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Abstract
Theorizing the failures of computer vision algorithms requires shifting from detecting and fixing biases towards understanding 
how algorithms are shaped by social, historical, and political real-world precursors. To better understand the socially 
embedded and historically rooted representational harms of these algorithms, we analyze how AI image captioning depicts 
archival images of living ethnological exibitions  (so-called 'human zoos'), mass stereotype-producing public exhibitions 
of colonized people common in Europe and the US from the 1870s to the 1930s, which were meant to symbolize the 
imagined superiority of Western societies and justify their colonial violence. We collected and analyzed more than 3800 
captions from 100 archival images using MidJourney––a modern, state-of-the-art generative AI platform. Combining 
quantification with close reading of the captions, we found evidence of a ‘colonial gaze,’ an epistemological viewpoint from 
the perspective of colonizers characterized by significant representational harms representing five main themes: essentialism 
(41.6% of captions), cultural erasure (54.5%), dehumanization (11.1%), othering (28.4%), and infantilization (26.8%), with 
striking parallels between AI-generated captions and the original framings of human zoos informed by a broader colonial 
epistemology. Based on this analysis, we propose to conceptualize the colonial gaze in generative AI as an automated process 
of object identification and relational interpretation that draws on historical visual tropes and hierarchical logics rooted 
in colonial epistemologies. Trigger warning: This article contains extremely racialized text and images produced by both 
colonizers and the machines.
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1  Introduction

In recent years, a growing body of literature in critical AI 
studies and decolonial AI has demonstrated how the legacies 
of colonialism, the cultural logic of capitalism, and lingering 
colonial patterns of power continue to shape the production 
of AI systems, notably in computer vision, research on how 
AI systems process, analyze, and understand digital images 
(Kwet 2019; Mohamed et al. 2020; Muldoon et al. 2024; 
Pasquinelli 2023; Gebru and Denton 2024). Part of this lit-
erature highlights how the underlying political economy of 
AI favors Western technology companies and their broader 
sociopolitical networks that play a determining role in the 
development of new systems in a manner that often mirrors 
the extractive dynamics of historical forms of colonialism 
(Kwet 2019; Birhane et al. 2021; Muldoon and Wu 2023), 
especially with regard to data extraction and profiting. This 
includes the exploitation of labor from workers in the Global 
South, the use of prison workforce to train AI in the Global 
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North (Lehtiniemi and Ruckenstein 2022), the extraction 
of critical minerals used for tech products, and uneven 
trade agreements that favor Western corporations, as well 
as the exploitation of the poor more generally by local or 
transnational corporations (Crawford 2021; Gray and Suri 
2019; Couldry and Mejias 2019; Mejias and Couldry 2024; 
Graham et al. 2024). Muldoon and Wu (2023) develop the 
concept of “the colonial supply chain of AI”, raising con-
cerns about the hidden and less obvious manifestations of 
colonialism in AI systems, which include ways in which 
algorithms analyze images.

In computer sciences, it is well known that image 
captioning is prone to encode and reproduce racism and 
discrimination. Combining machine learning techniques 
in computer vision with natural language processing, 
image captioning generates a textual description of the 
most essential information in a given image (Sharma et al. 
2018; Ghandi et al. 2024). It generates a string of words 
that adequately describes objects, locations, contexts, and 
relationships in an image (Herdade et al. 2019; Hossain 
et al. 2019) as well as the broader context. Rather than 
simply recognizing and listing every object and detail in 
an image, captioning must exercise a degree of selectivity 
in ascribing relevance and importance to different parts 
of an image, pointing to an algorithmic meaning-making 
and interpretation. In doing so, image captioning must also 
process complex relationships between human subjects 
and objects with their own social context and background 
(Sarhan and Hegelich 2020), which creates openings for the 
reproduction of dominant knowledge formations, bias, and 
representational harms in describing images (Barlas et al. 
2021). In other words, as part of the captioning process, AI  
(hooks 1995) at an image and produces a description of it in 
accordance with its algorithmic epistemology and semiotics 
inherited and extended from humans.

This gaze is often modulated by implicit hierarchies. 
Research has revealed numerous stereotypical associations 
and implicit biases in large image-text multimodal models, 
particularly with regard to ‘measurable’ and therefore 
enactable categories of race, skin tone, and gender (Abbasi 
2019; Birhane et al. 2021, 2024; Chen et al. 2023; Miltenburg 
2016; Buolamwini and Gebru 2018). In response, this has 
led to a large effort from computer scientists to trace why 
such systems are harmful, heavily relying on the framework 
of ‘bias’ (Blodgett et al. 2020). Quantifying ‘biases’ in 
model outputs, despite its elegance and convincingness, 
often falls short in elaborating how complex sociohistorical 
processes and structures produce ‘bias’ and discriminatory 
effects in the first place. In other words, attempting to fix 
stereotypical associations and biases frequently overlooks 
how computer vision models are designed, produced, and 
evaluated in environments marked by coloniality—such 
patterns are traditionally studied within the boundaries of 

disciplines such as STS, anthropology, literary theory, and 
coloniality studies, although new work is moving in that 
direction (Drage and Frabetti 2024).

