteenth century, has been devoted itself to protect the 

native people while observing them as an object of study since the late nineteenth 

century.  

 James Clifford in “On Ethnographic Allegory” has called the “salvage 

ethnography” to define the passion of the anthropologist to search for the ‘authentic’ 

native people. Since the mid twentieth century, anthropologists have mostly used the 

theme of “vanishing primitive” to draw our attention to the devastating results of 

colonialism. According to Clifford, nothing can vanish. In other words, lost cultures, 

objects and traditions are in fact recorded in texts. Ethnography’s vanishing one is a 

“rhetorical construct” that legitimizes a “salvage ethnography.”127 This means that, 

the “Other” is lost in time and space, but is constructed in text.128 Clifford questions 

the scientific structure of anthropology related with salvage ethnography.  He has 

questioned the figure of the anthropologist being as an outsider, recorder and 

interpreter and the final witness to the authenticity of culture. More importantly, the 

salvage ethnography seems to be related to the idea of “bringing culture into writing” 

and as well as it is such a representational practice, created by the anthropologist, 

who re-constructs the native culture in its own ‘authoritative’ way. 

In conclusion, evolutionism in anthropology was both the reproduction and 

the legitimization of the British invasion, penetration and suppression of the native 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
126 Fabian, Time and the Work of Anthropology, 194. 
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Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus, Experiments in Contemporary 
Anthropology: A School of American Research Advanced Seminar (California: University of 
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by the representatives of the empire. This anthropological perspective of the 

nineteenth century that worked together with unequal evolutionary thought has been 

widely questioned and criticized by several postcolonial critics starting from the 

twentieth century. The main argument of this critique was that an evolutionary 

perspective upon human genetics, change and variability produces and reinforces the 

idea of racial difference, creates inequality among societies, populations and 

individuals, and provokes unequal relations revolving around discourses of 

‘primitive’ and ‘backward’. Such biased terms were taken for granted and were used 

for artistic and cultural purposes – in museum exhibitions, world fairs, and many 

other visual and written representations in the late nineteenth century. In the next 

chapter, I turn to the history of display zones produced as a result of this unequal 

anthropological encounter. Regarding the transformation of the ‘anthropologized 

native’ into an exhibited ‘savage’ body, I focus on the structure of these display 

zones- museums, world fairs, specifically ethnographic exhibitions and 

‘anthropozoological’ displays of the Victorian Britain. 
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2.   CHAPTER 
INVENTION OF THE “SAVAGE”: EXHIBITION OF THE ETHNOGRAPHIC 

BODY BETWEEN 1810 and 1850s 
 

 

 
“I discovered that if I were to stay there a 
month, I should still find myself looking at the 
people instead of the inanimate objects on 
exhibition” 

- Mark Twain, The Innocents Abroad 
 

 

 

Franz Kafka’s short story “A Report to an Academy” (“Ein Bericht für eine 

Akademie”, 1917) tells the story of the transformation of Red Peter (Rot Peter) from 

an ape to a man, who was captured in Africa and was transported to Europe. In this 

story, the ape-man Red Peter (Rot Peter) gives a speech to the academy and explains 

how his ape-shaped identity has taken a human shaped form. He describes every 

detail of his changes which have begun to imitate his Western captors’ behaviour and 

actions (such as spitting, drinking, smoking and speaking). At the end of his report, 

in his own word, he has “attained the educational level of an average European.”129 

Thus, it helped him to go out of his cage being as a –civilized, European, able 

bodied- human. Like Kafka’s other stories, “A Report to an Academy” can be 

considered as a philosophical, critical and cultural narrative of human as well as 

animal body. In addition to these approaches, “A Report to an Academy” is entailed 

around the idea of transformation from an uncivilized to a civilized man, which 

begins with the process of repetition and mimicry.  Christopher Peterson describes 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
129 Franz Kafka, “A Report to an Academy,” in The Metamorphosis and Other Stories, ed. and trans. 
Stanley Appelbaum (New York: Dover Publications, 1996), 88. 
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Red Peter’s mimicry as an internal or an external force, which pushes him to imitate 

humans for the process of ‘natural selection’.130 Therefore, the term mimicry has 

been mostly used by the evolutionary theory in order to express the form of 

camouflage and disguise that work for animals either to hunt their prey or to protect 

themselves from external threats. Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) takes 

the phenomenon of mimicry as “assuming that an insect originally happened to 

resemble in some degree a dead twig or a decayed lead, and that it varied slightly in 

many ways, then all the variations which rendered the insect at all more like any such 

object, and thus favoured its escape, would be preserved, whilst other variations 

would be neglected and ultimately lost.”131 According to Darwin’s understanding, 

after the process of mimicry, an insect cannot re-modify its colour or imitate any 

other animal. If we embark on Darwin’s explanation, Red Peter’s imitation is a way 

of escaping from the zoo and to guarantee his status in the European space. However, 

should we take Red Peter’s imitation as a result of evolutionary process and 

“purposeful acquisition of human traits”132 or should we examine the mimetic 

character of Red Peter by taking into consideration those external forces? I suggest 

that we consider Red Peter’s capture as an example of the British colonialism in 

Africa. At the beginning of the story, Red Peter is represented as a voiceless 

character. Since the character is transformed and turned into a European, a civilized 

and so called ‘human being’, he succeeds to gain his ‘own’ voice in literal as well as 

metaphorical speaking. However, this voice is not his own voice, because he is 

speaking in front of the academy in order to escape from this zoo. Then, whose voice 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
130 Christopher Peterson, “Aping Apes: Edgar Allan Poe’s ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ and 
Richard Wright’s Native Son,” in Bestial Traces: Race, Sexuality, Animality (New York: Fordham 
Univ Press, 2013). 
131 Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species, Republished (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2009), 235. 
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is Red Peter speaking with? In this chapter, I use this question as a prompt to develop 

a perspective to study the histories the ones whose voices were taken away. What 

kind of practices took the voices out indigenous communities? How did these 

practices become popular?   

Below, I specifically examine the history of human ethnographic exhibitions 

by looking at the practices of displacing indigenous people and re-placing them into 

an exhibitionary order, which was one of the most important mediators in taking the 

voice from the people on display. These people who were living in the territories of 

colonial powers, were taken away and brought back to European cities in order to be 

displayed in the exhibitions and/or institutionalized displays, world fairs. They were 

put on stage and were part of the colonial exhibitions, ‘freak shows’, displayed in a 

voiceless form of object. The concept of the voice is therefore a crucial part of these 

exhibitions to understand who is speaking for and on behalf of whom. Since 

exhibitions are “living organisms”, they can “speak in a variety of human voices.”133 

When we look at the history of human displays, how could these exhibitions create 

space for the voices of indigenous people? Did they contain more than one voice? 

Whose voice could be heard, when a curator or anthropologist built an exhibition? In 

these exhibitions, did people on display really speak for themselves and could 

visitors hear them? In order to answer these questions, this chapter will look at the 

power mechanisms of ethnographic exhibitions and their relations to displayed ones. 

My main problem will entail around the question: could people on display speak 

with their own voices or did they only have the voices of those to had the privilege to 

speak on their behalf?134 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
133 G. Spivak “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture, edited by  C. 
Nelson and L. Grossberg (Urbana: U of Illinois, 1988). 271-313.  
134 Roy Macleod. “Postcolonialism and Museum Knowledge”  Pacific Science, (1998) 308.  
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These exhibitions were not just displaying artefacts, figures, characters or the 

culture and life-styles of indigenous people on the stage. They constructed a 

narrative and produced knowledge in order to present and legitimize the idea of how 

Europeans were civilized, normal and able-bodied. This idea was also strengthened 

by the developments of ‘scientific’ and ‘racial’ thoughts. Based on the story of Red 

Peter, his transformation and his performance in front of the academy, I will focus on 

the effect of exhibitions to the transformation of people on display, going from 

‘native’ to ‘savage’ and to search the relationship between anthropology and the 

concept of race during the early nineteenth century. My main aim in this chapter is to 

explore the production of anthropological knowledge and the anthropological 

encounter starting from the fifteenth century, with an emphasis on the nineteenth 

century when the British Empire reached its peak point in terms of an imperial and a 

colonial state will be the initial analyses of this chapter. I will examine the role of 

anthropologists in the creation of a world on an exhibition stage. What kind of world 

did they try to construct? What kind of narration did they attempt to create in order to 

be visited and to be a reliable and a legitimate space? 

This chapter is divided into three main sections. The first part will refer to the 

history of displaying the Other, starting from the birth of cabinets of curiosities, 

where ‘human specimens’ were exhibited in the European display rooms. The 

strange, weird, unusual and the ‘exotic’ were brought back to the European countries 

and were inserted into an exhibitionary order to fulfil the curiosity and interest of the 

western audience. The interest on the exotic reached its peak period during the 

eighteenth century. This century marks the period when the ambassadors and 

missionaries began to be part of colonial European courts and started to develop 

interest in the landscapes, cultures and communities of the Other. This part will 
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provide a general framework on displaying curiosities in the exhibitionary order 

before the nineteenth century.  

The next part of this chapter focuses on the historical relations between 

anthropology and the concept of race, and concerns the interest of anthropological 

practices to the physical body. In discussing the relations between anthropology with 

the diversity of physicality, I will focus on the practitioners and practices of the 

eighteenth and nineteenth century anthropology by examining the transformation of 

the physical body into an anthropological inquiry through racial categorizations. The 

concept of ‘race’ that developed in the eighteenth century, was built upon idea that 

humanity could be categorized into groups of people based on their morphological 

and physical features. This idea continued to be part of the nineteenth century 

ideology through the practices and figures of anthropology. Below, I provide a 

historical analysis on the impact of the concept of race to the development of 

anthropological discourses and the significant role it played in the the transformation 

of ‘native’ into the ‘savage’. 

 

2.1.   The Birth of the Cabinet of Curiosities: Wonder and Curiosity 
 

The history of ethnographic human exhibitions is an exceptional type of 

visual culture, carrying the patterns of displays, performance, entertainment and 

society of spectacles. Therefore, its analysis breaks the disciplinary limits, and 

should be explored from an interdisciplinary perspective taking into account 

historical, sociological, museological as well as cultural aspects. Human exhibitions 

emerged from of the combination of political, economical and social factors of the 

early nineteenth century, a period when the European colonial and imperial interest 
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began to spread around the distant lands, and when the European mindset started to 

be interested in the ‘different’, the ‘rare’ and the ‘exotic’. It is of course not enough 

to historicize these exhibitions, which were places that knowledge was created by 

displaying the ‘savage’, ‘blacks’, ‘freaks’, visually impaired bodies or in short the 

‘Other’. Instead, I will explore the processes of the invention of the ‘savage’, 

‘monstrous’ and ‘unusual’ bodies, dating as far back as the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries.  

Before the nineteenth century, there was an obsessive interest in creating a 

display area to exhibit natural and man-made objects, taking from distant lands. This 

idea first manifested itself with the European cabinets of curiosities, which were 

popular phenomena throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.135 These 

were collections of various natural and man-made objects that were kept in cabinets, 

and they played a significant role for three main reasons.136 First, with their 

emergence around Europe at the end of the Renaissance period, these cabinets were 

the earliest examples of collecting and displaying various types of objects.137 Second, 

these cabinets were the precursors of the museum paradigm, which put objects on 

display in a categorized system.  The last reason is that the cabinets of curiosities 

were flourished by the European interest, passion and obsession of collecting and 

were the earliest examples of displaying the Other. 138 In order to understand the 

mechanisms of creating a collection in the imperial and colonial nineteenth century 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
135 Pascal Blanchard et al., “Human Zoos: The Greatest Exotic Shows in the West,” in Human Zoos: 
Science and Spectacle in the Age of Colonial Empires, ed. Pascal Planchard et al., trans. Terasa 
Bridgeman (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008), 1. 
136 Ibid., 1–2. 
137 Ibid., 1. Roberto J. González, Laura Nader, and C. Jay Ou, “Towards an Ethnography of Museum: 
Science, Technology, Technology and Us,” in Academic Anthropology and the Museum: Back to the 
Future, ed. Mary Bouquet, New Directions in Anthropology (New York: Berghahn Books, 2001), 
108. 
138 Michael Ames, Cannibal Tours and Glass Boxes: The Anthropology of Museums, 2nd edition 
(University of British Columbia Press, 1994). 
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Western context, I will now turn to analyzing the concepts of curiosity and 

collecting. 

Why do we feel curious about something or someone? Is it an intuiting we 

cannot control? Or does curiosity give us a pleasure that we cannot resist to feel? 

Krzysztof Pomian has outlined the early definitions of the French words curieux and 

curiositè. Based on Pomian’s analysis, in 1690, Antonine Furetiere’s Dictionnaire 

Universale described the word curiosity/curiosities. According to the dictionary:    

“The rarities which are collected or remarked by the enthusiasts (curieux) are 
also described as curiosities (curieux). This book is a curiosity (curieux), that 
is, rare, or contains many singular things, unknown to many. This secret is 
curious (curieux). This experiment, this comment is curious (curieux). This 
man’s museum is most curious (curieux), full of curiousities (choses 
curieuses).”139 

 

In addition to the definition of Antonine Furetiere, in 1694 the French 

Academy gave the definition of curieux as “someone who takes pleasure in 

collecting rare and curious objects...”140 Since the word curiositè “signifies a rare and 

curious thing...”141, it demonstrates a desire or a passion for collecting curious and 

unusual objects. European collectors had taken a great interest in collecting those 

curiosities,142 which were new, unknown or unseen for them.143  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
139 Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: Paris and Venice, 1500-1800, trans. Elizabeth 
Wiles-Portier (Cambridge, U.K: Polity Press, 1990), 5.Quoted in Susan M. Pearce, Museums, Objects 
and Collections: A Cultural Study (Washington, D.C: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993), 92. 
140 Quoted in, Susan A. Crane, “Curious Cabinets and Imaniganary Museums,” in Museums and 
Memory, ed. Susan A. Crane (California: Stanford University Press, 2000), 68.  
141 Quoted in, Ibid. 
142 Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities. Quoted in Krzysztof Pomian, Collectors and Curiosities: 
Paris and Venice, 1500-1800, trans. Elizabeth Wiles-Portier (Cambridge, U.K: Polity Press, 1990). 
143 Martin Prösler, “Museums and Globalization,” in Theorizing Museums: Representing Identity and 
Diversity in a Changing World, ed. Sharon Macdonald and Gordon Fyfe, The Sociological Review 
(Cambridge, Mass: Blackwell Publishers, 2005), 28.   
According to the medieval belief, these curiosities were also seen as the power of God changed the 
nature and created deformations and monstrosities. Therefore, these objects did not seem common or 
typical items, but rare, exotic and extraordinary testaments to a world subject to Divine notion..  
Please see, Anthony Alan Shelton, “Cabinets of Transgression: Renaissance Collections and the 
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In the history of exhibiting objects, curiosity went hand in hand with the 

concept of collecting rare and unusual artefacts. Although, the activity of collecting 

may be considered as gathering objects, there is a deep meaning hidden behind this 

activity. Sharon Macdonald takes the activity of collecting as a production of 

European knowledge and a constitution of new kinds of social practices.144 Such 

collecting activity produced the European display areas called ‘curiosity of cabinets’ 

or ‘cabinets of curiosity’ in the sixteenth century. Since the passion of collecting 

objects emerged out of the feeling of curiosity, the activity of collecting flourished 

around Europe and produced the curiosity of cabinets in English, Wunderkammer or 

Kunstkammer in German, Cabinets des curieux in French, and studio in Italian. 

The formation of these cabinets of curiosities was embedded in knowledge 

production by keeping royal treasures or religious objects. Tony Bennett, in the Birth 

of the Museum (1995), has explained that the European cabinets were socially 

enclosed spaces, built for only one person who had a political and a powerful 

authority- the prince.145 Since these objects were not randomly collected146, they 

reflected the interest and the passion of the European mindset to the royal and 

religious artefacts. Collecting and displaying artefacts in these cabinets of curiosities 

went hand in hand with the emergence of European colonialism.147 Christian Feest 

states that, objects were collected from indigenous owners by colonial officials, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Incorporation of the New World,” in The Cultures of Collecting, ed. John Elsner and Roger Cardinal, 
Critical Views (London: Reaktion Books, 1997), 184–85. 
144 Macdonald, “Collecting Practices,” 85. 
145 Tony Bennett, The Birth of the Museum: History, Theory, Politics (New York: Routledge, 1995), 
93. 
146 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, “The Museum in the Disciplinary Society,” in Museum Studies in 
Material Culture, ed. Susan M. Pearce (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1989), 59–79. 
147 Martin Hall, Archaeology and the Modern World: Colonial Transcripts in South Africa and the 
Chesapeake (London: Routledge, 2000), 14.Quoted in Diana DiPaolo Loren, “The Exotic in Daily 
Life: Trace and Exchange in Historical Archaeology,” in Trade and Exchange: Archaeological 
Studies from History and Prehistory, ed. Carolyn D. Dillian and Carolyn L. White (New York: 
Springer, 2010), 197. 
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traders, missionaries, soldiers, and naturalists in order to not only gather objects from 

indigenous population148 but also to continue the colonial power by possessing the 

material culture of the colonized. In Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (2003), 

Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, summarizes the function of cabinets of curiosities. 

According to Hooper-Greenhill, the main function was to bring all objects in the 

same place, thus creating a united discourse by keeping and displaying the material 

culture taken from different parts of the world together. In these cabinets, objects 

were put in an order that reflected the world within a specific and a meaningful 

classification.149 However, there are many other criticisms that these cabinets were 

“unsystematic and idiosyncratic in composition.”150 Based on these theories and 

criticisms regarding the organization of cabinets, I suggest to take these cabinets of 

curiosities as a place of “proximity, juxtaposition or alignment.”151 Although these 

cabinets were made of “eclectic collections” 152, they had their own organization 

system. 

