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Internal colonialism, colonial complicity and the rise of the 
sciences of man in the Habsburg Empire

In the last decade, there has been increasing discussion of the extent to which imperial 
expansion and colonial forms of rule can also be observed in Europe. Among the 
best-known examples for these deliberations is the Austro-Hungarian Empire in 
Central Europe.1 While the Habsburg monarchy did make some brief, mostly 
abortive, attempts to acquire its own overseas territories, it largely remained a major 
imperial power without formal colonies, and its colonialist ambitions were played 
down as symbolic foreign policy at the time.2 The sharp increase in European overseas 
expansion and the associated global traffic from the mid-nineteenth century onward, 
however, stimulated both popular and scientific interest in anthropological issues also 
in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. As elsewhere in Europe, the new and rising sciences 
of man began to form outside university structures in civic-scientific associations and 
thus initially fed from different disciplinary sources.3 Among the initiators of a first 
Anthropological Society in Vienna were the Assembly of German Natural Scientists 
and Physicians, which met almost every year at different locations in Germany and 
Austria from 1822,4 the k. k. Geologische Reichsanstalt, the first geological survey ins-
titute of its kind on the European mainland from 1849, as well as several neighbouring 
disciplines.5

In his opening speech on the occasion of the founding of the Anthropological 
Society in Vienna in 1870, its first president, the pathological anatomist Carl von 
Rokitansky (1804–78), invoked the “promotion of anthropological enlightenment in 
Austria”. He outlined the collective discipline of anthropology as a “natural history of 
Man” and described its subfields of physical anthropology, ethnology and prehistory 
as a “mutual interdependence and interpenetration” that would not be encountered 
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anywhere else.6 In his outline of the association’s scientific programme, von Rokitansky 
focused strongly on the specific conditions in the multi-ethnic Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and the possible merits of the new science of anthropology in this field.7 These 
clearly reveal a political agenda of internal colonialism.8 While the Anthropological 
Society’s programme was based on the “wealth of anthropological material of every 
kind” within one’s own borders9 and thus suggests internal peripheries as a “substitute” 
for overseas colonies,10 it was only hesitantly put into practice. During the first three 
decades of its existence, the focus was clearly on archaeological prehistory, reflecting 
the great influence of geologists within the Society.11

During the 1880s, anthropological research into the somatological composition 
of their peoples was considered worthy of support by the Ministry of Education, and 
a research programme to that effect was published in the proceedings of the Anthro-
pological Society, but without conclusive results.12 Likewise, repeated efforts to boost 
ethnography did not bear fruit until the 1890s, in the wake of the Kronprinzenwerk, 
a lavishly illustrated 24-volume encyclopaedia of the monarchy’s peoples and lands 
initiated by Crown Prince Rudolf of Austria-Hungary (1858–89). Published between 
1885 and 1902, it contained the contributions of an Ethnological Commission set 
up in 1884 by the incumbent president of the Anthropological Society, the Austrian 
geologist Ferdinand von Andrian-Werburg (1835–1914).13 Here, too, scientific con-
clusions were subject to national impartiality and kept within conciliatory bounds.14 
Ultimately, it would certainly have been detrimental to the prestige of the entire 
Habsburg monarchy if it had been described as being composed of less developed 
peoples.15