Drawing on the ever-increasing evidence of coloniality 
permeating AI systems, and acknowledging AI’s ‘internal’ 
algorithmic gaze in captioning images, we borrow the 
theoretical concept of the ‘colonial gaze’ from coloniality 
studies, a term denoting the systemic textual and visual 
presentation of colonized and oppressed people in 
accordance with the colonial logic and projections of the 
colonizer. To showcase this phenomenon, we captioned 
archival images of human zoos, the grand public exhibitions 
of colonized non-Western indigenous people common 
in Europe and the US until the 1950s. By juxtaposing 
AI-generated captions with the original harmful framing 
of the exhibitions, we argue that, in ‘gazing’ at images of 
the colonized people in human zoos, generative AI largely 
amplified the colonial epistemology in describing the 
exhibited other, raising the question of generative AI as a 
cultural carrier of colonialism.

2 � Analytical framework: from the colonial 
gaze to representational harms

Previous approaches for measuring ‘fairness’ and ‘bias’ 
in image captioning have tended to rely on empirical tests 
based on whether captions were, in some sense, ‘correct’—
with normative criteria about the type of harm caused by 
an incorrect caption. In related fields, (Blodgett et al. 2020) 
have argued that one important way in which AI systems 
produce representational harms is by contributing to the 
perpetuation of harmful stereotypes about one social group 
being inferior to another. Katzman et al. (2023) use this 
framework to develop a first and non-exhaustive taxonomy 
of representational harms caused when image-captioning 
systems reproduce such harmful social hierarchies, 
highlighting the need for a socially, politically, and culturally 
sensitive reading of the images to evaluate captions and their 
harmfulness.

We offer such a qualitative reading and quantitative 
summary of the representational harms present in 
our sample by referring to the colonial gaze as an 
epistemological viewpoint from the perspective of the 
colonizers that systematically dehumanizes, exaggerates, 
demeans, erases, and stereotypes a colonized people through 
a distorted sociocultural lens. This gaze is the result of a 
structural power imbalance between two peoples established 
through the forceful seizure of land and the eradication 
or assimilation of a people and their culture, and active 
‘othering’ practiced by the colonizers, an epistemology 
that can be echoed by generative AI (Ram 2018; Appadurai 
1990; Achebe 2016; Mudimbe 1988; Yancy 2008).



AI & SOCIETY	

During the period of explicit European- and U.S.-driven 
colonial rule, depictions of colonized people went along 
the lines of an imagined backwardness and irrationality, 
formulating stereotypes about (a) colonized people living at 
the colonial periphery, especially on the African continent, 
(b) enslaved people brought to Western nations to be 
exploited, and (c) indigenous people of the Americas and the 
far north of Europe. Scholars such as Edward (Said 1979) 
and Frantz (1990) have shown that Orientalist writings 
have shaped a broader worldview of colonized people as 
inferior and subservient, which in turn justified ideologies 
of racial superiority and affirmed a perpetual separation 
between an ‘us’ of civilized and rational colonizers and a 
‘them’ or ‘other’ of colonized, uncivilized savages (Said 
1979, 3; Clifford 1988, 258). Quijano (2000) deploys the 
concept of ‘the coloniality of power’ to describe the way 
in which the relations of power established between the 
colonizer and colonized created structures for the economy, 
culture, gender and so on, producing hierarchies that could 
be used by the colonizers as a tool of control. Such colonial 
hierarchies systematically devalued and sought to eliminate 
non-Western forms of being and knowing that were seen 
as inferior to Western paradigms of science and knowledge 
production. European colonizers instituted ‘enduring 
hierarchies of subjects and knowledges—the colonizer and 
the colonized, the Occidental and the Oriental, the civilized 
and the primitive, the scientific and the superstitious, the 
developed and the developing’ (Prakash 1995, 3). In AI 
systems, these hierarchies can be reproduced or exacerbated 
within the datasets used to train computer vision models as 
well as within the model outputs (Buolamwini and Gebru 
2018; Bhargava and Forsyth 2019; Birhane et al. 2021; 
Birhane and Prabhu 2021). There is a substantial body of 
scholarly literature on the values embedded in technological 
artifacts and how technology can help shape the views of 
those who use it through its design and affordances (Douglas 
2007; Friedman et al. 2013; Winner 2020). Representations 
of colonized peoples through a colonial gaze served as a 
justification for the broader political project of colonialism 
and the right of European powers to rule over people 
considered lower in a civilizational hierarchy (Gandhi 
1998, 32). Said (1989) argued that these representations of 
colonized peoples were essentially repressive because there 
was no real possibility for these people to intervene in the 
process and provide a more ‘participatory and collaborative’ 
way of developing representations.

Moving from text to images, the recent ‘pictorial turn’ 
in social sciences, and particularly in the writings of W.J.T. 
Mitchell, has reinterpreted images not as visual relics of the 
past, but as active agents shaping contemporary realities. 
This advancement suggests that coloniality, subtly dissolved 
in historical visuals, can be reactivated through new modes 
of engagement—such as when AI systems ‘gaze’ at these 

images, illuminating the colonial logic and models of 
colonial domination that still persist to this day, palpable 
through identifiable representational harms. By drawing 
on literary theory, anthropology, studies of colonialism, 
and other literature that analyses structures of colonial 
knowledge hierarchies, we identify five distinctive yet 
intertwined types of representational harms and discuss 
how these could be reproduced by modern image captioning 
algorithms.