Cabinets of curiosities did not only contain treasury items or artifacts, but 

they also included naturalia-natural objects and creatures-, exotica-exotic plants and 

animals-, scientifica–scientific instruments- and artificialia–handmade artifacts- 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
148 Christian F. Feest, “Collectors, Collections and Collectibles: Early Native American Collections in 
Europe and North America,” in Uncommon Legacies: Native American Art from the Peabody Essex 
Museum, ed. Mary Lou Curran, Christian F. Feest, and John R. Grimmes (New York: American 
Federation of Arts and the University of Washington Press, 2002), 34–35. 
149 Eilean Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (London; New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 82. 
150 Michael Ames, “How Should We Think about What We See in a Museum of Anthropology?,” 
Transactions of the Royal Society of Canada, 4, no. 21 (1984): 94; Quoted in Hooper-Greenhill, 
Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, 125. 
151 Macdonald, “Collecting Practices,” 84. Quoted in Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An 
Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London and New York: Routledge, 2002). 
152 Oliver Impey and Arthur MacGregor, “The Origins of Museums: The Cabinet of Curiosities in 
Sixteenth- and Seventeenth-Century Europe (1985),” in Historical Perspectives on Preventive 
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objects.153 By the sixteenth century, cabinets of curiosities collected exotica objects, 

and these exotic objects were embedded within the interest on the “original”, 

“curious” or “strange”. These objects were taken from distant lands by princes, 

rulers, merchants. By the seventeenth century, these cabinets began to contain 

curious, rare, unusual and weird objects. The collections displayed natural and exotic 

objects that were collected from distant lands. For instance, in 1683, the Ashmolean 

Museum in Oxford opened to the public and became one of the most important 

cabinets of curiosities in England. It mainly contained natural specimens as well as 

exotic objects taken from foreign lands. Its main aim was to collect objects reflecting 

the natural history.154 (Appx. E) Before the Ashmolean Museum, John Tradescant’s 

house called “Tradescant’s Ark” in South Lambeth, outside London, was the earliest 

public museum, filled with Cabinet of Rarities. He also published a catalogue in 

1656 titled Musaeum Tradescantianum, a collection of curiosities. It is a catalogue of 

the collection that presented exhibits in two parts; one was the natural objects 

(naturalia) and the other one was manmade objects (artificialia) (Appx. F). This 

division reflects the classification of objects according to their origins. The first 

section of this catalogue was divided into three primary sub-orders of nature; animal, 

plant and mineral. The second category contained information regarding the man-

made objects such as costumes, paintings, coins, weapons…etc. The division 

between the natural and the man-made did not only provide information about the 

meaning of the earliest English cabinets of curiosities or the importance of 

categorization in the early museum genre, but it rather gives an idea about what the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
153 Gilles Boëtsch, “From Cabinets of Curiosities to the Passion for the ‘Savage,’” in Human Zoos: The 
Invention of the Savage, ed. Pascal Blanchard (Paris: Actes Sud, 2011), 78. The general character of the 
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of distant countries, all that was comprised under the general name of ‘Rarities’.” (Appx. G)  

154 Boëtsch, “From Cabinets of Curiosities to the Passion for the ‘Savage,’” 78. 
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effect of certain dichotomies such as natural or artificial, real or imaginary was for 

the birth of exhibitions during the mid seventeenth century.155  

By the eighteenth century, cabinets were filled with ‘monstrous’ and 

anthropomorphic curiosities.156 It was the century when Europe collected anything 

that was attributed to the ‘abnormal’, hybrid, or ‘monstrous’. These ‘monstrous’ 

objects would then be subjected to the process of categorization in an attempt to 

carry them to a scientific field. This categorization, called teratology emerged in 

order to classify ‘monstrous’ bodies either by examining the inner part of bodies 

such as skulls, organs, skeletons or outer parts of the hybrid or conjoined bodies 

(mermaids, centaurs, hermaphrodites).157 This was the era, before the emergence of 

evolutionary ideology, when the concept of teratology was connected with collecting 

objects that has reflected both the cultural pattern of early modern Europe and 

fetishism on ‘monstrous’ objects. This was also the era when the dualism between 

man and animal was constructed on the basis of collecting ‘monstrous’ objects. 

These rare objects raised questions in European minds, by pushing the limits of 

humanity and even created one of the earliest dichotomies between the norm and the 

‘abnormal’, the ‘monstrous’ and the others. Therefore, cabinets of curiosities shed 

light on the invention of the ‘monstrous’, ‘savage’ or ‘other’ bodies and how the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
155 http://www.ashmolean.org/ash/amulets/tradescant/tradescant04.html After the death of John, the 
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Ashmolean Museum is still open to public. 
156 Heather McHold, “Diagnosing Difference: The Scientific, Medical, and Popular Engagement with 
Monstrosity in Victorian Britain” (Unpublished Phd. Dissertation, Northwestern University, 2002), 1. 
Recognizing the interest in ‘monstrous’ bodies, many etymologists states that the word “monster” 
comes from the Latin word, monstare (to show or reveal). This is a meaningful point for this research 
which will be studied in the last chapter by looking at how ‘black bodies’ were part of the material 
world and revealed in various display zones.  
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European mind was interested in collecting ‘abnormal’, ‘non-European’, ‘exotic’ 

bodies and created a knowledge and produced a world map in these display arenas.  

 

2.2.   Anthropology with the Introduction of ‘Race’ and the Body 

Anthropology has mostly referred to the study of the physical body since the 

sixteenth century. In 1501, the word Anthropologium (anthropo for man/human and 

logos for study) was firstly used to indicate the study of the human body.158 In the 

next centuries, when colonialism and early-modern scientific improvements began to 

appeared, anthropology turned into a ‘scientific’ discipline by using specific methods 

and theories, bringing the origin of humanity and human body into a focus.  

Anthropologists began to deal with the relationship between culture and 

nature. The thin line between these two issues gave rise to endless arguments with 

regards to the question of what was the relationship between humanity and animality. 

The answers to this dead-end question have been ranging from man as a tool-bearing 

animal to man as a special kind of animal that has memory.159 The point here is that, 

while the nineteenth century anthropologists began to study the relations or 

contradictions between culture and nature, it is necessary to remind that the initial 

aim of the earliest anthropology was to reach and to study the human ontology and 

not the “culture” itself.160 The interest in the obscurity of human ontology 

consequently intertwined with the notion of the human body resulted in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
158 Jack David Eller, Cultural Anthropology: 101 (New York: Routledge, 2015), 5. 
159 Bryan S. Turner, “Introduction: The Turn of the Body,” in Introduction: The Turn of the Body, ed. 
Bryan S. Turner (New York: Routledge, 2012), 2. 
160 Eller, Cultural Anthropology, 6. 
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articulation of the evolutionary idea in which Man is defined in the stage of 

‘primitive’ in terms of its cultural, social and morphological contexts.  

The curiosity and interest in the diversity of the human body was inevitably 

shaped around the debates on ‘human race’. Describing and defining the various 

kinds of ‘human races’ is maybe one of the most debated topics in the history of 

anthropology. Since the eighteenth century, the notion of ‘race’ has been taken up 

with a great interest by scientists, ethnologists and anthropologists. The word 

‘race’161, which was first used in the sixteenth century, had a meaning referring to 

people of a common descent such as family or lineage.162 In the next centuries, when 

the era of Enlightenment or the Age of Reason began to be adapted by ethnological 

studies, the idea of race gained a methodological momentum. It was the time when 

the rational thinking was brought to study the ‘nature’ of the world. In the eighteenth 

century, the word ‘nature’ referred to unknown or wild places, to ‘savage’ people, 

which had to be rationalized by the adaptation of ‘scientific’ methods. These 

methods were primarily on categorizing people based on their ‘physical’ 

appearances. In 1735, Sweedish naturalist Carl Linnaeus published the book Systema 

Naturae classifying the ‘outcasted’ and ‘medicalized’ bodies called as Homo 

anthropomorphia which encompasses variety of human-like mythological creatures. 

He made a hierarchical classification that goes from European man- Homo 

europaeus at the top, to the African man -Homo afer- at the bottom level. According 

to Linnaeus’ description, European ‘races’ were “clever, inventive and pale”, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
161 Rattansi, Racism, 23.  
162 In the Middle ages, the concept of ‘race’ was used to describe alien, ‘monstrous’ bodies. Please 
See; John Block Friedman, The Monstrous Races in Medieval Art and Thought, 2nd ed. (Syracuse: 
Syracuse University Press, 2000). 
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whereas African races were “phlegmatic, black-skinned, slow and negligent.”163 As 

Linnaeus’ description has reflected, African bodies were located outside of 

humanity, but near animality. African bodies were described as exotic, deformed, 

‘monstrous’, ‘abnormal’, ‘anomalous’ bodies which were located far from the body 

of Europeans.164 In other words, Linnaeus brought (African) Man within the 

categorization of the animal world. He invented a hierarchical classification, putting 

the African Man at the bottom, past, old and the European man at the top, recent and 

new. Linnaeus’ model was then adapted by Johann Friedrich Blumenbach (1752-

1840), a German anatomist and naturalist, who developed the racial classifications 

and published his studies, titled as De Generis Humani Varietate Nativa or On the 

Natural Variety of Mankind in 1795. His taxonomy was based on the classification of 

humans into color categories: black, brown, yellow, red and white (Appx. G).165 As 

Linnaeus founded the four race system in 1737, and then in 1779 Johann Friedrich 

Blumenbach founded the five-race system, anthropology gained a methodological 

dimension by adapting racial classifications. Although the concept of race does not 

have a dominant position in Linnaeus’ and Blumenbach’s analysis, the eighteenth 

century was the era when the idea of race was invented and began to be spread all 

around the Europe. Since the hierarchical categorization and taxonomy of body were 

invented, African populations began to be referred to as ‘savage’, which was 

characterized by the depictions of bestiality and idea of closeness to wild apes. Not 

surprisingly, since the French anthropologist Paul Topinard (1830–1911) defined 
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anthropology in 1876 as being part of the natural history and reflecting the 

relationship between “man and the races of man”166, anthropology worked within the 

context of racial issues. In this regard, while the core issue of this chapter is about the 

history anthropology, it is significant to point out that these early works of racial 

analyses does not only give clues about the ways anthropology became the science of 

humankind, but also they point out how anthropology has been articulated with the 

diversity of human bodies and racial issues since the late seventeenth century.167   

With the introduction of physical anthropology in the next centuries, the 

human body was no longer a piece of flesh that has evoked curiosity of Western 

mind. At that point, the body became an object of inquiry that can be measurable and 

definable by the figures and practices of anthropology. Since the early days of 

anthropology, the issue of body, or ‘racial’ diversity, has been a focus of study. 

However, measuring or defining the body was not enough for the nineteenth century 

scientists. There was a huge ‘scientific’ interest on physical or biological body, 

which was mostly based upon the evolutionary ideology. As the evolutionary theory 

emerged out and affected the anthropological studies, body studies turned into a 
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Green, Longman and Roberts, Paternoster Row., 1863), 3. 

167 In addition to the interest on human physical traits, anthropology in the nineteenth century was also 
dealing with personal and cultural traits. For example, according to Topinard, on the one hand 
anthropology “occupies itself with Man and the races of mankind”, on the other hand ethnology 
concerns “such peoples and tribes as geography and history” and it attempts to study not only the 
physical features of people but also their “manners, customs, religion, language, physical characteristics 
and origin.” (8-9) Another example would be the sections of the books published in the early nineteenth 
century. Although the first section of Haddon’s book titled as the “Physical Anthropology”, whereas 
the second section called as the “Cultural Anthropology” with the chapters on ethnology, archeology, 
religion, language. But, as I have mentioned before, the initial and original aim of anthropology was 
focused on human bodies not culture.  
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more complex issue. Since the nineteenth century findings and theories on race 

focused on the physical body, rather than behavioral characteristics of people, human 

body became an anthropological inquiry, which can be analyzed, defined and 

measured based on racial variations. 

However, nineteenth century anthropological definitions, which make the 

body a place for anthropological inquiry, is not be sufficient for us. In order to make 

an in-depth analysis about the history of anthropology, we need to go further by 

looking at what the role of anthropological depictions in creating the body as a place 

for study was. To explore these depictions, I will focus on the analysis of 

anthropological exhibitions that were products of Western curiosity. As Western 

curiosity of non-Western people was increased; museums, circuses, zoos, world fairs, 

‘freak shows’ and many other display zones began be part of the anthropological 

display zones. Since the nineteenth century was the age of the African Exploration 

and the emergence of Darwinian theories, I will read the mechanisms of exhibitions 

under the umbrella of these historical thresholds. Before we explore the effects of 

these thresholds, it is crucial to seek answers to these questions: how was the body 

depicted and defined as a ‘savage’? How was the ‘savage’ invented through 

ethnographic exhibitions during the early nineteenth century? In order to answer 

these questions, next part will look at the birth of taxonomy, classification and its 

connection with the development of the displaying genre, starting from the cabinets 

of curiosities, and going until the birth of ethnographic human exhibitions during the 

early nineteenth century.    
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2.3.   Between Science and Spectacle: The Case of Saartje Baartman as the 

“Hottentot Venus” 

When an anthropologist goes into a space of an indigenous population and 

looks at their habitat with interest and curiosity, s/he gazes at what s/he encounters. 

This gaze is culturally organized and systematized, as well as disciplined. It is a gaze 

that is social, economic, and personal traits and supported and justified by an 

academic discourse/institution. It is the production of both the personal and 

professional pleasure that helps to construct one’s gaze as distinctly Western and self 

over the indigenous population as Other.  The concept of the gaze reminds us that 

looking cannot be pure, simple and innocent, because it is a learned ability.168 

According to postmodernist thought, what the eye sees is not a pre-existing thing. 

Instead, looking is constructed discursively and visually, and thus things become 

visible to the eye. If we go back to Red Peter’s case, the story is shaped around the 

gazing paradigm and follows the racial connotation through the supremacy of white, 

male and imperial gaze. Since the body of Red Peter becomes an object of 

examination, the story follows the paradigm of curiosity, surveillance and 

observation. When Red Peter is on stage and shares his stories with the academy, the 

process of gazing inevitably will be part of the process of Red Peter’s transformation. 

During his racial transformation, Red Peter is experiencing the colonial process in 

person and is exposed to the imperial gaze a great deal. Therefore, in order to open 

up this debate, I will first look at the concept of gazing and question how does the 

Western gaze have an effect on transforming the colonial body into a subject of 

curiosity and inquiry.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
168 John Urry and Jonas Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0 (London: Sage Publications Ltd., 2011), 1. 
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In the Black Skin White Mask (1952), Franz Fanon shares his experience with 

us when a white child sees and shouts at him, “Dirty Nigger!” or “Look, a Negro!”169  

The book does not only have Fanon’s personal experiences, but its main idea is 

shaped around the topic of race, which has been influenced by the author’s 

background in medical and psychoanalytical studies. He is, therefore, interested in 

analyzing the psychoanalytical background of racial categories that has been created 

by the white ‘supremacy’. According to Fanon, the black body does not find its own 

corporeality and thus it becomes an object for the western gaze. The “movements, 

the attitudes, the glances” in short the identity of the black subject is altered through 

the fixation, gazing and identification in a place where he encounters the white 

subject/ body/ gaze/ identity.170 Besides, Fanon states that the identity of the black 

person is altered and is exposed to a certain gaze. Thus, the actual physical self is 

transformed, changed and distorted through specific racial connotations and 

fixations. In Fanon’s own words, “my body is given back to me sprawled out, 

distorted, recolored.”171  

Since the gaze is a socio-culturally constituted practice, there are many ways 

of looking. People gaze upon the outside world through specific filters of ideas, 

perspectives, backgrounds, intentions and expectations, shaped by class, gender, 

identity…etc. The first sentence of John Berger’s Ways of Seeing (1972) is 

important, since it states that “seeing comes before words. The child looks and 

recognizes before it can speak.”172 As an art critic, cultural historian as well as a 

painter, Berger is interested in looking at the relations between images and text while 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
169 Frantz Fanon, Black Skin, White Masks, trans. Charles Lam Markmann, New edition (London: 
Pluto Press, 2008) 82. 
170 Ibid., 82. 
171 Ibid., 86. 
172 John Berger, Ways of Seeing (London: British Broadcasting Corporation, 1972), 7. 
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he challenges the understanding of how these two issues function in our current 

world. Berger continuously pushes the reader to ask questions on relations between 

seeing and knowing. For instance, in the earlier stages of the development of 

knowing, there is a process of choosing or using of specific words. However, words 

cannot provide strong and crucial answers about the outside or un-known world. In 

Berger’s own words, “we see things as affected by what we know or what we 

believe… We only see what we look at.”173 We can only see through our own filtered 

constructions. Therefore, gazing is framed by various elements, practices, ideas and 

memories, as well as by circulating images and texts. Such socio-cultural frames 

enable anthropologists, ethnologists and/or curators to see the physical forms of the 

human body before their eyes define the world as interesting, beautiful and/or 

ugly.174 These socially and culturally constructed lenses can affect the ways of 

seeing. Berger’s point of view is playing significant role in order to understand the 

basic principles of gazing. However, it is not enough to solve the problem, which is 

hiding itself behind the gazing paradigm. In this sense, the important question is, 

how can we articulate the European gaze within the context of ethnographic human 

exhibitions?  

The most fundamental thing that supported the formation the spectacles of 

native people was the visual interest.175 The ethnographic human exhibitions that 

flourished in world fairs from 1870, until 1930, legitimized the Darwinian ideology 

between ‘primitives’ and apes. “To see is to know” was the motto of the World’s 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
173 Ibid. 
174 Urry and Larsen, The Tourist Gaze 3.0, 2. The main idea of this book is shaped around the way in 
which the practices and patterns of touristic gaze. In this sentence, I’ve changed and updated the main 
idea of this book.  
175 Raymond Corbey, “Ethnographic Showcases, 1870–1930,” Cultural Anthropology 8, no. 3 (1993): 
338–369. 



