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Museums of Ethnology Today:
Can Museums of Ethnology exist in the 21st Century?

Shoichiro Takezawa
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Museums of Ethnology constructed in Western countries in the late
19th century contributed greatly to the establishment of Ethnology and Cul-
tural Anthropology as new fields of study. As this era was the peak of West-
ern colonial expansion, the exhibitions of the Museums of Ethnology were
colored by the ideology of that time. The main trend of these Museums was
to represent the evolution of ethnic groups or “Races” whose summit was
reserved for West European societies.

Since the 1930s, theoretical innovation in Anthropology and Ethnology
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has changed the methods of exhibition in Museums of Ethnology. Cultural
Relativism and Functionalism, which attached importance to the cultural con-
texts of each society, have gained prominence in the exhibitions of Museums
of Ethnology. By about 2000, the exhibitions in these Museums have changed
drastically in order to respond to criticisms of post-colonialism. The back
ground to these changes was the debate over the political and moral issues of

representing ‘Others.’
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