Essentialism: Colonial forms of knowledge production 
often sought to categorize and classify people into a small 
number of ethnic groups, classes, and castes as a means 
of understanding and controlling people in conquered 
territories (Connell 2006; Walby and Haan 2012). Many 
early-twentieth-century anthropologists believed (and 
many of them challenged) the idea that fundamental 
biological characteristics and one’s membership of certain 
races defined cognitive abilities, personality, and other 
individual behaviors (Wilson 2016; Weaver 2022). This 
altogether resulted in essentialism—when complex and 
evolving cultures were reduced to a thin layer of ‘essential’ 
ideas, fixing practices into invariable properties that deny 
differences or fluid understandings of culture, captured by 
an outsider. In captions, this could include the application of 
the umbrella terms such as ‘tribal’, ‘traditional’, ‘cultural’, 
among many others, which were historically used as tools 
for maintaining stereotypical descriptions of a group and 
justifying the hierarchies. It could also include objectifying 
and scrutinizing descriptions of scenes that might have 
appeared odd to a colonizer, such as non-Western cultural 
practices, objects, or bodily features. Essentialism can also 
unfold as descriptions of stereotypical objects or practices 
that are not present in the image.

Cultural erasure: Going hand in hand with essentialism, 
erasing the uniqueness of a colonized people and their way of 
life can occur when key aspects of their history are forgotten 
or incorrectly represented. European colonialism is rooted in 
the superiority of Western civilization and so often sought 
to eradicate what it perceived to be more primitive and 
traditional ways of living, to replace them with new cultural 
practices. In image captioning, erasure can occur when 
particular social groups are incorrectly captioned or are, in 
some way, written out of history by being misinterpreted 
as a different social group (Buolamwini and Gebru 2018). 
Image captions that do not identify objects from non-
Western traditions while correctly identifying objects from 
Western ones may contribute to this process. It can also 
manifest as mislabeling of a cultural background; making 
assumptions about what people are doing and why; and 
describing traditional clothing as Western, as accessories, or 
simply invalidating it as rags. These systems can cause harm 
when they neither properly acknowledge the specificity and 
importance of a particular social group’s culture nor provide 
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the correct labels for objects and activities. For instance, a 
caption that says ‘two women walking’ when they are in fact 
performing an important cultural practice would be a form of 
cultural erasure. Erasure could also occur when the gravity 
of oppression suffered by colonized people is downplayed 
or ignored by captioning software, such as when violence 
or brutality inflicted on colonized people is not recognized 
in the captions.

Othering: In accordance with the colonial imagination, 
colonized peoples were often represented as a reified exotic 
or violent ‘other’ to be studied and observed. By creating 
and maintaining this imaginary knowledge of the other, 
colonizers established a hierarchy of domination between a 
superior group and inferior groups. The process of ‘othering’ 
allowed the West to construct itself as ‘rational’, ‘civilized’, 
and ‘modern’ by projecting characteristics of its perceived 
opposite onto colonized peoples, creating an ‘other’ as the 
basis for a simplistic ‘us’ and ‘them’ dichotomy of East and 
West (Said 1979; Spivak 1985). The colonial Othering has 
been evolving into the present, with the notable example 
of a history of harmful sexualization of Black, Latina, and 
Asian women through a patriarchal lens of fetishization 
manifesting in the contemporary stereotypes (Sigal et al. 
2020) and, for instance, by reducing a groups’ traditional 
wedding clothing to a ‘costume’ (Shankar et al. 2017). Thus, 
the Othering in captioning could be traced as extended 
stereotyping of indigenous non-Western non-white people 
and their cultures along the semantic lines of ‘violent’, 
‘primitive’, ‘mysterious’, ‘oriental’, ‘uncivilised’, ‘strange’, 
and ‘poor’, and other context-specific imaginations, all 
amplifying the original colonial gaze that once scrutinized 
people for their imagined otherness.

Infantilization: In addition to dehumanizing and 
classifying colonized peoples, there has also been a history 
of treating them as less rational, intelligent, and worthy of 
equal respect. One of the specific colonial legacies has been 
equating the state of being colonized to childhood, with the 
need for a developmental attitude towards colonial subjects. 
Representing African peoples as ‘minors’ requiring tutelage 
and development was a prominent framing through which 
European colonial powers perceived their relationship to 
colonial peoples. To justify this framing, colonizers, e.g., 
argued that mental growth in Africa had ceased in early 
childhood and hence adults in these countries had never left 
a condition of adolescence (Nandy 1989, 15). The European 
Enlightenment legacy enshrined the possible improvement 
of all people and provides a special mission to Europeans to 
help educate non-European peoples and, as Christoph Martin 
Wieland wrote, to “do the great work to which we have 
been called: to cultivate, enlighten and ennoble the human 
race” (cited in Gandhi 1998, 33). In captioning, the echo of 
this legacy can be traced as textual descriptions referring 
to grown adults as children, as well as using a denigrating 

lexicon implying that the colonized peoples behave in an 
infantile way, e.g., ‘playing’, ‘laughing’ or ‘fighting’ and as 
subjects of care.