	  
	  

76	  

Columbian Exposition held in Chicago in 1893. Since the motto of the 1893 

Columbian Exposition was based upon the idea of the gazing paradigm, the 

ethnographic exhibitions were shaped around the discourses of surveillance, curiosity 

and gazing. Natives from colonized cultures became a part of this phenomenon. 

Together with their dresses, daily life objects, houses and even complete villages, 

these so-called ‘savage’ people became objects for Western visual satisfaction.176   

Although Berger takes the gazing paradigm through socio-culturally filters, 

which have an effect on the production of this paradigm, I argue that cultural and 

historical implications exceed its limits. A general study of the ways of seeing in the 

exhibitionary order and of its colonial and scientific reasons remains limited in 

different ways. I will therefore approach these exhibitions and spectacles, as a form 

of representation and as a form of vision that is created in cultural as well as 

historical practices, which the ‘native’ is getting closer as well as keeping at a 

distance. As Blanchard has suggested, that these exhibitions demonstrate visual 

pleasure in exoticism and/or strangeness to give information of these hybrids.177 It is 

not easy to draw clear-cut distinctions between the notions of ‘savage’ and ‘freak’ or 

‘monstrous’ bodies, because these two notions somehow went hand in hand for the 

first part of the nineteenth century spectacles.  

In addition to the effect of colonial powers on creating such displays, these 

human exhibitions became a place of where science and visual interest were 

combined. Although slavery was abolished in 1838 after the passing of the Slavery 

Abolition Act in 1833, the colonial empire created a society divided into parts; 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
176 Raymond Corbey, “Ethnographic Showcases: Account and Vision,” in Human Zoos: Science and 
Spactacle In the Age of Colonial Empires, ed. Pascal Blanchard et al., trans. Terasa Bridgeman 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008), 95. 
177 P. Blanchard (2008), 3. 
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exhibited native people according to their bodily formations on the one hand and the 

curiosity, wonder and interest of the Victorian spectators on the other.  

It was during the early nineteenth century that the idea of normalization of 

the natural world appeared. This idea was transformed into a combination of popular 

shows, scientific approach and research on racial distinctions. By the middle of the 

nineteenth century, the content of ethnographic exhibitions was still a disorganized 

affair and had not advanced into a fully professionalized sector, playing an essential 

part in major colonial displays.178 Although these exhibits were transformed into a 

performance or became part of show business sector, they still displayed strength, 

‘abnormality’, curiosity and exoticness at the same time. This was also the time 

when human exhibitions turned into a model of displaying ‘exotics’ with certain 

racial features, which were organized either by individual entrepreneurs or formed by 

larger display zones, such as world fairs and colonial exhibitions.179 The mid- 

nineteenth century played an important role in the emergence of various types of 

display areas, since it was the time when the displays of difference were 

institutionalized and commercialized. Fairs, circuses, exhibitions, carnivals as well as 

zoos became popular throughout the Western world, bringing visual pleasure to 

visitors and profit to organizers. The interest on ‘monstrous’ bodies was related to 

various practices of alterity and went hand in hand with the appearance of 

ethnographic shows. Exhibitions on ‘monstrous’ or ‘freak’ bodies had been very 

popular since the sixteenth century, but they reached its zenith point in the first half 

of the nineteenth century. The arrival of ethnographic displays thus extended the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
178 Blanchard et al., “Human Zoos: The Greatest Exotic Shows in the West,” 7. 
179 Ibid., 6–10. Blanchard takes the second half of the nineteenth century as a model in which the 
commercialization of human exhibitions were took place. Historians prefer to take the 1851 Crystal 
Palace Exhibition as an important model which created a professional and institutional exhibitionary 
order.   
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limits of displaying Otherness, which created a shift from ‘monstrous’ to exotic 

bodies.180 However, it is not easy to define the interest on displaying ‘monstrous’ and 

exotic people as a shift, rather it is better to take these two issues as interrelated 

practices, which cannot be separated from each other.  

In Europe, a similar process had developed in the first half of the nineteenth 

century with the London and Paris exhibitions of the Hottentot Venus (1810-15), 

whose body became an object of curiosity as well as scientific study.181 One of the 

famous cases in the history of human exhibitions was the story of Saartje Baartman 

(later called Hottentot Venus by European entertainment sector), who was a key 

figure in the birth of the practice of human exhibitions. Baartman’s display marks an 

important change of practices in European exhibitions, as the earliest example of 

capturing and displaying the ‘alive’ native figures in the nineteenth century. It is 

therefore crucial to describe the historical and critical points on questioning how the 

bodies of African black colonized women became objects of curiosity, entertainment 

and ‘scientific’ inquiry.  

On 1810, Saartje Baartman was captured from to make a performance in 

London, Piccadily, where her story began. She was forced to make shows, 

performances and she was put on display as an object of curiosity, excitement and 

fantasies for her Victorian audience (Fig. 2). After London, Baartman was forced to 

travel to France under the contract made with S. Reaux’s. Since Reaux was the 

‘owner’ of Baartman, he decided to exhibit her.182 She was exhibited as if she was 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
180 Ibid., 10. 
181 Ibid., 6. 
182 Gilles Boetsch and Pascal Blanchard, “The Hottentot Venus: Birth of a ‘Freak’ (1815),” in Human 
Zoos: Science and Spectacle in the Age of Colonial Empires, ed. Pascal Blanchard et al., trans. Terasa 
Bridgeman (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2008), 63–64. 
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being in a strange, wild and brutal place. Until Baartman’s death on March, 1815, 

she was continued to be part of the exhibitionary order and entertainment sector by 

presenting her own body on stage for the Western audience.  

After her death on March 1815, European scientists began to be interested in 

studying the physical appearance of Baartman. For example, Georges Cuvier (1769-

1832), who was a French naturalist and zoologist regarded as the founder of 

palaentology, viewed Baartman’s body as a bestial, brutal and extraordinary ‘thing’. 

According to Cuvier’s report, her body became a ‘scientific’ object, which was 

positioned far away from the human form, as her face, her body parts were seen as 

similar to animal form.183 Afterwards, her anatomy was taken up with great interest 

by scientists, medical practitioners and anthropologists. Georges Cuvier dissected 

Baartman’s body. Cuvier wrote a report to the French Academy of Medicine in 1817. 

In his report, Cuvier claimed that “races with depressed and compressed skulls are 

condemned to a perpetual state of inferiority” (Appx. H).184 Cuvier removed sexual 

organs, brain and other organs, placing them in jars, which would be moved to the 

Musee de l’Homme in Paris.(Fig. 1) This time, her brain became a debate for 

scientists by questioning the relationship between the size of brain, skull or head 

forms and the level of ‘civilization’   

The treatment of Baartman’s alive and dead body displays a dilemma. On the 

one hand, her body was accepted as an unusual form of human body that is linked 

more closely with the animal form. It was accepted as an in-between, neither human 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
183 Ibid., 65. According to Boetsch and Blanchard, Cuvier declared that he had “never seen a human 
head more similar that of monkey than this.” 
184 G Cuvier, “Extrait D’observations Faites Sur Le Cadavre D’une Femme Connue À Paris et À 
Londres Sous Le Nomme de Vénus Hottentotte,” Mémoires Du Musée Nationale d’Histoire Naturelle 
iii (1817): 259–74. 
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nor animal - in short, ‘freak’. On the other hand, her body was taken up with great 

interest and was depicted as a pornographic object in various engravings and 

advertisements (Fig. 2). Her ‘wild’ body became the symbol of the Westerners’ 

fascination with the Other185 and was turned into a curious object in order to satisfy 

the Western gaze. The story of Baartman starting in the 1810s is not only merely a 

reflection of the history of human exhibitions, but it is also the proof of how the 

bodies of African women became a racialized objects, based on their unusual and so-

called ‘different’ bodily features. This discourse was clearly strengthened by the 

colonial discourse to provide ‘proper’ and scientific answers to understanding the 

races of colonized lands. Baartman’s body was seen as a ‘savage’ and wild object, 

which was represented in the context of monstrosity, but it was a black, female, 

naked and colonized body, misshaped and ‘different’ body, ‘uncivilized’ and 

‘savage’ that was put on display as an object of entertainment, science and medicine. 

It was also the body which was accepted as being the exact opposite of the “clothed 

white bodies of civilized European women.”186  The femininity of Baartman was 

constructed by representing her body in a context where it was subjected to the 

Western white colonial male gaze. This gaze was fascinated by the curiousness, 

rareness and strangeness of this female body, which reminded them of their 

superiority and masculinity. Saartje Baartman’s story is probably one of the most 

known cases in the history of both Africa and in Europe. It is still being written, 

studied and analyzed in many other fields such as body studies, visual studies, 

history of slavery and gender studies.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
185 Nanette Jacomijn et al., “Savage Imagery,” in Human Zoos: The Invention of the Savage (Actes 
Sud, 2012), 120. 
186 Boetsch and Blanchard, “The Hottentot Venus,” 68. 
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2.4.   The Role of Ethnologist Robert Gordon Latham and the Crystal Palace 

Exhibition in Sydenham: Exhibition of the ‘African Natives’ 

The nineteenth century was known as the era of the Industrial Revolution, 

when the manufacturing and production processes were improved with the invention 

of steam power and the development of powerful and efficient machines. However, 

nineteenth century cannot only be defined within the context of these political and 

economical practices; it was also a century in which significant social and cultural 

changes took place in. Therefore, in this section, I will read nineteenth century as a 

period when the display genre developed in Britain under the practice of 

anthropology and ethnography.187 In this sense, one of the most important mile stones 

in the history of the display genre was the emergence of world fairs. The first world 

fair called the “Great Exhibition” was built at the Crystal Palace, London in 1851. It 

was the time when the British power and sovereignty began to rise in technology, 

industry and economy. Paul Greenhalgh explains that during the time of the Great 

Exhibition, railway routes were almost finished and the following years would also 

be called as “the second industrial revolution.”188 The development of technological 

and industrial production both affected and was affected by the expansion of rail 

lines and shipping in Britain.189 The Crystal Palace does not only reflect the 

characteristics of the industrial and technological revolution, but it also carries the 

significant political and cultural elements of the period.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
187 The musealization of culture or the museum boom is not unique for the European context. I am 
well aware that for the Ottoman period, in 1846, the Byzantine objects were kept in the Hagia Irene. 
In 1869, the name of the place was changed to Muze-i Humayun. 
188 Paul Greenhalgh, Ephemeral Vistas: The Expositions Universelles, Great Exhibitions, and World’s 
Fairs, 1851-1939, Studies in Imperialism (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1988). 
189 İlkay B. Ayvaz, “The Empire’s Exhibition and the City’s Biennial: Contemporary Implications of 
World as Picture” (Unpublished M.A. Thesis, Boğaziçi University, 2010), 7. 
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Ethnographic exhibitions reached their peak period in terms of a scale, 

commercial success and public access with the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace 

in London in 1851.190 In his book The Ethnological Exhibitions of London (1855), 

John Conolly gave a testimony about human displays, which were playing significant 

role due to their commercial effects. Visitors paid entrance fees to see living peoples’ 

performances which became enormously popular in the nineteenth century. 

(Appx.I)191 For one penny or more, these people were imported from colonized 

territories to entertain the Victorians. Conolly’s idea pointed out that these shows 

brought profit and they were entertaining for the public, but she is not totally 

satisfied with this idea. Inded, Sadiah Qureshi expands Conolly’s testimony and 

suggests the idea that these earliest ‘profit-oriented’ human displays must had an 

impact on the production of ethnological information.  As it was seen in the 

illustrated weekly magazine, The Illustrated London News, by the early 1840s, 

commercial exhibitions began to be transformed into an education field for the 

Victorian public and scientists. Exhibitions provided ‘scientific’ knowledge about 

human variety and satisfied the curiosity of the Victorians.192 (Fig) In addition to 

Conolly’s ideas, people were not only exhibited for profit oriented purposes, they 

were also ethnological subjects that anthropologists, medical practitioners were 

making observations on and studying physical characteristics. Qureshi asks an 

important question regarding the relations of ethnology and exhibitionary order; how 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
190 Sadiah Qureshi, Peoples on Parade: Exhibitions, Empire and Anthropology in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 2011), 3. 
191  Sadiah Qureshi, “Robert Gordon Latham, Displayed Peoples, and the Natural History of Race, 
1854-1866,” The Historical Journal 54, no. 1 (March 2011): 144.  
192 Qureshi, Peoples on Parade, 187. Quoted in “The Bosjesman, at the Egyptian Hall, Piccadilly,” The 
Illustrated London News, June 12, 1847, 381. As seen in Qureshi’s quotation taken from the illustrated 
weekly magazine of its period, ILS, wrote a review of the 1847 San exhibition in Manchester, “the first 
effect, on entering the room, may be repulsive; but the attentive visitor soon overcomes this feeling, and 
sees in the benighted beings before him a fine subject for scientific investigation, as well as a scene for 
popular gratification, and rational curiosity.”  
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were the displayed peoples transformed into ethnological material for the purpose of 

education and practice?193 Since these people became both displayed as an object of 

inquiry and also got turned into ethnological subjects, what was the role of the 

ethnological perspective during the process of transformation of the native into a 

‘savage’?   

After the Great Exhibition in the Hyde Park, it was decided to move the 

Palace to the South of London, to be reconstructed on Sydenham Hill. The Crystal 

Palace stayed in Sydenham from 1854 until it was destroyed by fire in 1936. In the 

preface his book Palace of the People: The Crystal Palace at Sydenham 1854-1936 

(2004), Jan R. Piggott mentions, that the Sydenham Palace was thought as “a three 

dimensional encyclopedia of both nature and art… that would help visitors to 

understand evolution and civilization”194 The exhibition at Sydenham was built as a 

colossal monument was built to provide an ethnological knowledge for the Victorian 

public, rather than being an international trade fair.195 It was a large monumental 

building, where each colony was allocated a pavillion. More than twenty-five nations 

and many colonized regions were invited to exhibit their artefacts, raw materials and 

‘exotic’ objects, while live exhibitions and traditions of the colonial world were also 

displayed at the Crystal Palace. The re-creation of the African culture was carried on 

through the practice of exhibition emerging from the combination of political, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
193 Qureshi, “Robert Gordon Latham, Displayed Peoples,” 144–45. 
194 Piggott, Palace of the People, v. 
195 It is important to state that, the exhibition at Sydenham was funded by a private enterprise and its 
main aim was inevitably to make a profit. For example, the Crystal Palace displays were cheaper than 
any other exhibitions in London. Since the supply and demand is the basic economic principle, in the 
first year, 1,322,00 visitors plus 71,000 children visited the exhibition at Sydenham. Besides, the 
visitors could be coming from the elite and working class. In addition to the commercial side of any 
kind of exhibition, displaying something/someone is constructed within a specific narration. 
According to Qureshi, when we look at from this perspective, the basic narration of Sydenham 
exhibition was around the aim of education principle, as Latham has mentioned in his guidebook.  
Qureshi, “Robert Gordon Latham, Displayed Peoples,” 147. Qureshi, Peoples on Parade, 193.               
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economical and social factors. These exhibits were not only displayed in local 

theatres, performance halls and independent stages, but they were also supported by 

the government and shown in national exhibitions which began to be popular in the 

aftermath of the 1851World Fair at the Crystal Palace in London.  

The British ethnologist Robert Gordon Latham, became the curator of the 

Court of Natural History at the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, London, England in 

1854. (Appx. J)196 R. G. Latham organized an African section by displaying 

mannequins, houses, and daily life objects. As an ethnologist and a curator of the 

exhibition, the role of Robert Gordon Latham at the Sydenham Exhibition was 

important due to the effect of his interdisciplinary background on the arrangement of 

ethnological displays as well as his perspective in creating an exhibitionary area. I 

will explore the understanding and practices of Latham, who was paying specific 

attention to observing, displaying and representing people’s bodies on stage. Since 

he was trained in medical studies, anatomy, physiology and natural history, his 

method of defining, classifying and displaying people would certainly have been 

affected from this interdisciplinary background. I will, therefore, take the Sydenham 

Exhibition as a reference point due to the invention of the African human body as a 

‘savage’ that were carried on a ‘national’ display arena. Indeed, I will look at the 

narration of the exhibition and arrangement of displays that was built upon to idea to 

re-create a ‘national’ ideology by displaying people from colonized regions.  