The absence of overseas colonies was generally valued as a positive asset in the 
Empire’s official self-representation. In 1902, for example, the foreign trade expert 
Moritz Engel von Jánosi (1858–1924) rated Austria-Hungary’s non-participation in the 
competitive colonial race as “a most fortunate coincidence” because “with satisfaction 
it could now devote itself to its real task of colonial activity” in South-Eastern Europe.16 
In this, von Jánosi alludes to the “exception” of Bosnia-Herzegovina, which, from its 
occupation in 1878, represented the first “quasi-colonial” project of the Empire’s army, 
administration and science.17 Reaching beyond the “civilizing missions” as carried out 
within the Habsburg Empire,18 a practice of “colonial science” can be identified in 
the case of the equally multi-ethnic territory of Bosnia-Herzegovina and its peoples. 
Under Ottoman rule until 1908, when it was forcefully annexed by Austria-Hungary, 
it also catered to the exoticism that was part of the fascination with exploring “colonial 
peoples” overseas.19 However, the priority given to the colonization of South-Eastern 
Europe over own overseas territories was due more to a lack of colonial opportunities 
than to any strategic planning.20
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The aforementioned dominance of geologists among the founding members of Vienna’s 
Anthropological Society, including committee members Ferdinand von Hochstetter 
(1829–84) and Franz von Hauer (1822–99), secretaries Franz Heger (1853–1931) and 
Josef Szombathy, as well as long-standing president Ferdinand von Andrian-Wer-
burg,21 fostered an early reception of evolutionary theory. Like the linear stratigraphic 
succession of ages in geology, the various forms of human societies were conceived of 
as a succession of developmental stages. With those perceived to rank higher in their 
development appearing later in time than those ranking lower, geology also confirmed 
the idea of a hierarchical sequence among them.22 Oriented towards evolutionary pasts 
“beyond memory” that would continuously unfold into the present,23 the emerging 
sciences of anthropology, ethnology and prehistory transformed evolutionary theory 
into the first shared paradigm of “evolutionism” – the theory of a uniform upward 
development of human society.24

The main focus of evolutionism was on non-European cultures considered “pri-
mitive” in evolutionary proximity to an earlier stage of mankind and therefore under-
stood as the key to reconstructing the history of human development. Against the 
spreading Western “civilization”, they were not considered capable of survival.25 The 
collection imperative for the sake of preserving data thought likely to become extinct 
led to an unprecedented “documentary furor”26 for which Jakob Gruber coined the 
term “salvage anthropology” in 1970.27 Unlike its German counterpart in Berlin, the 
Anthropological Society of Vienna readily espoused evolutionist concepts of cultural 
stages and impeding extinction of “primordial” races in the encounter with “superior” 
civilization.28 With Charles Darwin among its first honorary members, the associati-
on’s more influential representatives based their work on aspects of evolutionary theory. 
However, there was no aggressive Darwinist approach that would have encouraged 
competition between races and cultures.29 Within the universalist framework of evo-
lutionism, Austro-Hungarian scientists thus participated in a global anthropological 
discourse that mainly drew on observations and, importantly, collections gathered on 
colonial territories.

When taking a closer look at the individual biographies of early influential players 
in the environment of Vienna’s Anthropological Society, their practical connection 
to international colonialism becomes immediately tangible. German-born geologist 
Ferdinand von Hochstetter, Austrian by choice, had participated in the prestigious 
world circumnavigation of the k.  k. navy frigate Novara between 1857 and 1859. 
Officially dedicated to scientific exploration and trade contacts only, the expediti-
on’s hidden mission was to make up for the monarchy’s colonial “omissions”.30 The 
strategy of scientific observation and collection during the Novara endeavour, as laid 
down beforehand by the Imperial Academy of Sciences, was to prominently meet 
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these obligations. The Bemerkungen und Anweisungen (1857) urges the participating 
scientists to “take possession of skulls of all human races” and to collect, as far as 
possible, “whatever they can”.31 The anthropological yield of the Novara expedition 
included over 100 human skulls32 – collected illegally from Indigenous burial sites as 
well as from colonial hospitals and prisons.33 When Ferdinand von Hochstetter was 
appointed first director of the newly built k. k. Naturhistorisches Museum in Vienna 
in 1876, these human remains were transferred to form the “basis of today’s anthropo-
logical collections”.34 Von Hochstetter also initiated the donation of the considerable 
collections of the Anthropological Society to the museum’s new Anthropology-Eth-
nography Department in 1877.35