Dehumanization: In travel writings and anthropological 
accounts, non-European societies were frequently depicted 
without developed social and political rules and living in a 
primitive state (Pratt 2008). On the basis of such accounts, 
Thomas Hobbes ( 2017), in his famous work of political 
philosophy, Leviathan, claimed: “For the savage people in 
many places of America, except the government of small 
Families, the concord whereof dependent on natural lust, 
have no government at all; and live at this day in that 
brutish manner”. Europeans had an economic interest in 
dehumanizing these people to justify the slave trade and 
wealth stealing. By depicting themselves as the conquerors 
of these new lands, Ashis (Nandy 1989) argues that these 
new ‘masters’ had to “exclude the slave except as a ‘thing’”’ 
(xvi). Dehumanization continues to persist in modern 
technologies and notably received widespread attention in 
2018 when the image captioning algorithm of Google Photos 
was found identifying Black people as gorillas (Simonite 
2018). Echoing the original colonial gaze, dehumanizing 
captions might describe indigenous people as animals, as 
having animal-like features implying an intermediary degree 
between humans and animals, and as objects.

2.1 � Human zoos: gazing at the other

Human zoos is a collective term for events such as ethnic 
shows, native villages, and living ethnographic exhibitions, 
in which non-Western people were exhibited in zoos, 
parks, expos, and other public gatherings in the colonial 
metropoles. Though the human zoos, in one form or 
another, have been enacted by various imperial powers in 
human history, with evidence going as far back as Ancient 
Egypt, Western human zoos established alongside colonial 
expansion reached an unprecedented scale and depravity.

Human zoos, denoted by scholars using the more precise 
and encapsulating terminology ‘living ethnographic 
exhibitions’ (Sánchez-Gómez 2013), showcased indigenous 
people in their ‘natural habitats’, often caricatured, 
exaggerated, or distorted to justify colonialism, scientific 
racism, and the supposed superiority of ‘Western 
civilization’. These acts of public othering (Abbatista 2015), 
socially and culturally enacted non-white as ‘primitive 
people’, ‘barbarians’, ‘savages’, ‘cannibals’, and among other 
projections. Attended by millions of visitors, human zoos 
played a crucial role in creating mass public stereotypes that 
persist today, making them a key element in understanding 
the cultural legacies of colonialism (Blanchard et  al. 
2008). Captioning archival human zoo images provides 
an opportunity to test whether AI models, having learned 
from large-scale databases of books and media spanning all 
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human history until recent years, still reproduce and extend 
the colonial gaze.

2.2 � Study design

We uploaded 100 publicly available images of Western 
human zoo exhibitions to MidJourney v6—a widely used 
and state-of-the-art generative AI platform—for captioning. 
Due to the probabilistic nature of the captioning algorithm, 
we generated a series of up to 80 unique captions for each 
image. We first generated 20 captions per image (2000 in 
total), and we assigned codes and sub-codes to words and 
phrases under an umbrella of five representational harms. 
This was achieved by close engagement with postcolonial 
theory and historical literature on human zoos—particularly 
the seminal work of (Blanchard et al. 2011), which explores 
how such exhibitions were framed for the public. We applied 
a similar interpretive logic to the AI-generated captions, 
assigning codes and sub-codes to words and phrases under 
an umbrella of five representational harms.

For the second stage, we conducted an in-depth qualita-
tive analysis by generating and coding up to 80 captions 
per image in addition to the original 20 captions to reach 
qualitative data saturation, defined as the point at which no 
new sub-themes of representational harms emerged. Each 
coauthor read the captions and contributed to the develop-
ment and refinement of the thematic coding scheme, and 
collectively agreed that it captured the most important and 
salient elements related to the values embedded in the tex-
tual representation of colonial images. The key sub-themes 
are presented in Appendix 1 (Fig. 1).

2.3 � Sampling strategy and characteristics

Because contemporary multimodal models are trained 
on web-scale corpora and repeated imagery (Radford 
et al. 2021; (Birhane and Prabhu 2021)), we intentionally 
sampled images that are already ubiquitous online. By 
focusing on images that circulate across news sites, blogs, 
and social media, we maximize the likelihood that these 

Fig. 1   Study design including image collection, image captioning, and caption analysis
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exact images—or near duplicates—were at some point 
included in the massive web-scraped data sets Midjourney-
like models used in their development (Schuhmann et al. 
2022). In doing so, we built a convenience sample of 100 
publicly available images of ‘human zoos’ by using Google 
Images and Pinterest, and reverse-searching them to the 
original archival sources. This design choice of working 
with digitally prominent cases of human zoo visuals 
maximized the chance of observing how generative AI looks 
at familiar colonial imagery it has plausibly encountered 
during the training phase. In building the 100-image sample, 
we initially attempted to caption 134 images; however, 34 
images were excluded from the sample as they were rejected 
by Midjourney’s moderation filters.