 Sydenham exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1854 presents two important 

details. The first one is the arrangement of displays and the descriptions in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
196 Robert Gordon Latham and Edward Forbes, The Natural History Department of the  Crystal 
Palace Described: Ethnology, Zoology and Botany (London: Crystal Palace Library, 1854); Samuel 
Phillips, Guide to the Crystal Palace  and Park (London: Crystal Palace Library, 1854); Piggott, 
Palace of the People. 
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guidebook, which helped to provide information to the audience about the displayed 

cultures. In this guidebook, there was a map of the Natural History Department, 

which was designed to direct visitors in the exhibition. (Fig. 3) This map suggested 

to the visitors to start their tour from the natural history department at the south wing 

and end in the section on Africa. In the first section, which was on Australian, 

visitors could see local flowers, animals and even a group of Papuan peoples and two 

Australian men. In the next section, India, a group of animals and Hindu people were 

displayed side by side. Then, in the section on Africa, ‘specimens’ of people from 

the eastern coast of the African continent were exhibited.197 As Latham and Forbes, 

mentioned “the arrangement is so far geographical that, to a certain extent, the visitor 

is able to place himself in respect to the objects before him in the same relation as he 

would be to a map of the world.”198 According to Sera-Shriar, these ethnographic 

displays were built geographically, so that visitors could tour the displays as if they 

were travelling around the world.199 In addition to the apparent meaning of these 

ethnographic displays, the map of the Natural History Department at Sydenham 

provided details on how the displays of countries were designed in the exhibition 

space. According to the map, China, India and North, East and South African 

countries were in the middle between Australia, India and the American continent. It 

is the vivid example about how the colonial mind placed the non-Western countries- 

in particular the African and the Oriental world- in separate sections or, located away 

from the ‘New World’ or Americas. The history of map making, names of the 

geographical spaces such as the ‘Middle East’ and the orientation of the map would 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
197 Qureshi, “Robert Gordon Latham, Displayed Peoples,” 147–48. Qureshi, Peoples on Parade, 194–
95. 
198 Latham and Forbes, The Natural History Department, 6.  
199 Efram Sera-Shriar, “Ethnology in the Metropole: Robert Knox, Robert Gordon Latham and Local 
Sites of Observational Training,” Studies in History and Philosophy of Biological and Biomedical 
Sciences 42, no. 4 (December 2011): 493.  
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also suggest many important clues about how geography has been related to 

colonialism.200 The arrangement of the exhibition and the written documents 

accompanying it does not only prove how Victorians learned information about the 

distant lands, but they were also the most vivid example of how the Victorians 

encountered to the colonized people in a ‘national’ exhibitionary order. 

 The second important detail of the Sydenham exhibition was that it 

presented the articulation of the ethnological studies with exhibits. Sydenham 

became an exhibition to display non-Western human models by constructing their 

‘natural’ environments. Latham designed the exhibitionary area by putting various 

human models on stage as if they were living in their ‘natural’ environments. 

Latham’s exhibitionary area would be the earliest example of what Barbara 

Kirshenblatt- Gimblett calls in her essay “Objects of Ethnography” (1990), in-situ 

exhibition. According to Gimblett, in situ exhibitions seem to be more realistic and 

these exhibitions were built on places where they can easily convey the feeling of an 

'original' setting.201 In addition to the construction of in situ exhibitions, the display 

of human models provided ethnological and ethnographical knowledge for anyone 

who could not travel distant lands and who were curious about the non-Western 

territory.202 Through these ethnological depictions, visitors could easily visualize 

non-Western people in their ‘natural’ habitats. As Efram Sera-Shriar has mentioned, 

although these ethnological displays did only have mannequins rather than living 

representatives of each culture, the accuracy and authenticity of the ethnological 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
200 In order to view the problematic side of the map orientation through the works of contemporary 
art, for example, Turkish multimedia artist Hale Tenger created an installation of an upside-down 
globe called “Strange Fruit” (2009).  
201 B. Kirshenblatt- Gimblett, “Objects of Ethnography,” in Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and 
Politics of Museum Display, edited by Ivan Karp & S.D. Lavine (Washington and London: 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1990), .388-391. 

202 Sera-Shriar, “Ethnology in the Metropole,” 493. 
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displays were playing significant roles for Latham. These mannequins were made of 

white plaster casts that were painted with various colors and they had human-like 

features such as hair, eyebrows, eyes, jewelry and facial expressions.203 They were 

even dressed in ‘indigenous’ clothing in order to provide the most ‘accurate’ and the 

‘authentic’ information about the people living in the Zulu region. Therefore, Sera-

Shriar calls them “realistic looking mannequins”204, which were displayed in a 

certain order and meaning. For instance, in the section of Zulu Display, Latham 

provided ethnological descriptions about the life of the Zulu people.  

“The Zulu group is taken from life... a Fetish-man, medium-man, mystery-
man, or conjuror (we may choose our name), is called in, and set upon the 
suspected parties, who sit round in a circle.” 205 

 
In addition to the arrangement of human displays, Latham provided labels and 

descriptions of each group of human models. For example, Latham defined the 

‘Negroes’ in terms of their physical and cultural forms. 

“In the Delta of the Niger we find the best opportunity for contrasting the 
negro with the European, the black man with the white;… wherein the 
African differs from the rest of the world are found in the most marked 
form.”206  
 

 In this regard, what I find interesting is the role of early anthropologists in 

producing ethnological displays. Since the development of ethnological framework 

could not be separated from the history of anthropological displays, Latham’s works 

should be re-evaluated through this perspective. When we remember the discourse of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
203 Sera-Shriar, The Making of British Anthropology, 1813-1871, 97–98. 
204 Ibid. For more information to get a general idea about the display of mannequins in the museum 
context, please see Mark B. Sandberg, Living Pictures, Missing Persons: Mannequins, Museums, and 
Modernity (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2003). About the history of mannequins in the 
context of an art, please see the catalogue of the exhibition of The Fitzwilliam Museum called “Silent 
Partners: Artist and Mannequin from Function to Fetish” (2014).  For further studies, display of 
mannequins and even ‘wax models’ is such an interesting topic which should be studied from a 
philosophical way of thinking including theories of body studies, queer theory and even gender 
studies. 
205 Latham and Forbes, The Natural History Department, 54.  
206 Ibid., 41. For Latham’s ideas upon the displayed peoples, please see Latham’s analysis in his book 
the “Varieties of Man.”  
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the guidebook, Latham explains the term ‘ethnology’ as the combination of two 

Greek words, ethnos and logos. For Latham, the term ethnology was equated with 

the science, devoted itself to examine “different varieties of the human species” 

rather than “different nations of the world.”207 Defining ethnology as the study of 

human species was an explicit indication of Latham’s perspective, which was based 

on separating human beings according to their physical and racial features. Unlike 

the perspective that all human races came from common descents, later known as 

monogenesis, Latham followed the perspective of French anatomist Georges Cuvier 

who divided the human species into three main races; Caucasian, Mongolian and 

Negro. This was the most popular idea, which was accepted by British practitioners 

during the early nineteenth century. Moreover, Latham’s guidebook, which was an 

explicit example of taxonomic definitions, categorized the humanity along the lines 

of civilized and ‘savage’; European and Negro.208 Latham believed that the human 

varieties needed to be at the center of ethnological enquiries. Thus, his primary 

concern was to identify different human races based on their physical and cultural 

features. The taxonomy of human physical features provided answers to the question 

of how to examine and to observe human physical differences in a ‘scientific’ way. 

This was the significant point in order to see how Latham developed a method of 

taxonomy through observation209 and how he combined his method of ethnological 

research by displaying “realistic looking” human models. (Fig.4a, Fig. 4b.) 

 Sydenham’s human model displays are important in the history of human 

ethnographic exhibitions for understanding the structure of exhibitions and their 

close relations to the practices of ethnology, which created a ‘legitimate’ basis for the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
207 Ibid., 5.  
208 Qureshi, “Robert Gordon Latham, Displayed Peoples,” 150. 
209 Sera-Shriar, “Ethnology in the Metropole,” 492. 
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development of racial understanding. Although these displays contained mannequins, 

plasters and models, they still presented how the variety of races and human 

differences were put on display and how the ethnological inquiry were embedded in 

the colonial mindset with the help of exhibitionary area. In this point, as Qureshi has 

reminded that, Latham’s collection and efforts provided opportunities for 

ethnologists in order to make ethnological research and studies. However, it is not 

that much easy to come to conclusion. In his book The Making of British 

Anthropology 1813-1871, Sera-Shriar has pointed out that Latham’s ethnological 

exhibition had two main aims. The first point was that the content of Latham’s 

guidebook, which contained of information that lead visitors about how to observe 

and interpret human differences in a more ‘scientific’ way of thinking. Therefore, 

these exhibitions that took place in the ethnological department of the Crystal Palace 

took an educating mission to inform the British public about the physical 

characteristics and varieties of human bodies. The second point, which is the reason 

why I have described Latham’s work in this research, is the political connection with 

the birth of these ethnological exhibitions. As I have stated in the previous chapter, 

anthropologists were charged with the duty of either going abroad or staying within 

the homeland to study the varieties of mankind. In this case, Latham was also 

charged with the duty of displaying the human races that were colonized by the 

British Empire. The Crystal Palace at Sydenham was not only a place for exhibiting 

various races, but it also became a place for carrying political message to the British 

public. By connecting ethnological research with the colonial process, these 

exhibitions at the Crystal Palace acquainted the British public with presenting 

“territorial wealth and people who inhabited it.”210 The ‘national’ Great Exhibition in 
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Sydenham presented how the narration was created in exhibits by bringing the 

distant and colonial lands into the place of ethnologists, which helped them to build a 

so-called ‘convincing’ story and show it to the audience in vivid, tangible and 

legitimate ways.  

Ethnographic exhibitions began to be popular in London during the early 

nineteenth century, when the Saartje Baartman performance took place in Europe. 

After the popularity of Baartman, ethnographic displays began to be expanded in 

London world fairs. Charles Forsdick takes the years between 1830- 1850 as the 

emergence of human exhibitions or in his own words “anthropo-zoological 

exhibitions”, which were taking place in various individual and institutional display 

areas in London’. In this regard, exhibition of “realistic looking mannequins” or the 

African Zulu mannequins can be called as a transitional exhibition, locating in 

between early performances and the invention of the ‘savage’, during the mid-

nineteenth century. Therefore, Latham’s exhibition can act as a transitional 

exhibition, which is located in between two main exhibitions, the display of Saartje 

Baartman in the early nineteenth century and the invention of human ethnographical 

displays specifically Zulu Exhibitions in 1853, which will be studied in the next part.  

 

2.5.   Invention of the ‘Savage’ during the Mid-Nineteenth Century: ‘Zulu’ 

Exhibitions 

Caldecotts, one of the famous business families of the nineteenth century in 

England, took thirteen Zulus to London in order to display them for the British 

public. These captured thirteen Zulu People from Natal, locating in the southern 

coast of Africa arrived in London in March 1853. They were forced to be part of 

Victorian spectacles reconstructing their daily life and ritual ceremonies on a display 
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stage. (Fig.5) Zulu Exhibitions were displayed in galleries of London in 1853. The 

Caldecotts rented a display arena in St. George’s Gallery at Hyde Park Corner and 

hired the painter Charles Marshall (1806-1890) to create the scenery, representing 

the people and place on display, which was published on newspapers and pamphlets. 

211 In order to provide a background information about the Zulu Exhibition and to 

market them to the public, Caldecott’s son wrote a pamphlet entitled Descriptive 

History of the Zulu Kafirs, Their Customs and Their Country, With Illustrations 

(1853), which was sold during the exhibition at the Gallery.212 The Caldecotts 

claimed that these people were the first ‘Kafirs’213 taken from the Zulu region to 

make a performance in England. In Caldecott’s own words “the English public 

should be gratified with a sight of the interesting savages…” (Appx. K).214  

Interestingly, the “Zulu Kafir Exhibition” became much more popular 

compared with other shows in London. During the months that the Zulus were put on 

display in the city, there were other human exhibitions such as the “Earthmen”215 

from South Africa, and the “Aztec Liliputians”216 (Fig.6), who from Central 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
211 Bernth Lindfors, “Charles Dickens and the Zulus,” in Africans on Stage: Studies in Ethnological 
Show Business, ed. Bernth Lindfors (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1999), 65. 
212 Ibid., 62-65. 
213 It was borrowed from the word kafir in Arabic language to define the non-belivers. The word kafir 
in African context was used by European settlers to define the African people. In this book “The 
Kafirs of Natal and the Zulu Country” (1857), Josephy Shooter defines “the Kafirs were belong to the 
Negro variety of mankind.” (1) The word ‘kafir’ therefore had racial and colonial connotations during 
the nineteenth century. Please see, Joseph Shooter, The Kafirs of Natal and the Zulu Country 
(London: E. Stanford, 1857). 
214 Descriptive History of the Zulu Kafirs, Their Customs and Their Country, with Illustrations. 
[Handbook to the Exhibition of Native Zulu Kafirs, St. George’s Gallery, Piccadilly.] ... Revised by C. 
H. Caldecott, Etc (J. Mitchell, 1853), 4.Quoted in; Lindfors, “Charles Dickens and the Zulus,” 62. 
215 Illustrated London News described these shows as “two pygmies from Southern Africa”. 6 Nov. 
1852: 371-72. The name ‘Eartmen’ was given to “little Africans”, since they were “living in holes”, 
they had “delicate feet and hand.” However, Conolly states that the word did not totally fit those 
African people.  Please see, John Conolly, The Ethnological Exhibitions of London (London: Reed 
and Pardon, Printers, Paternoster, 1855), 27. (Appx. I) 
216 “The Last Two Week at the Hanover Square Rooms,” Poster, Evanion Collection, The British 
Library (London, Westminster, 1853),  
http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/evanion/FullImage.aspx?EvanID=024-000000376&ImageId=49862. 
These were also called ‘Aztec Children’, Maximo and Bartola who were originally from Central 
America. Based on Durbach’s analysis, they were exhibited in London and many other cities of the 
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America, were brought to London by Latham, a member of the ETS.217 Latham wrote 

a report, published in 1854 by the Twenty-Third Meeting British Association for the 

Advancement of Science, which included observations and ideas about the social and 

physical conditions of four cultures; the Zulus, the Earthmen, Australians and 

Aztecs. He defined the habitats and social conditions of the Earthmen, while he 

characterized the other three cultures based on their physical characteristics. In his 

own words, the Zulus “are intermediate both in shape and colour” and Aztecs are 

“ill-shapen and goitrous” (Appx. L).218 Hence, these three exhibitions -Earthmen, 

Aztec Lilliputians and Zulu Kaffir- were not only popular among the Victorian 

public stage, they also have been asked to give a performance for Queen Victoria 

herself and her children at the Buckingham Palace.219   

What made the Zulu Exhibition more fascinating than other ethnographic 

exhibitions was how it was seen as a lively and ‘natural’ display and not an artificial 

and inauthentic sideshow. In his chapter on “Charles Dickens and the Zulus”(1999) 

Bernth Lindfors has pointed out that there were various reasons why the Zulus were 

getting popular in Britain. First of all, it was not a common thing to put Zulu people 

on display, since most of the human exhibitions displayed ex-slave black people 

from North America or the West Indies. However, the Zulu people were from Africa 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
United Kingdom from the mid-1850s till 70s. Then, they were displayed at the Barnum and Bailey 
Circus and Westminester Aquarium between the late 1880s and early 90s. They were both born 
‘microcephaly’ a type of brain disorder that had an effect on both their physical appearance and 
cognitive development.  The word microcephaly first used in the late 1850s by the Antropological 
Society and contunied to be part of the medical debates. Please see, Nadja Durbach, The Spectacle of 
Deformity: Freak Shows and Modern British Culture (California: University of California Press, 
2010), 120. 
217 Lindfors, “Charles Dickens and the Zulus,” 63–64. 
218 Robert Gordon Latham, “Ethnological Remarks Upon Some of the More Remarkable Varieties of 
the Human Species, Represented by Individuals Now in London” (London, UK: Report of the 
Twenty-Third Meeting of the British Association For the Advancement of Science Held at Hull 
September 1853, 1854), 88, Reached from www.archive.org. (Appx. 12) 
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and they were accepted as “primitive people” by the Europeans. Thus, nineteenth 

century British people had only heard and read about the unusual, ‘monstrous’ bodily 

features and strange areas of African populations without seeing them220 and the Zulu 

exhibits finally gave them a chance at seeing Zulu bodies. Besides, since the science 

of ethnology was emerged out in Britain in the mid nineteenth century, medical 

practitioners and anthropologists would be interested in these exhibitions to study 

their appearance without traveling to distant lands. According to a review, published 

in the London Times, people on display eat, make their rituals and even make their 

wedding ceremonies as if they were living in their own homeland.221 There were also 

other reviewers, who were interested in the physical appearance of the Zulus. For 

example, a writer in The Athenaeum clearly talked about how the body of the Zulus 

was different from the ‘West African Negroes’ by saying “Most of the men have a 

fine muscular development, and they exhibit considerable strength in some of their 

exhibitions on the stage. One thing is very striking in these performances-that is, the 

almost perfect dramatic effect with which these wild men play their parts.”222 

Another columnist in The Spectator was fascinated by the physical characteristics 

such as “attenuated legs” of the Zulus. The comment mostly contained details about 

how the people on display were resembled to animal forms, which led to their 

categorization as ‘savage’. 223 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
220 Ibid., 63. 
221 “Now the Caffres are at their meal, feeding themselves with enormous spoons, and expressing their 
satisfaction by a wild chant, under the inspiration of which they bump themselves along without rising 
in a sort of circular dance... Now there is a wedding ceremony, now a hunt, now a military expedition, 
all with characteristic dances…” The London Times, May 18, 1853. 
222 Athanaeum, May 28, 1853.Quoted in Lindfors, “Charles Dickens and the Zulus,” 67.  
223 “The Zulus- fine well-formed men, of fleshly frames by attenuated legs- get up the quarrel, and 
discuss the chances of war, with a great appearance of being in earnest about it all… As for the 
noises- the howls, yells, hoots, and whoops, the snuffling, wheezing, bubbling, groveling, and 
stamping- they form a concer to whose savagery we cannot attempt to to justice.” “Caffre Exhibition,” 
The Spectator, May 21, 1853. 
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2.5.1.   Charles Dickens and the Zulu Kaffir Exhibition 

The British novelist and journalist Charles Dickens (1812-1870) wrote an 

essay called “The Noble Savage”, which appeared in the weekly magazine 

Household Words on June 11, 1853. (Appx. M) Dickens’ thoughts and ideas played a 

significant role in presenting the relationships between ethnographic exhibitions and 

the spectacle society. Based on his essay, Dickens visited ethnographic exhibitions 

and entertainment shows in London. After his visits to the popular the “Zulu Kafir 

Exhibition”, which was organized by the Caldecott family, Dickens wrote a short 

review about this exhibition. In his review, he described such people on display in 

London and specifically gave his attention to the Zulu people. In his first sentences, 

Dickens focused on the Zulus, describing them as what literary scholar and critic 

Bernth Lindfors calls  “hilarious examples of the ignobility of uncivilized man”224.  