Austrian physician, archaeologist and anthropologist Felix von Luschan (1854–
1924) began his medical studies in 1871 at the University of Vienna, where he was a 
student of Carl von Rokitansky.36 As a long-time friend of the von Luschan family, 
Ferdinand von Hochstetter introduced the young man to the Anthropological Society 
in Vienna, which he joined while still a student.37 Von Luschan became custodian of 
the society’s collections from 1874 to 187738 and on its behalf installed a prehistoric 
exhibit at the Paris World’s Fair of 1878. Later that year, he was drafted as a military 
doctor during the Austro-Hungarian occupation of Bosnia and Herzegovina, where 
he took body measurements of the local population, established ethnographic collec-
tions and carried out excavations in hitherto unknown necropolises, which in turn 
increased Viennese museum holdings.39 In 1882, von Luschan was awarded the first 
venia legendi for physical ethnography from the University of Vienna.40 From 1885, 
the year of his marriage to Emma von Hochstetter (1864–1941), until his death, his 
career was inextricably entwined with Berlin, where he held a curatorial position at 
the Ethnological Museum until 1910 and a full professorship at the university from 
1910 to 1922. In these years, his work ranged over “the entire anthropological map” and 
involved many field trips, mostly to the Near East.41

At Berlin’s Ethnological Museum, von Luschan curated the Oceania and Africa 
collections, which happened to include the German colonies and protectorates of the 
time. True to its founding director Adolf Bastian’s (1826–1905) “salvage” admonitions, 
he tirelessly lobbied colonial circles to promote systematic anthropological collecting 
for his museum while there was still time.42 He published a series of detailed collec-
tion instructions between 1896 and 1914, which were aimed at commercial travellers, 
missionaries, colonial officials or explorers from other disciplines.43 At the University 
of Berlin, von Luschan held an anthropological course from 1889 onwards, which was 
designed as “preparation for scientific travel” and supplemented by practical exercises 
in photography and other reproduction methods.44 This regular course was directed at 
an audience designated for service in the German colonies, including future members 
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of the colonial troops. Anthropological documentation was also directly practised on 
Indigenous “models”, mainly young men from Germany’s African or Oceanic protec-
torates sojourning in Berlin,45 and included the taking of plaster casts, hair samples 
and anthropometric measurement directly off their bodies.46

It was from this Berlin core around the prominent figure of Felix von Luschan that 
the career of another Austrian anthropologist took its starting point. Alongside his 
friend Richard Thurnwald (1869–1954), the young physician Rudolf Pöch (1870–1921), 
born in Galicia and trained in Vienna, took up an assistantship in the Ethnological 
Museum’s Africa and Oceania collections while studying anthropology and ethnogra-
phy under von Luschan in 1900. Pöch’s professional photographic skills had previously 
qualified him to join the official Austrian Plague Expedition to Bombay in 1897 as a 
young assistant physician and likely spurred his interest in anthropology.47 Like the 
Viennese Thurnwald, Pöch can be seen as a typical example of a scientist “inextrica-
bly linked with the colonial venture”.48 From 1904 to 1906, Rudolf Pöch conducted 
his first independent expedition to Oceania. Having declined an offer by his teacher 
von Luschan to commission and endow him for this enterprise,49 Pöch planned his 
extensive journey on his own terms and also privately financed it. This single-handed 
approach can be explained by the fact that the Ethnological Museum in Berlin had 
secured preferential rights to all collections from German colonial territories acquired 
with imperial funds.50 Bypassing these obligations, Pöch retained the rights to his own 
overseas collections, which were ultimately to form the material basis for the attain-
ment of his scientific legitimacy and academic credentials.51

The Imperial Academy of Sciences in Vienna backed him with declarations of 
support directed to the German, British and Dutch colonial governments, respecti-
vely. On his return, Pöch succeeded in refinancing his expenses by selling his collected 
materials to various Viennese institutions, among them the Natural History Museum, 
Schönbrunn Zoo and the Anatomical Institute of the University of Vienna.52 Shortly 
after, Pöch was assigned to a new two-year expedition to South Africa and the Kalahari 
by the Imperial Academy of Sciences from 1907 to 1909.53 Both journeys were cha-
racterized by intensive collecting and documentation activities in the newest media 
of the time. While several hundred Indigenous human remains ruthlessly acquired in 
Oceania and in Southern Africa eventually formed the basis of Rudolf Pöch’s teaching 
and research collection, his corresponding overseas photographs, films and sound 
recordings were used to popularize anthropological and ethnographic issues before 
their academic establishment.54