Images were collected and captioned in July 2024. We 
classified the images using the geographical and media type 
categories from the Collection Radauer as a blueprint.1 All 
analyzed images represented people in human exhibitions 
orchestrated by Western countries between the 1880s and 
1930s, with the exception of a photograph of the last human 
zoo in Belgium (in 1958). The images included digitized 
photographs, stills, and postcards. No drawn posters or 
advertisements were included in the sample. Out of 100 
images, 95 were taken at identified US and European 
exhibitions, with 27 images from the United States, 26 
from Germany, 20 from France, 13 from Belgium and 
the Netherlands, 3 from the United Kingdom and Ireland, 
2 from Spain, 2 from Norway, and 1 each from Italy and 
Switzerland. Two images featured local exhibitions in 
French and Belgian-colonized West Africa, while three 
images were untitled or unknown, though likely of Western 
origin.

Regarding the broadly defined origin of the people 
exhibited, the sample included 60 images of individuals 
from Africa, 14 from Asia, 9 from India and Sri Lanka, five 
from the Polar Region, five from North America, four from 
South America, and three from Oceania. As evident from 
the sample, most of the images represented exhibitions in 
the US, Germany, Belgium, and France, and predominantly 
featured African people on display, especially people from 
Congo and Somalia.

2.4 � Captioning

To caption each image, we used the ‘describe image’ 
function of Midjourney v6, using its Discord bot. This 
engine was chosen for three reasons. First, it is a major 
platform for generative AI with leading models that offer 
state-of-the-art performance, along with claims to offer 
ethical and sensitive functioning in representing cultures 

and communities, as evident from its terms and conditions. 
Second, there is evidence that Midjourney, notwithstanding 
its commitments, reproduces text-to-image biases likely 
inherited from colonial and humanitarian photography 
(Alenichev et al. 2023). Third, its captioning turnaround 
is fast, which allows us to generate a large number of 
captions in a short time period. To generate quantitative 
counts of representational harms, we generated 20 captions 
per image (2,000 captions in total). We complemented 
this with additional rounds of captioning for qualitative 
analysis until we reached data saturation, up to 80 captions 
per image (3839 captions in total). We edited captions to 
remove textual artifacts, such as spelling and formatting 
errors, and unexplainable words (e.g., “Tr坊坊ppe” and 
“Tr ThurCoreApplication500-24”). Generated qualitative 
captions were analyzed using the Dedoose 9 mixed-methods 
software.

Out of 100 images, 17 featured intelligible original 
captions embedded within the image itself, which the AI 
attempted to interpret—often incorrectly, due to misreading 
French, Spanish, and German and rendering them into 
flawed English (see Fig. 11). In one notable case, the AI 
appeared to actively engage with the original caption (see 
Fig.  10). The vast majority of captions, however, were 
generated in accordance with the AI’s internal gaze—a 
process of identifying humans and non-humans within an 
image and articulating the perceived relationship between 
them.

3 � Findings: tracing the colonial gaze 
in the human zoo captions

The following section highlights selected images from the 
sample, provides their contextual background, and pairs 
them with a close reading of the selected AI-generated 
captions, demonstrating how AI produces harmful 
representations, perpetuates the colonial epistemology, and 
ultimately reproduces—and modernizes—the colonial gaze. 
For each figure below, we show the original image on the 
left and the AI-generated captions on the right, selected to 
showcase the leading corresponding type of harm, while also 
showcasing their intersectionality. Captions and images were 
selected to show clear examples of representational harms 
pertaining to each category.

1.	 Essentialism

Figure 2 traces back to a scene at the World’s Colum-
bian Exposition in Illinois in 1883 (WTTW Chicago 2018), 
which attracted 751,026 viewers, marking the 400th anni-
versary of Christopher Columbus’s arrival in the Americas. 
As part of the Exhibition’s ‘Negro Day’, an entire Dahomey 

1  Collection Radauer: Human Zoos (https://​human​zoos.​net/?​page_​
id=​4315).

https://humanzoos.net/?page_id=4315
https://humanzoos.net/?page_id=4315
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Village (in modern day Benin) was brought to the US for 
public viewing with the goal of showcasing the ‘backward-
ness’ and ‘violent nature’ of Black people in comparison 
with ‘civilized’ white America, justifying slavery and seg-
regation (Gale n.d.). To quote (Ballard 1999) ‘Dahomeans 
were depicted as barbarians and cannibals, the most savage 
of all conquered peoples at the exhibition’.

Echoing the original framing of the exhibition, the 
selected captions use broad terms such as ‘African sav-
ages’ [essentialism, othering], ‘tribal warriors’ [essential-
ism, othering] who are communicating for battle, ‘tradi-
tional’ [essentialism], and ‘Africa’ [essentialism], which 
resonate with the ways that the African continent has been 
socially constructed through simplistic and racist stereotypes 
(Mudimbe 1988; Witte and Spronk 2014), making ‘Africa’ 
a definitive hallucinatory space of the colonial imagination 
(Eeden 2004). Captions of non-existent ‘loincloths’ and 
‘crowns’ [essentialism] function as stereotypical African 
objects. These captions reproduce racialized stereotypes of 
African masculinity, further highlighted by a description of a 

woman as an ‘exotic companion’ [essentialism, othering]. In 
reality, sexually coded depictions of exhibited people––espe-
cially women––often accompanied advertisement posters 
of human zoos (Corbey 2008), with the prime example of 
Saartje Bartman (Young 1997), underscoring the parallels 
between real and AI-generated captions. The phrase ‘early 
photographer documenting tribal culture’ [essentialism] ren-
ders a colonial protagonist gazing upon the exhibited peo-
ple, discovering them, or narrating the caption, objectifying 
and scrutinizing scenes that might have appeared odd to a 
colonizer, such as non-Western cultural practices, objects, 
or bodily features.