“I call him a savage, and I call a savage a something highly desirable 
to be civilized off the face of the earth. I think a mere gent (which I take to be 
the lowest form of civilization) better than a howling, whistling, clucking, 
stamping, jumping, tearing savage... He is savage- cruel, false, thievish, 
murderous…”225 

 

Dickens’ definition of these people as ‘savage’ is based on his judgement of 

their physical and cultural features. He provides a general framework of ‘savage’ 

people in terms of the way of their living, acting, eating…etc. Although the ‘savage’ 

is described as the “blemishes of civilization”, the ones who have “swinish life” are 

defined as noble, giving a “maudling admiration.”226 Dickens strengthens his 
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argument by focusing on the Zulu Kaffir exhibition at the St. George Gallery, Hyde 

Park Corner, London. He was mostly interested in describing the content of the 

exhibits and the physical features of people on display:                                                                                                                        

“These noble savages are represented in a most agreeable manner; 
they are seen in an elegant theatre fitted with appropriate scenery of great 
beauty, and they are described in a very sensible and unpretending 
lecture…”227 

 

The exhibition gave the feeling of visiting a museum, and as a museum 

visitor, Dickens had noted every details of his observations and thoughts down.  It is 

clear that Dickens first focused on the scene of the exhibition and the feelings that it 

aroused in him. On the one hand, the words ‘elegant’ and ‘beauty’ is purposely 

chosen, signifying when the people on stage, theatre or display became curiosities 

and beautiful objects. On the other hand, Dickens could not absent himself from 

mentioning the ugliness of the displayed ones:  

“Though extremely ugly, they are much better shaped than such of 
their predecessors as I have referred to; and they are rather picturesque to the 
eye, though far from odoriferous to the nose.”228  

 

 Dickens was heavily interested in defining and describing both the cultural 

and physical features of the Zulu people. The Zulu customs, traditions and daily life 

activities were mostly accepted by the London audiences as ‘theatrical’ performance. 

The Zulu exhibition and many other ethnographical exhibitions pushed the limits of 

Victorian show business when they sang and danced on the stage. Since the 

ethnographical exhibition and the notion of spectacle could not be separated from 

each other with clear cut distinctions, these Zulu people were therefore “a spectacle, 
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a carnival act” by presenting their ‘abnormalities’ or their “radical derivation from 

European” cultural and physical norms.229 The Zulu people on stage pushed the 

limits of the exhibitionary order by being within the exhibitionary context  as well as 

being part of the performative practices.    

Dickens and many other English viewers believed that the Zulus were 

culturally, physically and even mentally uncivilized and were inferior to Europeans. 

When this belief was strengthened with ‘scientific’ racial studies, the Zulus were 

accepted as spectacular and bizarre examples of regions, cultures, lives, habits and 

bodies. They became ‘savage’ as well as pure and simple spectacular primitives in 

the stage of civilization.  

There are many words that should be written within quotation marks such as 

‘savage’. This means that the use of this word seems to be problematic and should be 

viewed through a critical perspective. The ‘exhibitionary order’, which will be 

clarified in the next chapter, was one the most important but ignored topics in the 

history of anthropology as articulated with curiosity, ethnography and the racial 

issues. In this chapter, I sought possible alternative answers to the question, why do 

people feel curious about something, why do they collect objects? What I find 

interesting was that the curiosity, interest and urge to collect were always directed 

towards unusual and rare things. Those ‘things’ were objects in the time of European 

cabinets of curiosities between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries. These display 

areas were made of rooms, which were filled with various ‘curious’ objects, 

collected from distant lands. While originally private collections, these rooms were 

opened to the public in the eighteenth and turned into still active and important 
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institutions as the Ashmolean Museum or the British Museum. In 1759, The British 

Museum was opened to the public on the basis of Sir Hans Sloane’s natural history 

collection. By 1810, anyone could visit the museum without a ticket during the 

specific hours.230   

In this regard, cabinets of curiosities of the sixteenth until the beginning of 

the eighteenth centuries were a crucial step in categorizing historical, technological 

and anthropological objects to create a narrative through the display. These objects 

were mostly chosen based on their rarity and exoticness. Along with the travel, 

overseas collecting of objects and development of hierarchical categorizations; 

fetishist interest on ‘curious and rare’ objects played as significant role as the earliest 

display zones of the European continent as part of the colonial world. Although the 

curiosity cabinets were seen as disorganized and dis-categorized display arenas by 

the nineteenth century ideology, cabinets were still important to keep and display 

curious and rare objects as from throughout the British World.   

Besides, in the nineteenth century, collection and display became 

institutionalized. People were displayed as objects in ethnographic exhibitions. There 

was a desire to observe, collect and display the various ‘races’ where each person 

would be dressed according to the traditions of their country and they were placed in 

a ‘reconstructed’ space. Pascal Blanchard asks how did the West invent “the 

savage”?231 For Blanchard, it was through gazing, spectacles, performers, shows, 

exhibitions, museums and also narratives. Adapting Blanchard’s statement, in this 

chapter I explored the structure of ethnographic human exhibitions that reflect 
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231 P. Blanchard, Human Zoos: The Invention of Savage (Paris: Actes Sud, 2011), 16. 
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significant issues about how the bodies of the African people was carried and 

transformed into objects for the gaze of Western spectators.  

In order to do this, I read the nineteenth century as the time when the space of 

exhibition was closely related to the invention of the imaginary Other.  The outline in 

the history of exhibition areas provides important details about how the imagination 

about the African ‘black’ people was produced and carried into a ‘savage’, ‘exotic’, 

curious as well as ‘monstrous’ body. The collection of live bodies would not only 

present information about the transformation of the body, but it also presents how the 

Western ideology was shaped around the racial categorizations. Although collecting 

and displaying have been very helpful in the anthropological research and studies, 

one should always remember that the selected and displayed ones have been taken 

through the filters of different anthropologists and ethnologists.232 These human 

ethnographic displays, which have been part of the anthropological and colonial 

discourse, would serve as evidence of the “western society, not evidence about the 

exotic”233 people.  
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3.   CHAPTER 
ETHNOGRAPHIC EXHIBITIONS IN THE MID NINETEENTH CENTURY: 

‘FREAK SHOWS’ AND THE VICTORIAN SPECTACLE 
 

 

 

“I see our brothers and sisters, mothers and 
fathers, captured and forced into images they 
did not devise, doing hard time for all of us.” 

-Alice Walker, 1982 
 

 

 

3.1.   A Brief Assessment of the ‘Freak’ Discourse 

British contemporary artist and a sculptor Marc Quinn’s paintings, drawings 

and sculptures present the flexibility, changeability and variability of the body. His 

famous sculpture Alison Lapper Pregnant, was inspired by Alison Lapper, who was 

born without arms and with shortened legs. The size of the statue is monumentally 

big and displayed on a platform, which separates it from the spectator. This 

instalment is similar to the nineteenth century ‘freak shows’, which displayed ‘freak’ 

bodies on a stage in order to create a distance between the Other and the viewer. 

Then, the displayed figure was turned into an object of extraordinary ‘Other’, which 

was based upon the spectator/audience’s voyeuristic desires to know more about 

these ‘freak’ bodies.  

Since antiquity, such bodies have caused great interest and curiosity on the 

one hand, and anxiety and fear on the other. While it was often accepted that the 

‘freak’ body worked as an instrument of creating a cultural and social discomfort,234 
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people developed a passion, curiosity and a wonder to study, examine, see those 

‘exceptional’ bodies, ‘human oddities’ and ‘freaks’. Although these two ambivalent 

feelings seem to be apart from each other, they also feed and affect each other.  

Rosemarie Garland Thomson challenges this idea and describes how the body 

is turned from an object of desire into a fear, rather than having both desired and 

feared one. Thomson describes it as a transformation from wonder to error. 

According to Thomson, the historical change that has shaped the understanding of 

‘anomalous body’, is based upon” the movement from a narrative of the marvelous 

to a narrative of the deviant.”235 This change creates the ‘freak’ discourse which is 

based upon the transformation of spectacular body into ‘abnormal’ body, from the 

monster into a pathological specimen, from the wonder into an object of horror. For 

Thomson, the main reason of this change was the development of modernity in 

Western culture. Thomson’s suggestion is based upon the idea that in the process of 

transformation, there is a starting and finishing point. Since the body turns into an 

object of deviant, then it cannot be an object of wonder or curiosity. However, for 

me, whether the culture is modern or not, the body contains dichotomies or dualities. 

It embodies both wonder and error at the same time. Although Thomson’s idea has 

some lacking points such as fitting the body under a single social category, the 

cultural and historical processes need to re-created and re-defined through the 

physicality of human bodies based on their own frameworks. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Indian Boy’ on Tour in England.",” in Victorian Freaks: The Social Context of Freakery in Britain, 
ed. Marlene Tromp (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2008). 
235 Rosemarie Garland Thomson, “Introduction: From Wonder to Error- A Genealogy of Freak 
Discourse in Modernity,” in Freakery: Cultural Spectacles of the Extraordinary Body, ed. Rosemarie 
G. Thomson (New York: New York University Press, 1996), 3. 
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These cultural categorizations attributed to ‘abnormal’ bodies have changed 

over time and adapted various narrations. The word monster perhaps the earliest 

name to be used for the ‘abnormal’ body. Monster is derived from Latin monstra, 

which means to warn, show, or sign, and creates the basis of the modern verb 

demonstrate.236 The ‘monstrosity’ or ‘monstrous’ body has often viewed as an object 

of medicine, since the birth of teratology. Medical researchers began to dissect, 

examine and study the physically unusual or ‘abnormal’ people for various purposes. 

As ‘scientific’ studies developed and started to offer answers transcending religious 

explanations, the internal anatomy of ‘unusual bodies’ became visible in the 

dissection theatres and seen in early medical researches. Thomson  has defined that, 

the ‘unusual’ body began to be described with clinical terms as pathology, and thus 

‘monstrous’ body shifted from the ‘freak show’ stage into medical theater.237 In her 

essay “The Afterlife of Freak Shows” (2012),  Fiona Pettit describes the relationship 

between medical studies and Victorian freak shows. Pettit defines, when the freak 

body is dead, it became a part of medical discourse. In the afterlife of ‘freak’ bodies, 

they turned into scientific specimens by this medical discourse, and the interpretation 

of their bodies was continued to be made within the ‘scientific’ authority.238 

However, the process from the decline of the ‘freak shows’ to the emergence of 

medial theatres was not clear at all, since the meanings were attributed to the 

‘unusual body’ has always been changing and intertwining  with each other.  

The ‘freak’ was mostly recognized as having a ‘monstrous’ body because of 

the “instability of his/her body: the ‘freak’ could be both male and female, white and 
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238 Fiona Pettit, “The Afterlife of Freak Shows,” in Popular Exhibitions, Science and Showmanship, 
1840–1910, ed. Jill A. Sullivan, Joe Kember, and John Plunkett, Science and Culture in the 
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black, adult and child, and/or human and animal at the same time.”239 Having two 

things in one body, and thus challenging the understanding of clear cut distinctions, 

was the main idea of the nineteenth century ‘freak show’ discourse. This refusal of 

the social and cultural order makes the ‘freak body’ “socially and politically 

frightening and disruptive.”240 Most of the criticisms comes from scholars working in 

the field of disability studies. In the 1970s, disability studies began to emerge in the 

United States and in the United Kingdom with the aim to search “how different 

cultures, historical eras, and individuals have defined, understood, and experienced 

corporeal norms and corporeal deviances.”241 The understanding of disability studies 

has moved from the “medical model” of disability, which aims to normalize the 

disabled body, to the “social model,” which positions the disabled body in social 

practices and institutions rather than in viewing them as “markers of inferiority and 

personal misfortune.”242 Catherine Kudlick points out that disability is a social 

category, which is crucial for understanding the concept of Otherness. It is a 

necessary tool to acknowledge how social structures have constructed themselves 

hierarchically, and how the state has developed a relationship with the abled-body 

citizen.243 Kudlick’s understanding of disability is not only looking at how the Other 

is constructed, but it also reveals the notions of social class, difference, social values, 

sexuality, and the complicated relationship between the biological and the social 

body.244 Based on Kudlick’s analysis, is it enough to view disability as a tool for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
239 Durbach, The Spectacle of Deformity, 3. 
240 Ibid., 4.  
241 David A. Gerber, “Volition and Valorization in the Analysis of the ‘Careers’ of People Exhibited 
in Freak Shows,” Disability, Handicap & Society 7, no. 1 (January 1, 1992): 30. 
242 Rosemarie Garland Thomson, “Redrawing the Boundaries of Feminist Disability Studies,” 
Feminist Studies 20, no. 3 (1994): 584. 
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questioning Otherness based on various categories such as race, class, gender and 

social structure? Nadia Durbach suggests that the discourse of disability should be 

taken through the perspective of “historicizing the constructed nature of the physical 

body itself.”245 Durbach deconstructs the discourse of disability and does not agree 

with the analysis of the disability through social, cultural or medical models. Instead, 

she reminds us that by defining the people whose bodies have been disabled, does 

not make them as the objects of discourses produced through certain historical, social 

and political narratives. Rather, it is important to view the notion of bodily difference 

as the product of particular historical time periods.246 Since the term disability is 

problematic, we should expand the meaning of the term and analyze it within certain 

historical contexts. Therefore, it is not enough to make descriptive analysis about the 

notion of disability247, rather disability is a concept that has been shaped by histories, 

cultures and people. In that sense, can we use the category of disability to interrogate 

the history of ‘freak shows’? 

Since the term ‘disabled’ is a twentieth century invention, it will be 

historically problematic if we use the term to examine the nineteenth-century ‘freak’ 

performers. Although the term disabled evokes the notion of bodily difference, it is 

somehow problematic to use the notion of disability to interrogate the Victorian 

‘freak show’, because in the nineteenth century, those who were forced to be part of 

the exhibitionary order as ‘freaks’, were defined as “deformed”, not “disabled.”248 

Some of the critics writing on disability studies, prefers to “reflect critically on the 
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utility of the ‘freak show’ for understanding the contemporary predicament of 

disabled people.”249 However, it is crucial to remember that the history of British 

‘freak show’ should be considered within its time and space, rather than using 

modern way of narrations. 

The ‘freak discourse’ is closely tied to the interpretation of body in certain 

geographies, histories and cultures. Although ‘freak body’ have always been 

considered as ‘abnormal’, the perception of the ‘freak body’ is varied and dependent 

upon cultures, histories and practices. The notions of rarity, uniqueness, curiosity and 

differentness have been always attributed to the ‘freak bodies’. However, these 

notions are cultural categories, which presents the anxiety, fear, questions, and needs 

of that specific culture. For example, the black, the gay, the Muslim or so-called 

‘monstrous’ body exists in certain social contexts to be oppressed. Thus, ‘freak 

bodies’ become a part of social as well as political context when culture needs to 

satisfy its concerns, needs, desires upon them. After the oppressed body becomes a 

part of political discourse, the dominant figure wants to reveal these ‘freak bodies’ 

rather than hide them. These rare and unusual notions turned these ‘exceptional’ 

bodies into objects to be gazed, looked and studied by various fields, such as 

medical, entertainment, anthropology. This should be legitimized by using modes of 

representation, such as ‘freak shows’ were developed to be more convincing, to 

reach majority of people and to carry this discourse into more reliable stage.  

‘Freak show’ refers to a spectacle, a performance, and an entertainment that 

gives a visual pleasure to the audience.  The word spectacular comes from the Latin 

word spectaculum to define “a sight or show.” Its another form of Latin word 
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specere means to look. The word spectare means “to view, watch and behold.” 

Samuel Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755) defines the word 

spectacle as “a show; a gazing stock; anything exhibited to the view as eminently 

remarkable”, which highlights the visualizing and underlining the practice of 

displaying. It means that people can obtain spectacular feelings while they are 

watching and looking at something on display.250 Spectacle can therefore emphasize 

both performance and sight. Both two notions are evoked in contemporary 

historians’ analysis of ‘freak shows’, which frequently based on the speactator’s 

voyeuristic instincts and desires to know more about the people on stage. Indeed, this 

definition could apply to many performances including concerts, theaters, etc. 

However, the peculiarities of the ‘freak show’ contained that it was an organized and 

instituionalized area, displaying people with physical, mental and behavioral 

difference. The ‘freak show’ could be part of circuses, fairs, carnivals and other 

entertaining venus. In addition to exhibiting people on stage, ‘freak shows’ contained 

scientific lectures, which turned this area into a more legitimate space for the public. 

Hence, the ‘freak shows’ were both entertaining and scientific that no other 

exhibition area worked like this.   

The notion of ‘freak show’ cannot be limited to certain categories and 

descriptions. It is always changing and adapting itself to certain contexts, histories 

and places. When we try to define the term by using certain theories and concepts, 

then the term became a descriptive and an analytical category, which will limit our 
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research in various ways. How does the ‘freak’ body turn into an object of display or 

something to be looked at? In order to make it clear, in this chapter, I will examine 

the production of Victorian ‘freak show’ and my starting question is: how was this 

‘freak discourse’ embedded in certain entertaining and exhibitionary practices?   

The display of ‘exotic’ and ‘savage’ people was part of the entertainment 

industry and was embedded into the category of the ‘freak show’ in Britain. 

Previously, historians have suggested that the ethnographic exhibitions and the 

display of ‘monstrosity’ reflect two different categories of human displays, and 

therefore these two categories should not be mixed and should be treated separately. 