Based on his earlier travels in New Guinea, Rudolf Pöch was awarded the venia 
legendi for anthropology and ethnography in 1910 and promoted to the rank of 
associate professor at the University of Vienna in 1913. In 1915, he received a second 
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doctorate from the University of Munich with a dissertation on his previous obser-
vations and collections from Australia.55 While anthropological and ethnographic 
studies had hitherto been conducted mainly in colonial territories, the prisoner-of-war 
camps that emerged on Austro-Hungarian and German soil during the First World 
War promised to become a new research terrain. Pöch conducted anthropometric 
measurements and documentation in a variety of media in Austro-Hungarian priso-
ner-of-war camps between 1915 and 1917. On the invitation of his former teacher Felix 
von Luschan, these surveys were extended to German prisoner-of-war camps up to 
1918.56 Pöch claimed to be prepared for investigations of a “large and important exotic 
mixture” of African and Indian colonial soldiers from the western front imprisoned 
there by his previous overseas expeditions.57 After the war, Pöch became the country’s 
first full professor of anthropology and ethnography, marking the birth of two scien-
tific disciplines at the University of Vienna in 1919.58 From 1907 until his sudden death 
in 1921, he remained a member of the Anthropological Society of Vienna.59

This small selection of biographies alone clearly implicates Austro-Hungarian 
anthropological sciences in the colonial project. Imbued by a sense of urgency in 
the tradition of salvage anthropology, their early protagonists’ systematic documenta-
tion and acquisitions were largely carried out within the administrative, medical and 
judicial structures of the colonial apparatus60 – in mission schools, police stations, 
military reserves, Indigenous hospitals and asylums, or in prisons. With the motto 
“knowledge is power”, von Luschan expressed his conviction that ethnology would in 
turn make an indispensable contribution to a successful colonial policy.61 The politics 
of difference on which colonial rule was ultimately based presupposed the notion 
of a clear and unbridgeable anthropological hierarchy, scientifically underpinned by 
evolutionist theories.62 The formal academic establishment of anthropology and eth-
nography, as advocated by the Anthropological Society of Vienna,63 was mainly driven 
by what can be called “colonial complicity.” This term implies participation in hege-
monic Western discourse and practices of dominance,64 and connects the Habsburg 
monarchy to other countries that were neither historically situated among the colonial 
centres of Europe nor an “innocent victim” or mere outsider to the colonial project.65

Applied colonialism, colonial revisionism and the downfall 
of physical anthropology during the Nazi era

In the interwar years, anthropological survey methods primarily developed during the 
observation of colonial subjects, either on overseas expeditions or in the more labora-
tory setting of the prisoner-of-war camps of the First World War, were directed at the 
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country’s own populace.66 Otto Reche (1879–1966) from the University of Hamburg, 
who had also studied with Felix von Luschan, took on the vacant twin chair for anth-
ropology and ethnography from 1924 to 1927. During these years, he made “hereditary 
biology” and “racial hygiene” the priority of the institute, and introduced a method 
for “proofs of paternity” for legal alimony suits based on the heredity of anthropolo-
gical features such as blood groups.67 After Reche had followed a call to the University 
of Leipzig, where he was to play a crucial role in shaping the Nazi race ideology, the 
Institute of Anthropology and Ethnography was divided.