To further illustrate AI’s essentializing being reminiscent 
of the colonial-era description, consider the captions of a 
‘Somali Village’ exhibited at the 1911 World’s Fair in Italy, 
with kidnapped Somalis forced to stand in an amusement 
park to make it look as if they were in their ‘real’ environ-
ment (Fig. 3). The guidebooks of the time emphasized the 
‘authenticity’ of these reconstructions (Coletta et al. 2023).

Fig. 2   Dahomey village in Illinois, 1883. Chicago Public Library

Fig. 3   Somali village in Turin, 1911. Pinterest/Groupe de recherche Achac
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Similarly to the original framing, these AI captions ren-
der the notion of the authentic encounter of ‘African people 
in the bush’ full of ‘cultural richness’ [essentialism], who 
are looking happy [infantilization] and some of the people 
are dressed in ‘rags’ [cultural erasure, othering], while oth-
ers wear ‘traditional’ clothing and have ‘unique customs’ 
[essentialism], highlighted by a functionalist statement that 
they ‘hold branches to provide shade’, implying, yet again, 
a colonial observational standpoint that paternalistically 
assumes the activity.

Finally, Fig. 4 is a 1904 photograph of a local exhibi-
tion of enslaved people in the Belgian Congo, which sub-
sequently became a mass-produced postcard in the Global 
North.

Per the captions, the image features ‘an African tribe full 
of happy people living in Africa’ [essentialism, infantili-
zation], as they ‘have just come out of an African jungle 
wearing loincloths’ [essentialism, othering], with their bod-
ies painted ‘black’ with’ charcoal’ or’ black paint’.

Throughout the sample, there were multiple instances 
of AI describing non-existent objects and practices––often 
stereotypical––that could have been triggered by a broader 
association. As such, for presumed Hawaiian people (mis-
culture), AI captioned non-existent coconuts, flower skirts, 
palm trees, and shell necklaces. Native Americans ‘smoked 
pipes’, and Inuits danced with ‘hula hoops’, while aboriginal 
Australians (misculture) threw ‘boomerangs’; Africans wore 
loincloths, often in the ‘savannah’ and near ‘acacia trees’, 
while some ‘played basketball’, and indigenous people more 
generally had non-existent ‘tattoos and tribal marks’.

2.	 Cultural Erasure

Figure 5 is a 1931 photograph of Ludwig Heck––the 
then director of Berlin Zoo––with Sara Kaba people (from 
modern-day Central African Republic). Heck, together with 
entrepreneur Karl Hagenbeck, kidnapped Sara Kaba for their 
‘unusual’ appearance, including lip plating, to exploit their 

Fig. 4   Natives of Congo, 1904. Commercial postcard

Fig. 5   Ludwig Heck with kidnapped Sara Kaba people, 1931. Ullstein Bild /Getty
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contextual exoticism in exhibitions that attracted crowds 
to see ‘savages’ (Blanchard et al. 2011). As a supporter of 
the Nazi regime and its racist and eugenic policies, Heck 
joined the Nazi party in 1937, and in 1940, Hitler personally 
awarded him the Goethe Medal for Art and Science.

Cultural erasure is traceable in seemingly minor details: 
colonialists often referred to the clothing of indigenous peo-
ple as ‘rags’ (Mason 2008) or reduced it to the materials it 
was made of, stripping away their cultural complexity and 
significance. In this vein, the Sara Kaba’s traditional cloth-
ing—visible, though partially covered to protect from the 
cold—was captioned as ‘modest rags’ and ‘shabby’ [cultural 
erasure, othering]; elsewhere, they were described as wear-
ing Western clothing as a default point of reference, e.g., 
‘balaclava’ [cultural erasure], and were purported to have 
non-existent dreadlocks [essentialism, cultural erasure]. Fur-
ther erasure is evident from the misidentification of the Sara 
Kaba as African Americans [cultural erasure], who were 
‘dirty’ and ‘poor’ [cultural erasure, othering] and by cap-
tioning pygmy adults as children [infantilization] ‘dressed 
as Jesus Christ’ [cultural erasure]. The latter is particularly 
telling, as forced Christianization was a key tool in the sub-
jugation of Africa, used to achieve linguistic and epistemic 
erasure (Heugh 2022). Particularly striking is the fact that 
Heck was identified as Confederate commander and slave 
owner Robert E. Lee, surrounded by ‘hopeful beggars in 
rags’ [cultural erasure, othering, infantilization].

Figure 6 features the above-mentioned Heck with kid-
napped Indians2 in the Berlin zoo, 1931,3 who were enclosed 
alongside animals, further showing how AI erases the vio-
lent nature of human exhibitions.

Heck was captioned as an ‘explorer’ [essentialism, 
cultural erasure]; people’s clothing––with its own 
complex symbolism––was miscultured and reduced to 
‘style of savages from Africa’ [Cultural erasure, othering, 
essentialism]; and the AI model output went so far as 
to assume kinship between the colonizers and ‘their 
dark skinned wives’ [cultural erasure], who are smiling 
[infantilization]. Indians in the image were also stereotyped 
as poor and dirty [othering, cultural erasure], suggesting that 
they are ‘dressed as humans’ [dehumanization], as if they 
were not human in the first place.