However, recent scholars have believed that it is not possible to draw a clear cut 

distinction between the ethnographic exhibitions and the category of ‘freak shows’ 

during the first half of the nineteenth century.251 In this chapter, I will examine these 

debates by looking at the ambivalent relationships between the ‘exoticness’, 

‘savagery’ and the ‘freak’ body. The main aim of this chapter is to find possible 

approaches and answers to the question:  should we separate the ethnography human 

exhibitions from the freak shows? And if it is not possible to separate them, then how 

can we approach the history of human exhibitions?  

 

3.2.    The Emergence of ‘Freak Shows’ in the American Culture 

In the mid-nineteenth century, the display of African people in exhibitions 

and their relations to the exhibitionary order gradually changed. At first, they were 

defined as ‘savage’, as ‘exotic’ figures that were controlled under the colonial 

powers and then they turned into ‘civilized’ figures, in order to legitimize the success 
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of the colonial ‘civilizing mission’.252 In the mid-nineteenth century, ethnographic 

human exhibitions modified themselves to the period of time, political order and the 

changing interests of Victorians. In that time, the display of the ‘exotic’ body became 

a part of the ‘freak show’ category, which was under the entertainment sector in 

Britain.253 In that sense, can we separate the notion of exotic exhibits from the ‘freak 

shows’? What were the relations between the ethnographic exhibitions and the freak 

show during the mid nineteenth century?  

In her book Extraordinary Bodies: Figuring Physical Disability in American 

Culture and Literature, Rosemarie Garland Thomson examines the role of ‘freak 

shows’ in American history, which played an important role in constituting the 

Other. Thomson’s argument is based upon the idea that displaying ‘freak’ humans 

for the public defined the actual, universal and normative body, not the ‘freak’ itself. 

She argues that ‘freak shows’ defined, described and created the body, focused on its 

difference, and then put it on a stage for the audience to see and believe that they 

have a ‘normal’ body. Thomson’s argument does not only cover the analysis of 

displaying ‘freakish bodies’, it also focuses on forms of cultural difference, because 

‘freaks’ are merged with “both bodily and cultural difference.”254 The notion of 

‘freak’ refers to both a physically disabled body and a culturally excluded identity, 

which differentiates the ‘unordinary’ body from the ordinary one.255 The ‘freak 

show’ in the American context presented and marked the bodily differences that was 
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related with the notions of ‘race’ and ‘disability’, which attempted to legitimize the 

social processes of creating cultural otherness from the human physical variations.256 

Thomson’s argument demonstrates how the ‘normal’ body is in need for the 

‘abnormal’ body in order to define and distinguish the self from the Other.  

The presentation of the physical body was deeply embedded in this 

constitution of the ‘freak show’, the interpretation of the ‘unusual’ body and creating 

a cultural difference between the displayed people and the public. People were 

mostly displayed on a stage with some kind of barrier or cage to separate the ones on 

the stage from the audience. This border strengthened the audience to feel curious 

about the people on stage, while clearly defining the lines between the normal and 

‘abnormal’ bodies. Curiosity encouraged the audience to gaze upon the people on the 

stage. This process was based on creating sharp distinctions between the spectators 

and people on display; or between the Self and the Other, or between ‘us’ and 

‘them’. This stage opened up a legitimate space to separate not only the physical 

bodies of two groups people, and it also makes a cultural differentiation between 

them. As Thomson argues, by setting up a stage, the displayed figure is fixed and 

cannot move to anywhere because of the material structures of the staging, while the 

audience can enter and exit the show whenever they want.	  256  The materiality of 

staging creates an unequal encounter between the people on display and the 

audience. Thomson’s argument is important to problematize the process of how the 

American audience during the nineteenth century constituted their ‘normal’ and 

‘able’ bodies by displaying the ‘abnormal’ and ‘unable’ bodies on stage. 
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Another major critical research in the scholarship about the history of ‘freak 

shows’ is Robert Bogdan’s Freak Shows: Presenting Human Oddities for 

Amusement and Profit (1988). Bogdan examines the cultural history of ‘freak show’ 

by discussing the increasing number of exhibition areas to display ‘human 

curiosities’. He argues that the earliest known form of ‘freak show’ was built in 

Britain, where the people with all different kinds of physical anomalies were 

displayed with a fee during the early Renaissance era. In the eighteenth century, 

there was a belief that physically ‘abnormal’ bodies were created by “evil omens”. 

By the nineteenth century, the development of scientific classification and research 

on ‘human curiosities’ legitimized the interpretations of ‘freaks’, displaying them for 

the public and spectator’s passion to gaze at these curiosities.  By the mid- nineteenth 

century, for Bogdan, museums became the primary area to exhibit these ‘human 

curiosities’ in the United States.257  

In the early American museums, human oddities were displayed and became 

a central form of entertainment. They became popular among other exhibition areas, 

such as theatres, because museums were accepted as more legitimate places of 

“rational amusement” by the public.258 These rational places would have 

accommodated scientists, who organized the ‘freak’ shows and gave lectures about 

the physical characteristics of the human on display by using scientific findings. In 

the late nineteenth century, side-shows and dime-show museums began to develop 

around the country. They organized ‘freak shows’ and were mostly interested in 

exhibiting human oddities. These museums became popular in the country and every 

city had at least one dime-show museum. While they did not become as popular as 
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London: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 26–27. 
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earlier forms of museums, they were still accepted as legitimate places for 

amusement and enlightenment.  

In 1841, New York, P.T. Barnum founded the American Museum, which was 

one of the earliest dime museums. In the mid- nineteenth century, the notion of dime 

museums, sideshows, fairs staged human oddities and carried them into more 

institutionalized exhibitionary areas. Barnum staged ‘freak bodies’, while also 

showcasing ‘scientific’ talks, magicians, dancing and theatrical performances. The 

words ‘strange’ and ‘savage’ went together in Barnum’s American model, which 

presented ‘freaks’ as well as ‘exotic specimens’ such as Zulus, Indians, Muslims, 

Indians and several others simultaneously.259 Siamese twins, the Last of the Aztecs 

and troupes of ‘Albino Africans’ presented the way in which the concept of 

exoticism and monstrosity acted together.260  

Robert Bogdan, in his essay “When the Exotic Becomes a Show”, examines 

the ‘freak show’ discourse and argues that it was closely tied to the spectacle of 

physical deformities, which was adapted by various media forms since the mid-

nineteenth century till the early 1950s in America.261 For example, Barnum did not 

only put people on display, but he also established a business by presenting a series 

of live performances and curiosities, including giants, fat, tall and short men or 

women, albinos and many other physically ‘outcasted’ people. Barnum’s first show 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
259 Blanchard et al., “Human Zoos: The Greatest Exotic Shows in the West,” 5–6. 
260 Ibid., 41. The display of Siamese twins was one of the most popular attractions in ‘freak shows’. 
The first Siamese twins were the Chinese twins exhibited by Barnum in New York. Chang and Heng 
who were from Thailand, were displayed in Boston in 1829. In the following years, Chinese twins 
joined Barnum’s museum and remained on stage until 1869 in the United States. The Aztecs had 
carnal problems and defined as “mentally handicapped” by Blanchard. Barnum very much interested 
in displaying Afro-American people who had vitiligo illness- a kind of skin disease- and 
microcephalic. Barnum defined and described them as the ‘missing link’ locating in between men and 
apes. (Fig. 7) 
261 Robert Bogdan, “When the Exotic Becomes a Show,” in Human Zoos: Science and Spectacle in 
the Age of Colonial Empires, ed. Pascal Blanchard et al., trans. Terasa Bridgeman (Liverpool: 
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was Joice Heth, who was born in 1674, and arrived at the age of 161 years. (Fig. 8) 

She was an old and a black woman working for George Washington as a nursemaid 

in Philadelphia in 1835. Barnum introduced Heth as “the greatest natural and 

national curiosity in the world.”262 According to Thomson, Heth’s body did not only 

represent the physical otherness; it also turned into a space where the ‘freak 

discourse’ was built upon. Heth was an old, toothless and a blind woman. Her body 

becomes an opposition area where the understanding of “able-bodied, white, male” 

was broken. Indeed, her body represented the commodification of ‘freak bodies’ in 

order to create a “dominant, normative identity” by exhibiting its freakishness in 

public.  Therefore, she turned into a ‘freak’ not by her physical uniqueness, but 

rather by displaying the notion of “social devaluation.”263 In addition to her 

physically unusual features, Heth was a black person, who used to be a slave. Since 

the body of Heth contained both notions of exoticness and freakiness, then how can 

we separate the ethnographic exhibitions from the ‘freak show’ history or vice versa? 

Barnum staged people who had both physically anomalous bodies and were from 

non-Western exotic lands as well. What was the extent to which these two concepts 

acted together? 

3.3.   The ‘Exoticness’ and the ‘Freakiness’ in the Victorian ‘Freak Shows’ 
 

As introduced in the previous chapter, Great Exhibition or the Crystal Palace 

Exhibition was established in Hyde Park, London in 1851. It was the first 

international exhibition, having showcases on Western as well as non-Western 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
262 Ibid. Please see, Phineas T. Barnum, Struggles and Triumphs: Or Forty Years’ Recollections of 
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Barnum’s description of Heth summarized the production of freak narrative in related to the physical 
details. 
263 Thomson, Extraordinary Bodies. 
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culture and industry that became popular in the nineteenth century. The exhibition 

site was specifically chosen in order to connect the architecture of the building with 

the physical and cultural geography of London.  The Guidebook of the exhibition 

published in 1851 described the impact of the building to the whole city by saying 

that “being confessedly the most wondrous ‘sight’ in the world... It is surrounded on 

every side with objects of interest to the stranger hardly interior to itself.”264 In 

addition to the effect of glass architecture to the city of London, the exhibition areas 

were very impressive for the Victorian audience. Specifically, the artworks in the 

Middle East sections fascinated Victorian visitors.265 Interestingly, in the Egyptian 

pavilion the showcase contained ‘exotic’ artefacts and the section was also designed 

with architectural symbols such as an imitation of a Cairo street, and filled with its 

own mosque, shops, and cafes. This reconstruction of the so called ‘exotic’ Cairo 

street would be turned into a focus of attention.266 It seemed to be far away from the 

“technological progress of the European industry.”267 However, imitating 

architectural symbols essentially symbolized the technological power of the 

European industry over non-European culture. Since displaying the architectural 

elements by imitating the ‘exotic’ cities would be seen in further exhibitions, for 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
264 “Guidebooks, Etc.,” Athanaeum, no. 1234 (1851): 654.Quoted in, Richard Bellon, “Science at the 
Crystal Focus of the World,” in Science in the Marketplace: Nineteenth- Century Sites and 
Experiences, ed. Aileen Fyfe and Bernard Lightman (Chicago and London: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2007), 310. 
265 The representation of “Middle East” in a variety form of Victorian entertainment areas, such as 
world fairs, paranoramas, theatres…etc. has been taken a great interest. Please see, Edward Ziter, The 
Orient on the Victorian Stage (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003). 
266 Please see, Zeynep Çelik, Displaying the Orient: Architecture of Islam at Nineteenth-Century 
World’s Fairs (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992).Nebahat Avcıoğlu, “Turquerie” and 
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instance, in Paris, Chicago, San Francisco, Berlin and Milan, these display arenas 

became the place of legitimate, effective and powerful European voice.   

Timothy Mitchell, in Colonising Egypt (1998), surveys the history of the 

1889 Cairo Exhibit at the Stockholm World Exhibition. Mitchell draws attention on 

the process of objectification, which takes place during the process of representing 

the reality, such as exhibits, dioramas and museums. According to Mitchell, the 

reproduction of ‘reality’ has two outcomes on visitors. One is providing knowledge 

on the ‘real’ world and the other one is providing knowledge about the copied world 

or the one that is represented. Regarding the effect of carrying the non-Western 

architectural elements to the Western space and its effect on Western as well as non-

Western visitors, exhibits re-narrate and reproduce the politics of colonialism. 

Mitchell suggests that the objectification process through exhibiting cultures is 

similar to colonialism’s practices and processes, since this process shows a political 

power to create and shape the Other. Mitchell’s analysis clearly presents the way in 

which exhibitions and colonialism share a similar ideology and practice., Mitchell 

also considers the history of world fairs and suggests that they cannot only be 

defined as exhibitions, but they should also be taken as collections of pieces taken 

from different parts of the world to be exhibited in a Western display area.268 At 

these huge and universal exhibitions, constructed by the Western colonial mindset, 

the rest of the “world was collected and displayed” in.269 He defines the term 

“exhibitionary order” in which the Other is put on display stage, producing the 

commodification  of ‘exotic’ artefacts or culture for the Western spectacle society.270 
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For Mitchell, the power of exhibitionary order depends on creating and constructing 

knowledge for the consumption of the Western gaze.  

Ethnographic exhibits became part of these world fairs and universal 

exhibitions/expositions while they also emerged as part of individual organizations. 

In these ethnographic exhibits, people from colonized regions were put on display 

with their daily life objects, artefacts and houses. Such ethnographic exhibits can be 

seen as carrying the non-European Other into an exhibition order in order to be 

consumed as commodity that is gazed by a Western audience to fulfill the curiosity 

of the Self. James Clifford, in his essay called “On Collecting Art and Culture”, 

defines ethnography “as a form of culture collecting.”271 According to Clifford, 

ethnography highlights “the ways that diverse experiences and facts are selected, 

gathered, detached from their original temporal occasions, and given enduring value 

in a new arrangement.”272 Ethnographic exhibitions select, gather and detach objects 

from their original places and attribute special meanings to them. They construct 

narratives by simply dislocating and then relocating the Other, in order to provide 

knowledge to the audience or visitor in a vivid and an effective way. Exhibiting 

colonized cultures zooms on distant lands, which are not distant anymore as a result 

of colonial encounters. Indeed, ethnographic exhibits provide ideas and create 

legitimate spaces to visitor’s questions such as “how do they live?” or “why do they 

‘different’?” 273 Ethnographic exhibits takes a mediatory role to make the knowledge 

easily reachable, tangible and vivid for the audience. This knowledge was based 
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upon the narration of being as a white, European mostly male colonizer that is put 

together by a certain curator/organizator. 

In Representing Others: Translation Ethnography and the Museum, Kate 

Sturge defines ethnographic exhibitions as the “public face of academic 

anthropology”, since these exhibitions can reach to larger and more diverse audience 

than travelers’ written ethnographies. Sturge argues that we should take ethnographic 

exhibitions as a places where the production of knowledge happens. Since 

exhibitions or any kind of display zones are imaginary institutions and cannot be the 

place of objectivity, they need to be approached as a place where specific kind of 

narratives are being produced.274 In that sense, it is crucial to view ethnographic 

exhibitions as a place where meanings are constructed by particular power 

mechanisms.  

In these exhibits, meanings were mostly created by using ‘native’ objects, 

‘exotic’ artefacts, ‘oriental’ architectural elements as well as ‘uncivilized’ people 

during the nineteenth century. These produced meanings were shaped around 

specific notions such as ‘native’, ‘exotic’, ‘oriental’ and ‘uncivilized’. When these 

non-Western objects were detached from their original or so called ‘authentic’ place 

and put in a showcase, cage or on stage, they inevitably received new meanings and 

lost their previous ones. The impact of these ethnographic exhibits on transforming 

and attributing new meanings to the displayed objects has been studied by many 

museologists, anthropologists and cultural historians.275  
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London was the headquarter for exhibiting people among other cities in 

England. Many people were first displayed in London. Before going to London, 

sometimes they were displayed in port cities, such as Liverpool.276 These exhibitions 

were not as spectacular as in London shows. The San (Bushmen) exhibition, 

organized by the anatomist Robert Knox, was one of the famous exhibitions of 

London. On May 17, 1847, Victorians gathered at the Exeter Hall in London to see 

the “spectacle of considerable interest.” According to the Times newspaper,  there  

was a considerable amount of interest in this “extraordinary exhibition.”277 There was 

a platform or a stage, where Knox presented his guests as the fabled “Bushmen” of 

Africa. Yet London was still famous for having such attractions, performances and 

exhibitions. Nadia Durbach describes that, London was the capital of exotic 

exhibitions from 1830 to 1860.278  John Conolly who was the President of the 

Ethnological Society, came to London in 1855 and visited these human exhibitions. 

Then, he wrote a pamphlet entitled as The Ethnological Exhibitions of London 

(1855), which includes his observations, comments on a various number of exhibited 

people especially the displays of Aztecs. (Fig. 11) Based on Conolly’s observations, 

these shows of non-Western bodies took an educational role, which reminded the 

British man to become “the great history of man on the globe.”279 (Appx. I)  These 

exhibitions were seemed to have an educational purposes according to nineteenth 

century ethnographers, in fact they contained messages for the British audience in 

order to teach their ‘superior’ status within the racial hierarchy.280 Conolly as an 
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ethnologist was very cautious about the messages of these exhibitions. He wanted his 

colleagues to visit and observe these shows in order to be able to prevent the public 

from false or “imbibing erroneous information about the races of mankind.” 