Josef Weninger (1886–1959), formerly Rudolf Pöch’s first assistant in the priso-
ner-of-war studies, was appointed professor of physical anthropology in 1929.68 Rudolf 
Pöch’s unexpected death in 1921 had left his extensive anthropological and ethnolo-
gical collections and documentation in an unevaluated state. Bequeathed with his 
scientific legacy and considerable earmarked funds, the Austrian Academy of Sciences 
organized its posthumous scientific evaluation, published in a twelve-volume Rudolf 
Pöchs Nachlaß series between 1927 and 1962. Pöch’s former assistant Josef Weninger 
personally authored five of them, fashioning his teacher’s predominantly visual raste-
rizations into what became known as the Viennese School of Anthropology. Weninger 
headed a Working Group for Hereditary Biology, which fostered specialization and 
the division of labour in “morphognostic” observations. Ultimately, these also allowed 
the issuing of an increasing number of paternity reports and reflect an intertwining of 
basic science and applied research – the defining characteristic of academic anthropo-
logy in interwar Vienna.69

With the annexation of Austria to the German Reich, engineered by National 
Socialists on both sides in March 1938, the Law for the Restoration of the Professional 
Civil Service passed in Berlin in 1933 also came into force in former Austria. This 
provided for the removal of politically opposing or “non-Aryan” state employees, and 
Josef Weninger was suspended because of his marriage to the Jewish anthropologist 
Margarete Weninger née Taubert (1896–1987), but was able to remain in Vienna with 
his wife.70 The Pöch student Eberhard Geyer (1899–1943), the “most bustling member 
of the Working Group for Hereditary Biology”71 and an illegal NSDAP member since 
1933, was entrusted with heading the Institute for Anthropology after Weninger’s 
forced retirement.72 During his short era under the racial legislation of the German 
Reich, the procedures developed for the proof of paternity during the interwar years 
were increasingly abused to “clarify questions of dubious Aryan descent” on behalf of 
the Reich Office of Genealogy.73

While the Habsburg monarchy had consistently avoided disclosing its relationship 
to colonialism and displayed its own overseas missions as “pure service to the scien-
tific cause,”74 this attitude was assessed differently after its formal dissolution at the 
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end of the First World War. The division of the 
former German colonial empire into mandates 
of the League of Nations was deemed unsa-
tisfactory not only in the Weimar Republic.75 
Colonial revisionist ideas also began to spread 
in the First Republic of Austria, where natio-
nally inclined civil associations lobbied for an 
Austrian “acquisition of colonial or concessio-
nary territory.”76 Subsequently, in the 1930s and 
early 1940s, overseas activities under Habsburg 
rule were glorified and portrayed as important 
precursors of German imperialism and coloni-
alism.77 After Austria’s annexation in 1938, local 
associations with a colonial agenda were inte-
grated into the Reich Colonial League. Under 
the maxim “Greater Germany’s colonies – 
Greater Germany’s right!” the League convened 
in Vienna for the first time in May 1939.78 Its 
director, the German general and Nazi poli-
tician Franz von Epp (1868–1947), explained 
that the choice of venue for the conference was 
meaningful, as “domestic colonization, carried 

out by and in the Ostmark for centuries, and overseas colonization are not mutually 
exclusive, but complement each other.”79

Later in 1939, the Natural History Museum staged a special exhibition on the occasion 
of its fiftieth anniversary, again within the topical framework of colonial revisionism. 
German ornithologist Hans Kummerlöwe (1903–1995), an ardent Nazi propagan-
dist who had just been appointed director general of the reorganized Scientific State 
Museums in Vienna,80 was determined to orient museum anthropology to reflect 
“the significance of racial knowledge as a mainstay of National Socialist conviction.”81 
Under the title Ostmark Germans as Explorers and Collectors in our Colonies, the special 
exhibition called for an “own sphere of influence in our robbed colonies”82 and drew 
on earlier holdings collected overseas by different Austro-Hungarian scientists during 
the heyday of colonialism. The twenty different collections on display were all gathered 
on former German colonial territories, and show, according to Kummerlöwe, “that 
the Ostmark had a significant share in German colonial achievements before and 
after the World War.”83 In the case of the founding figure Rudolf Pöch, the Viennese 
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geographer and diplomat Oscar Baumann (1864–99), the museum anthropologist 
Viktor Lebzelter (1889–1936) as well as the Austrian Africanists Helene (1868–1922) 
and Rudolf Oldenburg (1879–1932), the showcases also included Indigenous human 
remains from both the Institute of Anthropology of the University of Vienna and the 
Anthropology Department at the Natural History Museum itself.84