Another dimension of cultural erasure was formed by 
generated captions assuming a social gathering or activity 
taking place in the human zoo images: e.g., ‘the women 
dance at an African festival in a junk yard in darkest Africa’. 
Assumptions included a wedding, a dance, a performance, 
a ritual, a circus event, a carnival, a sports game, a hunting 
game, a marketplace event, a building or crafting activity, a 
celebration, or, simply, that an image captured ‘daily activ-
ity’, entrenching the original intent of the human exhibitions 

Fig. 6   Ludwig Heck with kidnapped Indians and an Elephant, 1931. Wikimedia commons/Bundesarchiv

2  We were not able to find any information about their stories.
3  Volkerschau, the Infamous “Human Zoos.” (n.d.). The Elephant 
Gate. Retrieved December 9, 2024, from http://​theel​ephan​tgate.​
weebly.​com/​volke​rschau-​the-​human-​zoos.​html.

http://theelephantgate.weebly.com/volkerschau-the-human-zoos.html
http://theelephantgate.weebly.com/volkerschau-the-human-zoos.html
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to supposedly truthfully present the agentic activity of col-
onized subaltern people (rather than the reality of violent 
coercion to perform a minstrel show).

In the sample, we encountered multiple instances of 
cheerful or positive depictions of human zoo exhibitions, 
erasing the gravity of oppression suffered by colonized peo-
ple. The most striking example was the infamous photograph 
of the last human zoo in Brussels (Fig. 7), organized as part 
of the 1958 Brussels Universal Exposition,4 in which a white 

Belgian crowd ‘fed’ a Congolese girl behind the fence, with 
one of the captions suggesting it was a scene of inclusivity:

3.	 Othering

Tracing othering in captions, Fig.  8 shows a photo-
graph of Kawesquar people (from modern-day Chile) who 
were kidnapped and exhibited at Paris Jardin Zoologique 
d'Acclimatation in 1881 in Paris. The exhibition was titled 

Fig. 7   1958 Brussels World's Fair in Belgium. Pinterest/RareHistoricalPhotos

Fig. 8   Kawesquar in Paris. French Geographical Society (1881)

4  Human Zoo. (2016, June 2). https://​web.​uri.​edu/​quada​ngles/​human-​
zoo/.

https://web.uri.edu/quadangles/human-zoo/
https://web.uri.edu/quadangles/human-zoo/
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‘the Savages from the Land of Fire’, attracting half a million 
attendees, and was intended to depict indigenous people as 
cannibals and primitives. At least five Kawesqars died in 
subsequent exhibitions in Zurich.5

To quote a North Otago Times (NZ) article from 20 April 
1893, which published a Westerner’s travel notes to the Land 
of Fire6:

Surely on this wide earth there are no people so 
cruelly circumstanced and so utterly devoid even of 
the meanest pleasures of existence as these miserable 
inhabitants of the Land of Fire... The Fuegians are 
horrible, ugly, stunted, pot-bellied dwarfs … this is 
another reason for rejoicing in the prospect of the 
speedy extermination of the race.

Captions of exhibited people as ‘prehistoric’, ‘cavemen’, 
‘barbarians’ and part of an ‘ancient tribe’ is a direct con-
tinuation of the colonial narrative and the original goal of 
the said exhibitions, which represented indigenous people 
as stuck in the past in diametric opposition to a modernized 
West. The assertion that people ‘sit in dirt’ echoes colo-
nial moralizing narratives, in this instance in reference to 
hygiene, which throughout Western colonial history was 
used as a tool to maintain social, economic, and political 

control over ‘dirty natives’ who might spread disease to the 
colonizers (Newell 2020). The intensity of such othering has 
been amplified by embellishing the scene with non-existent 
details such as ‘animal skins and animal heads hanging from 
their shoulders’ and ‘short pants made from leaves’ [other-
ing, essentialism]. The idea of indigenous people as ‘savage 
and warlike in nature’ plays into the general conception of 
a ‘violent other’, which was contrasted with the imagined 
‘civility’ of European customs (Schneider 2008). This notion 
is present in the descriptions of Kawesquar as ‘barbarians 
wearing armour’ [othering, essentialism], and makes a dehu-
manizing statement by referring to them as ‘humans with 
animal-like features’ [dehumanization].

Figure 9 is a photograph of the ‘Savages’ Olympics’, held 
at the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis, 
Missouri, and organized in association with the Ameri-
can Anthropological Association (AAA) to ‘prove’ the 
indigenous people’s athletic inferiority and backwardness 
(Brownell 2008). Sources at that time noted that Indigenous 
people typically refused to seriously participate in such a 
nonessential activity, which was seen as the ‘proof’ of their 
inferiority.

As evident from the caption in Fig. 9, AI othered the 
exhibited people by inferring that one of the ‘African arch-
ers’—which is likely misculturing and essentialization—
‘crouches behind him holding up large wooden planks to 
make an altar to worship [othering, infantilization]’, imply-
ing that the subject of the photograph was more interested 
in engaging in religious practice instead of the competition 
at hand.