(Appx.I)281 In this regard, Conolly was aware of the power of these exhibitions, 

which took a significant role in shaping the public understanding of race. Therefore, 

these exhibitions were not simply produced around the non-Western bodies, rather 

they became a space where the message could be easily carried to public through 

displaying the racial characteristics of people. Despite Conolly’s statements 

regarding the effect of racial features in displaying the people on stage, there were 

also another practices in displaying ‘freak’ bodies. It was not totally about exhibiting 

the racial otherness of people. It is, rather, an exhibition of human oddities or human 

bodily anomalies which reached its peak period during the mid nineteenth century in 

Britain.282 

In her article called “London, Capital of Exotic Exhibitions”, Nadja Durbach 

describes the factors that were effective in exhibiting the ‘exotic’ human body with 

human oddities side by side. In the first half of the nineteenth century, people were 

put on display side by side regardless their ‘exotic’ background or ‘bodily’ 

anomalies. For instance, At the Bartholomew Fair in 1834, “The Beautiful Spotted 

Negro Boy”283, “Siamese Twins”, “Wild Indian” were all exhibited at the same place 

side by side.284 After the Bartholomew Fair, “The Beautiful Spotted Boy” appeared 

in the Richardson Theatre. As seen on the advertisements, the section of the “Negro 
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Boy” was placed in between the performances of “Monk and Murderer” and the 

“Love and Liberty. (Fig. 9) In the Spectacle of Deformity, Durbach explores the 

history of Britain’s ‘freak show’ as a contested space in which several agents-

showmen, spectators, scientists, performers- were taking part in the representation of 

‘monstrous’ human bodies’ to construct a knowledge “around what it meant to be 

‘normal’, and thus what it meant to be British.”285 If we look at the early nineteenth 

century newspapers and pamphlets, we will see ethnographic displays, which were 

presenting how the non-Western bodies were strong enough, strange, curious, cruel 

and have ‘unusual’ or so called ‘monstrous’ bodies.286 Displaying “the Spotted 

Negro-Boy” reflects that it is not clear to make a distinction between the exoticness 

and the monstrosity. Instead, displaying of “the Spotted Negro-Boy” presented the 

racial Otherness in the form of ‘monstrous’ or ‘freakish’ body, thus they remind the 

white British body to having a normal, natural and a beautiful form of body.287  

 It is therefore important to analyze the specific cultural regions and histories 

that created and defined particular types of bodies as ‘freaks’ and the ways in which 

their exhibitions opened up both a space for fascinating performances and at the 

same time create a legitimate space for transforming the body into the Other. Nadja 

Durbach highlights the idea that Victorian ‘freak show’ was part of a much larger 

history of the exhibition of human bodily anomalies. She specifically clarifies the 

history of Victorian ‘freak show’ due to its culturally, historically and bodily 

interpretations. Since the meanings embedded on ‘freak bodies’ are culturally 
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dependent, the articulations, practices and processes invested in anomalous bodies 

were never stable.  

3.4.   Advertising the Ethnographic Exhibitions: A Brief Visual Analysis  

 

James Clifford’s theory of “contact zone” takes the exhibition area not as a 

single entity, but rather having as multiple relationships within society. Clifford takes 

the term “contact zone” from Mary Louise Pratt (1992) to re-define the display area 

where various cultures, people, communities meet, interact with and influence to 

each other. Clifford suggests to view the any kind of exhibition as a contact zone 

where “all culture-collecting strategies as responses to particular histories of 

dominance, hierarchy, resistance and mobilization” takes place. 288 In that sense, I 

will adapt Clifford’s idea to the ‘freak show’ in order to question the relations 

between the production as well as the consumption of knowledge as being part of 

power relations.  

James A. Secord, who is the professor of history and philosophy of science, 

developed a model. In this model, he argues that if we take every text, image, action 

and object as a form of communication, then knowledge will act as a communicative 

practice. In that sense, Secord suggests to remove “the distinction between the 

making and the communicating of knowledge.”289 By doing so, finding possible and 

alternative answers to question of “what” can be possible “only through a 

simultaneous understanding of how, where, when and for whom.”290 In that sense, I 

would like to re-narrate the representation of Other cultures displayed in an 
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exhibitionary context and approach ethnographic human exhibitions “in terms of 

meaning production within particular ideological perspectives and as written and 

read by particular interpretative communities.”291 How the knowledge was produced 

in these ethnographic human exhibitions and consumed by the Victorian audience? 

The visibility of ethnographic people around the city began to be crucial for 

anthropologists, showmen or people who organized these exhibitions. They need to 

reach Victorian people and attract them as much as possible. Since the entrance fee 

was applied for everyone, the demanding factor of exhibitions turned into an 

important issue for organizers. Therefore, advertising took a place in order to 

increase the visibility of native people within the streets of London. In the early 

nineteenth century, billposting was in use. In the late nineteenth century, specialized 

advertising agencies were founded, and in terms of using color, images and letter 

typing, there were some visual changes on these printed materials. These materials 

used for promoting the exhibitions, which have been mostly ignored by historians. 

Examining these promotional materials is crucial for understanding the ways in 

which Victorians were attracted to be part of the market economy; however, it is also 

necessary to remind that I will not analyze the consumption habits of exhibitions. 

Rather, a close discursive and visual analysis of promotional materials will provide a 

general framework about how people on displays, shows and/or performances were 

created and shared with the public. Sadiah Qureshi’s book Peoples on Parade (2011) 

provides a broad overview about the usage of advertisements. Based on Qureshi’s 

book, I will mainly examine the representation of people on these promoting 
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materials and its textual narrative that were applied to turn the indigenous people into 

a commodity during the early part of the nineteenth century in Britain 

These printed materials were mostly comprised of posters, playbills, 

handbills, newspaper review, and newspaper advertisements.292 Posters were the 

largest in size and contained more images but least text. Handbills were smaller in 

size and contained more detailed information describing the context of the 

performances. Playbills contained textual information, presenting the show to the 

reader. All of them could be given to people in the street or outside an exhibition 

area.293 These promotional materials were one of the easiest techniques to promote 

these shows to Victorians. Since, these promotional materials did not give any 

guarantee to attract the audience, their effectiveness depended on various innovative 

techniques.294 For instance, the poster advertising of Sara Baartman’s exhibition in 

1810, contained the least information about the place, time, price and content of the 

performance. It did not have any visual images, rather the text was written with 

variety of fonts, such as capital, bold, italic letters. (Fig. 10) These promoting 

materials tended to prefer textual representation rather than using image or visual 

depictions. The use of images in promoting materials became popular in the late 

nineteenth century. The most important reason was that use of visual depictions was 

dependent upon technological production, which was developed in later nineteenth 

century. In 1853, a playbill for Charles Caldecott’s exhibition of Zulus, provided a 

detailed overview of the performance and it also contained information about the 

content of the show. Caldecott’s Zulu Kafirs playbill did not contain any images or 

visual materials, rather the text was written in capital and big bold letters. (Fig.5) 
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There were three basic fonts used on these posters and playbills. The first basic 

forms were the Roman font, which were used by about 1806 as seen in the Saartja 

Baartman’s poster (the Word “Hottentot Venus”) The second forms were the 

Egyptian fonts, which became popular between 1815 and 1817. These fonts were 

used in larger and bolder than the first group. The last ones were the sans-serifs or 

grotesque. Although they started to appear around 1816, they became popular from 

the 1830s onward (The words “ST. GEORGE’S GALLERY” AND “ZULU 

KAFIRS”) Around these eye-catching letters, some additional motifs in the form of 

lines and ornaments were also drawn. 295    

 In addition to the descriptive evaluation of these promotional materials, it is 

important to analyze them through discursive analysis. Throughout the early 

nineteenth century, one of the most emphasized technique used by these promotional 

materials was the ethnic background of indigenous people, written in eye-catching 

fonts in order to be more interesting, attractive, and curious for the audience. These 

ethnic details were the most noticeable parts of these posters, because they were 

highlightened with bold and capital letters. The information about the venue of the 

exhibition was the next striking elements of these materials. These details were 

sometimes written as big as the title of the exhibition. For example, in the adversiting 

of Sara Baartman’s exhibit, the place, “No. 225 Piccadily,” is as easily seen as the 

title, “Hottentot Venus,” regarding her ethnic background. 296 

 The ethnic background of displayed people was common and accepted 

technique of these promotional materials. Such technique can be seen in the playbill 

of Charles Caldecott’s 1865 Zulu Exhibition, where various size and fonts of letters 
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helped the reader to notice the important elements such as the displayed people’ 

ethnic background, the content of the performance, and detailed textual information 

for each parts of the display. The use of various size of letters and the typographic 

design make these promotional materials crucial for understanding what kind of 

displays were taking an interest and which practices of an exhibition were considered 

worthy of notice.   

Another material that used for promoting these ethnographic exhibitions was 

newspapers. Newspapers mentioned about future performances as well. 

“EGYPTIAN HALL, PICCADILY. –THE O-JIB-WAY INDIANS- A party of these 

interesting and romantic “Children of the Forest,” from the Western Wilds of North 

America, will make their first appearance at the above Hall, on Monday, when they 

will perform their novel Ceremonies, Games, Dances, &c., in full Native 

Costume.”297 In addition to promoting future exhibitions, newspaper advertisements 

promoted the current exhibitions and provided information about the content and the 

place of performance. For example, in September 14, 1850, The Illustrated London 

News wrote a review about the African Exhibition. Here is the first sentence of the 

newspaper review: “AFRICAN EXHIBITION- A very interesting exhibition of three 

natives of Southern and Eastern Africa has just been opened at the Cosmorama, 

Regent Street, and is worthy to visit perhaps, from more sight-seekers than happen to 

be in London at this moment.”298 Their common claim was that ‘native people’ were 

entirely unique, rare, perfect, or one of a kind. They were mostly, therefore, 
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themselves as extraordinary, interesting or attractive, as seen in the first and last 

sentence of the African Exhibition. (Appx.) 

 Newspaper announcements drew attention to the ethnic, and geographic 

origin of the people on display by using capital and bold letters. Their physical and 

bodily features, their talents, culture and language were mostly included.  

“These individuals are a Kaffir man and an Amaponda woman from the south 
and “Larcher,” a Zoolu chief from the eastern coast, bordering on the 
Mozambiqe Channel. They speak, however, the same language, but with 
different dialects.”  

 

These advertisements included details about the exhibition such as dates, times, and 

admission prices. However, the African Exhibition review published in the ILS did 

not contain any information about time and admission prices. Yet, it provided an 

extra information about how those people were managed to come to London and 

how did organizators make an agreement with them. 

“The Africans have brought to this country by Mr. Cawood, subject to a 
bargain made with them before leaving the Cape, with the consent of Sir 
Harry Smith, the Governer, and their chief. The agreement is for two years… 
They seem pleased with the change, and enjoy English living, giving 
preference to mutton as food.” 

Newspaper advertisements were distributed either at the beginning of the 

performance, in which they wrote the content of the exhibition itself, or during the 

performance, in which they included reviews that was written about the exhibition or 

provided information about the ‘extraordinary’ people on display, who were brought 

back to city to make a performance on a stage not to be missed or worthy to visit.299  
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Newspaper reviews gave emphasis on main scenes of the exhibition as if the 

reader has never seen such exhibition. However, the scenes were not shown in 

chronological order or not written in detail. They were just giving a brief information 

about the content of the show and the cultural background of people on display. As 

Qureshi points out, these accounts could have been written by people who did not 

visit an exhibition. However, the descriptions of reviews presented the fact that they 

were based upon eye-witness accounts, which means that they attended a show.300 

According to ‘vivid’ narrative that they used in these descriptions, reviewers 

attended and saw these performances. For example, the review of African Exhibition, 

presented physical details of three Zulu people and their performances on the stage, 

such as how they live, communicate, use of language, fight and dance. In the 

narrative of descriptions, the language that reviewers used was the evidence of how 

‘native’ people turned into ‘savage’ ones. 

“… most Africans, they have no notion of time, cannot their their own age, or 
fix a date for any event in their lives.”    

The common promotional technique of these newspaper advertisements was 

providing vivid information about the ethnic, cultural and physical characteristics of 

people on display. It is obvious that such promotional techniques were made 

intentionally to arouse the interest and curiosity of audience. There was a claim that 

in just two days “upwards of three thousand” people had visited the “Aztec 

Liliputians”, which was exhibited in 1853. (Fig. 6) Another claim was that “upwards 

of fifty thousand persons” had visited the San Exhibition in 1847.301 Since these 
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numbers are shown in newspapers in order to promote the exhibition, they might be 

exaggerated. Yet, we know that some of the halls and world fairs could be designed 

for having thousands of people for a single exhibition. It means that, their common 

claim was that exhibitions were successful and attracting thousands of people. The 

public was curious and considerably amount of people were interested to attend such 

lively human ethnographic exhibitions.  

 The admission fee of these exhibitions was the most important determining 

factor for the public. Those who reserved seats before the show or had paid for 

admission fee, were issued by entrance tickets.302 (Fig 12.) Once the visitors entered 

to the hall, they first began to listen a lecture in relation to the evening’s show. The 

lecture, which was given either before or during the show, provided a ‘scientific’ 

orientation about the people on display. These lectures were given by people who 

had scientific, medical and business background, primarily aimed to re-shape or 

change people’s way of looking at exhibitions.   

 Lectures given in these exhibitions, provided one of the most effective tools 

to make a connection between the displayed ones and the audience. These lectures 

were given by people who were belong to the community of science, medicine and 

technology, rather than given by showmen or entrepreneur. Although the manager of 

the show was not related to these communities, the background of the lecturer was 

important, because the content of the lecture needed to be credible, reliable and 

convincing, which would be create a basis for the exhibition.303 Lectures were not 

usually published in newspapers or pamphlets. However, some discussions about 
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these lectures published in newspapers. These reviews presented debates about the 

connection between ‘native’ people to human variety and colonialism.  

Robert Knox, who was the writer of The Races of Men, gave a lecture at the 

San Exhibition in May 17, 1847 that was one of the rare examples. 304 Knox first 

suggested to define the term race on a “scientific basis” rather than “national 

distinctions.” He then made a brief outline of his travels to the South Africa to 

present the opportunities he had, in which he observed and examined the San people. 

Knox examined the physical characteristics of the San people based on their body, 

head and brain sizes and argued that the San people belonged to “yellow-skinned” 

races of Africa. For Knox, the brain surface of San was less complex, which means 

that they were less developed than Europeans. The ridges of African brains were 

symmetrical, whereas European brains had asymmetrical ridges. For Knox, this was 

a sign of inferiority of African people. In addition to his racist examinations, at the 

end of his lecture, he also mentioned about the British foreign policy. For him, the 

British government should change its foreign policy. Since colonizing Africa had 

some negative impacts on the habitats of natives, the British government should 

change its African policy and produce a policy based on trade.305   

Knox’s lecture defined and described the concept of ‘race’, which was based 

upon the physical, intellectual and cultural characteristics of African people. The 

method of taxonomy opened up a space for him to support his ideas about how 

Africans were naturally different from Europeans. Although, his lecture seemed to 
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be taken as an anti-colonial speech, his method of examining people had some 

colonial connotations. Based on so-called ‘scientific’ findings, he came to conclusion 

by defining San people inferior, less-developed, whereas Europeans superior and 

more-developed. Indeed, he was working as an army surgeon, who was assigned by 

the government to work in Africa. Then, why did he approach in critical to British 

colonial policy at the end of his lecture?  

Knox’s lecture included the relations between the displayed native and their 

racial characteristics under the British colonial policies. His lecture was shaped 

around the idea of physical varieties of people and the impact of colonialism in 

effecting the racial features of people in Africa. However, the first aim of this lecture 

was not to give a brief introduction of the people on display or to talk about the 

exhibition scenes. Instead, the main objective of Knox who was accepted as an 

expert in his own field, was to carry the exhibition to a reliable, convincing and a 

‘scientific’ field. The audience became more interested to listen these lectures, since 

the “various scenes in the entertainment” were “explained by and intelligent young 

lecturer.”306 Knox’s lecture was delivered to promote and take the audience attention 

before or during the exhibition. He was telling about his own stories and findings, 

because the San people were chosen for the exhibition as exemplars of Knox’s views 

on “human development and classification.”307 
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CONCLUSION 
 

As in the story of “Alice in Wonderland”, during my childhood I was waiting 

for the white rabbit. At a certain point of my childhood, the white rabbit came and 

took me. Then we went through the rabbit hole. Suddenly, I fell a long way to a 

curious hall with many showcases, stages and rooms of all sizes. In this curious hall, 

fortunately, I didn’t discover any bottle or cake with a label “Drink me” or “Eat me” 

on it. Instead, this curious hall was full of exhibits, showcases, rooms and objects. As 

if they were speaking to me, they were trying to tell stories about people, their lives 

and culture. Whose culture were they speaking about? Why did they tell stories about 

the daily life of ‘local people’? How could I believe them?  I still do not find answers 

to these questions. Besides, I found new questions about the intimate relationship 

between the ones who display and the ones who are displayed. This thesis is entailed 

around the search for the mechanisms of this mutual interaction between the 

exhibitor and the exhibited or between the anthropologist and the indigenous people.     

This thesis aims to examine the fundamentals of the discipline of 

anthropology and its impact on creating a field of human ethnographic exhibitions. 

This mutual interaction has always been studied through a historical point of view by 

using descriptive visual analysis. However, in this thesis, I aim to look at the 

mechanisms of the effect of colonial discourse in producing Otherness shaping 

around these human exhibitions. The creation of Otherness was very visible in the 

process of transformation of the ‘native’ into a ‘savage’. Therefore, the main 

question of this thesis is: which factors, actors and processes did have an impact on 

transforming the ‘native’ as an object of anthropology into ‘savage’ as an object of 

exhibition? In order to provide critical answers to this research question, I examine 
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the production of ‘primitive’, ‘uncivilized’ and ‘freak’ narrative in certain human 

exhibitions during the first half of the nineteenth century.  

Such exhibitions were nourished by two sets of feelings. One was the 

curiosity towards and the fear of the ‘primitive’ body while the other was to dislocate 

and bring them to be exhibited in order not only to civilize the public but also to 

educate and entertain them. This is the encounter on which I built my research 

question: what were the mechanisms of the transformation of African native to the 

‘savage’? To what extent did racial features have an impact on creating the ‘savage’? 

But at the same time, how was the field of anthropology entangled within staging the 

‘savage’? These two questions push and pull each other from one side to the other. 

Postcolonial theory is thus the ideal tool to analyze the context of this dual and 

intertwined relationship between the creation of African imagination and the impact 

of colonial figures in relating with the anthropological practices.  