Between 1940 and 1943, anthropological mass surveys of prisoners-of-war were 
resumed. An Anthropological Commission under museum anthropologist Josef Wastl 
(1892–1968), who had co-curated the exhibition Ostmark Germans as Explorers and 
Collectors in our Colonies the previous year and anticipated the opportunity to “sys-
tematically subject members of different peoples to German racial science” without 
costly travelling,85 first investigated Polish soldiers interned after the German Reich’s 
invasion of Poland in 1940. The war campaign for France brought thousands of new 
prisoners to the camps, including soldiers from the then French colonies in Africa and 
Indochina, later in the year.86 These major ersatz expeditions were largely based on 
Rudolf Pöch’s research design developed for the prisoner-of-war investigations of the 
First World War. After the war had taken an unfavourable turn for the German Reich 
with its Russian campaign, all activities relating to colonial ambitions were aban-
doned in February 1943.87 Accordingly, the Viennese prisoner-of-war surveys came to 
a complete halt in the course of the same year. Wastl, who had taken up issuing “cer-
tificates of descent” for the Reich Office of Genealogy and also for courts from 1941 
on, now continued this work. By the end of the war, he had authored several hundred 
racial and paternity assessments.88

Colonial amnesia, an orphaned collection and the waking of 
evolutionary anthropology to the postcolonial debate

After the Second World War, the Second Republic of Austria reclaimed its outsider 
status in relation to colonialism and characteristically revived the “discovery paradigm” 
of the Habsburg monarchy that presented the procurement of scientific information 
during overseas missions as the work of humble pioneers who voluntarily renounced 
any colonial involvement.89 The narrative of being “unencumbered” by a colonial past 
served both to distance Austria from National Socialism and to subscribe to a politics 
of neutrality, also towards former colonies that had become independent.90 Whereas 
the Natural History Museum of Vienna distanced itself from Nazi racial doctrine after 
1945 and suspended advocates such as Josef Wastl from the museum service, colonial 
revisionism from the same period was never properly addressed. The propagandistic 
exhibition Ostmark Germans as Explorers and Collectors in our Colonies was merely 
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referred to as a “completely unnecessary colonial show”.91 In 1949 and 1951, two scien-
tific conferences on the concept of race were convened by UNESCO, but without 
Austrian participation. The declarations adopted there were intended to put an end to 
all racial prejudice.92

Josef Weninger returned to his university chair of anthropology and restored 
his predominantly morphognostic approach from the pre-war years.93 Under his 
successor Emil Breitinger (1904–2004), who had studied with Nazi anthropolo-
gist Theodor Mollison (1874–1952) in Munich, the Institute of Anthropology was 
eventually renamed Institute of Human Biology and affiliated with the Faculty of 
Natural Sciences.94 In a landmark publication, social anthropologist Horst Seidler 
(b.  1944), who succeeded Breitinger as head of the Institute of Human Biology 
in 1984, documented for the first time the involvement of anthropology in the 
National Socialist policy of extermination.95 In the run-up to the UNESCO confe-
rence “Against Racism, Violence and Discrimination” co-organized in 1995, a com-
prehensive statement on the obsolescence of the concept of race was drawn up under 
Seidler’s guidance. This Declaration of Schlaining aimed at defining how “today’s 
understanding of genetic diversity” could be implemented in the sense of preven-
tion.96 Around the year 2000, provenance research on the disastrous role of anth-
ropology and racial science during the National Socialist era gained momentum in 
Austria’s museum context.97 In contrast, the colonial histories of anthropology and 
its related acquisition practices, especially those of the once more renamed Institute 
of Anthropology, were still largely “kept in silence.”98 This is all the more disturbing 
because prominent scholars from various disciplines have long anchored the genesis 
of totalitarian dictatorships, genocide and the Holocaust in the longer tradition of 
colonization and empire.99

The initiative to break through Austria’s “colonial amnesia”100 in a critical approach 
from a postcolonial point of view came from the respective countries of the Indigenous 
groups formerly under anthropological scrutiny. The research of South African his-
torians has first addressed Rudolf Pöch’s ruthless and illegal acquisition policy regar-
ding human remains during his Kalahari expedition between 1907 and 1909.101 An 
ensuing Austrian research project102 aimed at an interdisciplinary re-contextualization 
of Pöch’s research, collection and, not least, documenting methods that had hitherto 
been stylized into pioneering achievements.103 These efforts have in the meantime led 
to repatriations of the remains of a South African couple known by name,104 and of 
Australian ancestral remains105 from Vienna’s Natural History Museum and Univer-
sity Department of Evolutionary Anthropology to their countries of origin. Up to 
this time, the Anthropological Collection at the University of Vienna had fallen into 
increasing disarray, after decades of not being properly curated or even inventoried. Its 
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colonial human remains had nevertheless long been among the most intensely anth-
ropologically studied of their kind internationally.106

The appropriate handling of human remains and related sensitive objects has 
become a topic of great importance and topicality for museums and collections 
worldwide. The discourse on colonial collections and their repatriation today revolves 
around the concept of a “context of injustice” which was first used in relation to human 
remains in the 2003 “Stuttgarter Empfehlungen”.107 These guidelines was developed 
in response to the controversial Körperwelten exhibition by the German impresario 
Gunther von Hagens and proposed ethical criteria to preserve the dignity of people 
from whom anatomical preparations were made, even beyond death.108 Since the pub-
lication of the German Museum Association’s recommendations in 2013, which also 
address non-museum collections, the discussion of the handling and repatriation of 
human remains mainly draws on this conception.109 It is argued that a colonial context 
alone cannot justify restitution claims and that the decision as to whether the acqui-
sition and circumstances of death are connected to a “context of injustice” must be 
made on a case-by-case basis.110 This notion is neither a legal term nor an ethical 
standard, reflecting the fact that colonial injustice has also remained at the legal peri-
phery.111 A more suitable approach would be to examine whether and to what extent 
the entire colonial context must be understood as a “context of injustice”.112

The current Austrian government programme mentions a continuation and 
expansion of provenance research for federal arts and cultural institutions, including 
an additional domain regarding postcolonial provenance research and the treatment 
of human remains.113 We remain hopeful that these initiatives will not only be directed 
at the federal museums, but also at the university collections in this country – given 
their closely interwoven colonial histories. Our experience in provenance research and 
repatriation of human remains and anthropological photography to their commu-
nities of origin has shown over the last years that such processes have much wider 
implications and need to be addressed in a new relational approach.114 The artistic 
research project “Far from Settled”, commissioned by the 22nd Biennale of Sydney in 
2020, for example, aimed at tracing the cultural, political and personal reverberations, 
which do not find closure in but rather resurface with acts of repatriation from the 
anthropological archive. In a series of informal interviews, the traditional owners of 
the Aboriginal ancestral remains repatriated from the Rudolf Pöch collection in 2011 
were revisited and asked about what lingering repercussions from silenced violent 
pasts have been experienced, transformed and reinvested in the aftermath of repat-
riation within their communities. This includes the fate of a substantial number of 
unprovenanced remains, highlighting current efforts towards establishing a “National 
Resting Place” in Australia. The return of anthropological photographs taken by Pöch 

Evolutionary anthropology, colonial histories and a collection reframed



–  92  –

in 1905 to their descendant communities in New South Wales was similarly examined 
with a view to the possible performance of sensitive objects and media in new and 
communal ways of critically commemorating a shared colonial history.115
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Universitätmuseen und -sammlungen im Hochschulalltag – Aufgaben, Konzepte, Perspektiven (Berlin, 
2010), 43–8, 43.

109	 Holger Stoecker, Thomas Schnalke and Andreas Winkelmann, “Zur Einführung”, in Holger 
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