In the first chapter, I analyzed the mechanisms of the anthropologist-native 

encounter during the process of colonialism. By using the theories of Johannes 

Fabian’s temporality, Rey Chow’s “unequal power encounter”, Renato Rosaldo’s 

“imperialist nostalgia” and James Clifford’s “salvage ethnography”, I argued that the 

theories, practices and figures of the British anthropology was based upon the 

unequal power relations between the anthropologist and the native during the 

nineteenth century. My main questions in this chapter were: what happens when the 

anthropologist penetrates into the land of native? If we support the idea that, every 

colonial encounter can be taken not only as a cultural translation but also as a kind of 

colonial penetration, then how does this unequal relationship have an impact on the 

constitution of African imagination?  
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The effect of anthropological temporality provides a theoretical background 

for us to re-define the status of the native during the process of ‘unequal encounter’. I 

drew from Fabian’s suggestion that studying the native in their ‘local’ spots push 

them back in time. Since the place and the status of the native is being changed and 

is forced to be dislocated, anthropological definitions and descriptions began to 

emerge based on such temporal distance. Therefore, the anthropologist captured the 

native’s present time in order to be an active figure. This penetration and temporal 

dislocation can be seen during the development of physical anthropology in the 

nineteenth century. The use of observational methods, fieldwork practices and even 

medical research practiced on indigenous populations created a legitimate and 

‘scientific’ basis for the colonial encounter.  

At this point, the unequal temporal differences between the anthropologist 

and the native created the basis of this encounter. As Chow suggests, this was not a 

pure, naïve and an equal encounter, but rather an unequal power encounter, which 

was one of the building blocks of the colonial encounter between the West and the 

non-Western. In that sense, Rosaldo’s ‘imperialist nostalgia’ helps us to redefine two 

paradoxical situations: destruction and construction. The native destroyed by colonial 

imperialism needed to be constructed by the anthropologist. As the Others vanished 

in time and space, the anthropologist reconstructed them. However, neither the native 

nor the anthropologist was the same as before. It was a paradoxical situation that the 

anthropological methods, practices and actors devoted themselves to protect the 

indigenous populations while examining them as an object of inquiry during the 

nineteenth century. These critical approaches to problematize the unequal 

relationship between the Western anthropologist and the non-Western native created 

a theoretical basis for the first chapter.  
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In the first chapter, I also pointed out the problematic relationship between 

anthropology and colonialism. Since the 1960s, the postcolonial critics such as Talal 

Asad and Wendy James, have been focusing their attention to the British colonial 

presence in Africa. Their main arguments have been shaped around the idea that the 

discipline of anthropology and the ‘scientific’ role of British anthropologists 

strengthened their status, such as James Hunt by creating colonial interactions with 

the imperial powers.  In return, the colonial encounter received ‘scientific’ support 

from anthropologists, ethnologists and even medical practitioners. This mutual 

interaction between anthropology and colonialism or the status of colonial 

anthropologist was not only shaped around the notion of exploration, but it was 

practiced by the ‘scientific’ penetration and exploitation, which resulted in the 

transformation of the native into the ‘savage’ by defining them as ‘primitive’ and 

‘uncivilized’. At the end of this reciprocal relationship, the ‘scientific’ practices and 

the political power went hand in hand in order to define, describe and re-invent the 

Other and the Self as well. 

The second chapter posed some basic questions: why do we feel curious and 

why do we collect? In order to provide answers to these questions, the structure of 

the earliest display areas called ‘cabinets of curiosities’ were explored, and the 

crucial roles they played was highlighted. First, they were the earliest examples of 

presenting the obsessive interest about the Other. The Western elite collected objects 

and put them in the cabinets according to their rarity, curiosity, exoticness and 

strangeness. By the eighteenth century, cabinets began to contain of objects and 

specimens that were attributed to the abnormal, hybrid and ‘monstrous’. Second, 

since the cabinets contained hand-made and natural objects, which were collected 

from distant and mostly non-European regions, they were flourished by the colonial 
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interest.  They took place when Europe was beginning to emerge as primus inter 

pares (first among peers).308  

The era when the cabinets of curiosities were developed, presented the fact 

that dichotomies between normal and abnormal was constructed on the basis of 

collecting rare and curious objects. Although this pattern began to be 

institutionalized, when the museums emerged in the Europe during the nineteenth 

century, the interest on collecting rare and curious artefacts continued to be part of 

the nineteenth century display zones. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

century, ethnographic human exhibitions appeared in between such lines of curiosity. 

The second chapter explored the impact of the anthropologist and the native 

encounter on the invention of the ‘savage’ people, when the anthropological 

penetration took place in Africa. This invention resulted with the transformation of 

the anthropologized body into an exhibited savage. During the process of inventing 

the ‘savage’, one of the most crucial figures were anthropologists who were working 

as curators, lecturers as well as collectors for these exhibitions. 

This chapter aimed to survey the colonial role of the anthropologists in 

creating these ethnographic human exhibitions. Since the early nineteenth century 

ethnologists, such as James C. Prichard, Richard Kind and R. Gordon Latham, who 

worked for the ESL had medical backgrounds, which affected ESL to adapt methods 

such as observation and examination of human ‘races’. Their background in 

medicine shaped the ways in which they began to define human ‘races’ according to 

their physical and anatomical features. In 1848, Robert Gordon Latham became the 
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lead ethnologist of the ESL, which was the first British ethnological institution 

devoted itself to study the cultural and social life of ‘native’ people, as well as to 

examine the anatomy and physiology of various ‘races’.  In 1854, Latham began to 

work as a curator in the Crystal Palace at Sydenham, London. This was the breaking 

point to see how the Latham worked as a curator and took a ‘scientific’ role in 

carrying the ethnological perspective into the exhibitionary ground. From this point 

of view, ethnology began to be articulated with exhibitions specifically national and 

institutional exhibition areas.  

World fairs were playing a crucial role in creating an institutionalized space 

for ethnographic exhibitions. These exhibitions reached their zenith period in terms 

of political and economic success and public relations with the Great Exhibition at 

the Crystal Palace in London in 1851. After the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park, the 

Crystal Palace was moved to Sydenham and stayed there between the years 1854 and 

1936. Although the Sydenham Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in 1854 did not have 

any live human exhibitions, it turned into ethnological exhibition by displaying 

realistic looking Zulu mannequins.  

Sadiah Qureshi and Efram Sera- Shriar analysed the content of the Sydenham 

exhibition according to the exhibition guidebook written by Latham himself. The 

guidebook contained a map, which presented the non-Western countries- the African 

world- away from Western countries. It was the vivid example about how the 

colonial mindset pushed them back in time. Another important detail was the 

articulation of the ethnological studies with exhibits. In the guidebook, Latham used 

words such as Negro and European by making taxonomic definitions, categorizations 

based on physical details of African people.  In short, the arrangement of Sydenham 

exhibits, written documents and the map of the exhibition does not only provide 
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information about how the public were curious about the distant lands, but they 

present the fact that how the colonial mindset re-created the variety of races and 

human differences and how the national and colonial system used the ethnology as a 

‘scientific’ tool in order to legitimize the idea of being sovereign and powerful. By 

connecting ethnological framework with the colonial ideology, Latham’s 

ethnographic exhibition, which was held at the Crystal Palace, was not only a place 

for exhibiting various races, but it also became a place for carrying political message 

to the British public. These exhibitions presented the economic and colonial wealth 

by showing the people who were inhabited and exploited. This is how the narration 

was created in exhibits by bringing the distant and colonial lands into the place of 

ethnologists, which helped them to build a so-called ‘convincing’ story and show it 

to the audience in vivid, tangible and legitimate ways.  

In Chapter 2, I conducted an analysis of the so-called “Zulu Kafir 

Exhibition”, which was held in various galleries of London in 1853. Thanks to the 

pamphlet entitled Descriptive History of the Zulu Kafirs, Their Customs and Their 

Country, with Illustration (1853) written by C.H. Caldecott, we have a textual and 

visual representation of how the cultural structure and physical features of Zulu 

people was created through the eyes of Victorians. In addition to this, there was an 

increasing demand for seeing and watching the Zulu people on display, because it 

was a lively and ‘natural’ display not an artificial sideshow. On this point, Charles 

Dickens’ essay ‘The Noble Savage’ presents two intertwined relations of 

ethnographic exhibition and the Victorian spectacle. On the one hand, he mainly 

describes physical features of people on display and defines them as savage or 

“blemishes of civilization.” On the other hand, the Zulu people arouse interest and 

admiration in the Victorian public. They reflect dichotomies at the same time. They 
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were viewed beautiful as well as ugly; they were ‘outcast’ and staged; they were 

pushed back in time as well as pulled in present.  

For example, in the Noble Savage (1853), Charles Dickens was interested in 

describing both the cultural and physical features of the Zulu people. The Zulu 

customs, traditions and daily life activities were mostly accepted by the London 

audiences as ‘theatrical’ performance. The Zulu exhibition and many other 

ethnographical exhibitions pushed the limits of Victorian show business when they 

sang and danced on the stage. Therefore, the transformation of Zulu people from 

native to savage pushed the limits of clear-cut distinctions and entailed around 

certain types of dichotomies. It is clear that, the display of Zulu people cannot be 

separated from the anthropological context as well as performative practices. 

Another famous performative practice in the history of human displays was 

the exhibition of Saartje Baartman. The ‘uniqueness’ of Baartman’s body created the 

basis of Western curiosity. Her physical body was turned into an object of 

entertainment and scientific as well as medical site, where the Western discourse was 

based upon. Her skin, color and race were the main trigger of these ethnographic 

displays.  Then, Baartman’s body turned into a social site of construction under the 

title of ‘Hottentot Venus’ that the Western white, colonial, able-bodied and male 

mind constructed its own superiority. Then, how was the anthropologized body 

turned into a site for creating such Western superiority? On the one hand, Baartman’s 

body taken as ‘brutal’ and ‘bestial’. It was somehow pushed back in time and turned 

into a freak figure. On the other hand, her body was accepted as a pornographic 

object that aroused curiosity. Her ‘wild’ body became the symbol of Westerners’ 

interest and turned into a curious object in order to satisfy the Western gaze. These 

two processes seem to have pushing and pulling effect from one side to another. At 
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that point, my question is how can we separate the ethnographic human exhibitions 

from the performative practices or freak shows? Since certain kind of dichotomies 

shaped the way of creating the Zulu Kaffir and Baartman Exhibitions, can we 

separate ethnography human exhibition from the freak show literature? 

In the third chapter, I conducted a literature review on the definition of the 

‘freak body’ and how it was perceived throughout the history. Rosemarie Garland 

Thomson clarifies the understanding of the freak body, which is transformed from an 

object of desire into a fear. According to Thomson, this shift produces the ‘freak 

discourse’, which emphasizes the change from spectacular body into abnormal body, 

from monstrosity into pathology or from wonder into error. However, can we really 

create cut distinctions to define the ‘freak body’?  

Although the freak body has been viewed as ‘abnormal’, the interpretation of 

the ‘freak’ is dependent upon various cultures, geographies and histories. According 

to nineteenth century mindset, the freak body was accepted as ‘monstrous’ body 

because of embodying two things in one form. This duality challenged the 

understanding of cultural categories, since the body was instable and cannot fit into 

any kind of categories. Then, the cultural notions such as curious, rare, different, 

ugly, beautiful, began to be attributed to the freak body, because the public needed to 

satisfy their basic psychological feelings, needs, concerns and desires upon them. By 

attributing these sets of notions, the oppressed body inevitably became a part of 

political context, which turned them into objects of entertainment. At that point, the 

use of representation, such as freak shows, became popular around Europe.  

The freak shows were both etymologically and contextually related to the 

notions of performance and voyeurism. The voyeuristic desire to know more about 
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the people on display, highlights the visualizing and underlining the practice of 

displaying. This practice was nourished by commercial market.  In the Shows of 

London, Richard Altick considers the display of human anomalies as a type of 

entertainment that the Europeans could consume during the expansion of the 

commercial leisure market.309 In the mid- nineteenth century, there was a rapid 

growth of the middle class that created a site for “inexpensive popular 

entertainment.”310 During the same time periods, there was a rise in music halls, 

theatres, circuses, seaside resorts, aquariums, zoos, pleasure gardens, and popular 

museums in Britain. These spaces of entertainment had turned into showcases for 

‘freak’ performances. With the increase in the variety of entertainment venues, the 

exhibition of ‘freak bodies’ reached its zenith during the mid-nineteenth century. 

However, in this chapter I did not study the effect of commercial market to the ‘freak 

shows’. Rather, I preferred to look at how the ‘freak shows’ were related to the 

ethnographic exhibitions? At that point, I will problematize the relations or 

distinctions between the notion of ethnographic exhibits and the ‘freak shows’.  

Thomson points out the role of ‘freak shows’ in producing the Other. Her 

argument puts the idea that displaying of ‘abnormal’ bodies provides the public to 

define the actual, universal and normative body. It can even be visible in the 

presentation of the physical body.  People were mostly displayed on a stage with 

some kind of barrier or cage to separate the displayed ones from the audience. This 

border encouraged the public to gaze upon the people on stage. This process was 

based on creating sharp distinctions between the spectators and people on display; or 

between the Self and the Other, or between ‘us’ and ‘them’. This cultural 
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differentiation creates an unequal encounter between the people on display and the 

audience. In that sense, freak shows turned into a space to present the process of how 

the audience constituted their ‘normal’ and ‘able’ bodies.  

In addition to critical and discursive analysis, the historical analysis provide 

information about how was the freak body articulated and if we go back to the 

question that I have asked before, can we separate the ‘freak shows’ from 

ethnographic exhibitions?  If we take the case of “the Beautiful Spotted Boy” 

displayed in the Richardson Theatre, should we put it within the freak show literature 

or should we analyze it through the view of colonial anthropology and view as an 

exotic body? As Nadja Durbach has suggested that, “the Spotted Negro-Boy” is 

located in between the exoticness and the monstrosity. It is clear that, if we are 

dealing with history, then it is not that easy to draw certain clear-cut lines between 

approaches, issues, contexts and ideas. Instead, these exhibitions presented not only 

the racial Otherness of people on display, it reminded the white British Body to have 

a ‘normal’, natural and beautiful form of body. The only thing that needed to keep in 

mind that these exhibitions would not provide information about the native people or 

people on display, rather they provide knowledge about how Victorians and their 

way of thinking created the Other on a legitimate ground. 

This topic has been taken a great interest by several social critics and 

historians. In addition to the books, which was covered in this thesis as well, several 

dissertations were also written.  Diana C. S. Snigurowicz’s dissertation “Spectacles 

of Monstrosity and the Embodiment of Identity in France, 1829-1914” made a 

detailed historical analysis about the observation and exhibition of ‘monstrous’ 

bodies in the late nineteenth century and early twentieth century in France. Heather 

McHold’s dissertation “Diagnosing Difference: The Scientific, Medical, and Popular 
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Engagement with Monstrosity in Victorian Britain” traced the history of monstrosity 

and its relationship with medical world during the Victorian period.  However, none 

of them examined the history, content and public presentation of ethnographic 

exhibits in relation to the effect of anthropological and colonial connotations. 

Therefore, this thesis aimed to analyze the legitimization of the invention of ‘savage’ 

by the use of ethnographic exhibitions, which were based upon the intertwined 

relationship between anthropology and the colonialism during the first half of the 

nineteenth century in the Victorian period. It is important to point out that, the 

ethnographic body and the ‘freak body’ or the ethnographic exhibitions and the 

‘freak shows’ presented the fact that these two notions went hand in hand during the 

construction of the notion of ‘savage’.  
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Fig. 1. Skeleton and the cast of the body of Saartje Baartman exhibited at the 
Musee de l’Homme until 1976, Paris, photography 1952. (Blanchard et al. 2011) 

	  

Fig. 2 Sebestian Coeure “La Venus hottentote dans les salons de la dushesse 
Berry” (The Hottentot Venus in the Salons of the Duchesse de Bery), Paris 
watercolor on paper, 1830. (Blanchard et al. 2011) 
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Fig. 3 The Natural History Department at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham (After 
Samuel Philips, Guide to the Crystal Palace and its Park, 1854) (Qureshi, 2011) 
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Fig. 4a Enrico Angelo Ludovico Negretti and Joseph Warren Zambra models of 
the San at the Crystal Palace, Sydenham, ca. 1863. (Pitt Rivers Museum Online 
Database, Oxford, accession number 1998, 211.9) 
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Fig. 4b Negretti and Zambra models of the Zulus at the Crystal Palace, 
Sydenham, ca. 1863. (Pitt Rivers Museum Online Database, Oxford, accession 
number 1998, 210.3) 
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Fig. 5.a A PLaybill for Charles Caldecott’s Exhibition of Zulus in 1853.  
(University of Oxford Bodleian Libary, accession number (RHO) 620.121 r. 1) 
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Fig. 5.b A Poster for Charles Caldecott’s Exhibition of Zulus in 1853.  
(University of Oxford Bodleian Libary, accession number (RHO) 620.121 r. 1) 
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Fig. 6 A Poster of the Aztec Liliputians in 1853.  (John Johnson Collection 
Database accession number Entertainment Folder 9 (46) 



	  
	  

211	  

	  

Fig. 7 A Handbill of The Life of the Living Aztec Children at the Barnum’s 
American Museum, New York. (John Johnson Collection Database accession 
number Human Freaks Folder 4 (53) 
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Fig. 8 A Poster of The Joice Heith at the Barnum’s American Museum, 1885. 
(Thomson, 1997) 
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Fig. 9 A Poster of the Negro Boy (John Johnson Collection Database accession 
number Provincial Playbills Folder 5 (27) 
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Fig. 10 A Poster Advertising Sara Baartman’s Exhibition, 1810 (Qureshi, 2011) 
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Fig. 11 A Ticket of the Aztecs and the Earthmen Exhibition, London (John 
Johnson Collection Database accession number Ticket Show Places Folder (18) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