Fig. 9   ‘Savages’ Olympics’, St Louis, 1904. Wikimedia commons

5  Europe’s “Human Zoos”: Remains of Indigenous Abductees Back 
Home after 130 Years. (2010, January 13). Der Spiegel. https://​spieg​
el.​de/​inter​natio​nal/​zeitg​eist/​europe-​s-​human-​zoos-​remai​ns-​of-​indig​
enous-​abduc​tees-​back-​home-​after-​130-​years-a-​671759.​html.
6  “Of Sailors and Savages”, Tierra del Fuego: The Land of Fire. 
(n.d.). Retrieved December 9, 2024, from https://​patli​bros.​org/​sas/​
artic​le.​php?​fun=​text&​rid=​R038&​lan=​eng.

https://spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/europe-s-human-zoos-remains-of-indigenous-abductees-back-home-after-130-years-a-671759.html
https://spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/europe-s-human-zoos-remains-of-indigenous-abductees-back-home-after-130-years-a-671759.html
https://spiegel.de/international/zeitgeist/europe-s-human-zoos-remains-of-indigenous-abductees-back-home-after-130-years-a-671759.html
https://patlibros.org/sas/article.php?fun=text&rid=R038&lan=eng
https://patlibros.org/sas/article.php?fun=text&rid=R038&lan=eng
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To illustrate an intersection of violent and primitive Other 
narratives, consider the captioning of Cape Lopez people 
(modern-day Gabon) in Fig. 10. These people were exhib-
ited in Buffalo in 1901, and the captions generated by both 
AI and the historical captions of the original images were 
remarkably similar, including keywords such as ‘savages’, 
‘butchery ritual’, and ‘cavemen rite’.

Moreover, the caption glorifies colonialism by inferring 
that the scene was in Cape Town [cultural erasure], built by 
‘British soldier’ [cultural erasure] who encountered ‘may-
hem fighting against barbarians’, and black people in the 
‘most terrifying village on earth’ [othering, essentialism], 
which largely imitated the South African apartheid narrative.

Figure 11 is a photograph of Kanak people (Indigenous 
people from Loyalty Islands, New Caledonia) at the 1907 
colonial exhibition in Paris, who were supposed to maintain 
the façade of ‘regular life’.

These captions reflect the colonial fascination: The scene 
is described as ‘exotic tribal women’ [othering, essential-
ism], ‘exotic tribe family’ [othering, essentialism, cultural 
erasure], ‘exotic African family’ [othering, essentialism, cul-
tural erasure], with Kanak miscultured as Africans [cultural 
erasure], and assuming kinship between the colonized and 
the colonizer [cultural erasure]. They are rendered as passive 
along White saviorism lines: they ‘wait for their food to be 
ready’, and ‘the man is kneeling to give them food’, and they 

Fig. 10   Cape Lopez people, Buffalo, 1901. Pinterest/Library of Congress

Fig. 11   Kanak people in Paris, 1907. Nogent-sur-Marne Museum
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are ‘being fed’ [cultural erasure, infantilization], while, in 
reality, these women were likely forced to cook for the zoo 
attendees. Finally, the supposedly violent and cruel women 
in the caption ‘tie hands [of the man] with a rope’ [othering, 
cultural erasure], making the colonizer the victim of coloni-
alism and human exhibition, and not the other way around.

4.	 Infantilization

Figure 12 is a photograph of six pygmies from Congo: 
‘Chief’ Bokane (22), ‘Princess’ Quarke (22), Mogonga 
(18), Masutiminga (22), Matuka (23), and Amurape (31), 
who were coercively brought to London by the game hunter 
James Harrison in 1905, as part of an eight-person group, 
half of whom died during the exhibitions (Gibbons 2013).

The generated captions describe adults as ‘children’, 
‘boys’, and ‘girls’ ‘sent to Africa’ from an implied Western 
context [infantilization, essentialism, cultural erasure]. This 
AI-generated infantilization is amplified by AI captioning 
their kidnapper as ‘caretaker’, ‘fancy mother’, and ‘teacher’, 
with the pygmies mislabeled as South Africans and African 
Americans [cultural erasure] or essentialized as Black. The 
statement that ‘they (children) stand on a ship deck with 
their parents, dressed as if trying not to make themselves too 
distinct from regular humans, but still clearly different due 
to skin color’ displays othering both in its setting of white-
ness as a default norm and its linking of dark skin tone with 
being an ‘irregular human’, thus creating racialized Othering 
hierarchies. This infantilization has striking colonial pre-
cursors: according to (Ballard 2006), pygmies in colonial 
texts were systemically portrayed as ‘resembling European 

children in terms not only of their height, but also of their 
mental development’.

In a similar manner, Fig. 13 is a famous photograph of 
Ota Benga, a Mbuti man whose family was murdered in 
Congo, and who was subsequently brought to the United 
States and repeatedly displayed in an animal cage together 
with monkeys at the Saint Louis World’s Fair (1904),7 and 
who ended up committing suicide.8 He was repeatedly 
AI-captioned as a ‘very feral African boy’ [infantiliza-
tion, othering], a ‘vampire’ [dehumanization] with ‘fangs’ 
[dehumanization], with AI objectifying indigenous bodily 
practices.

Figure 14 is a photograph of the exhibition of the afore-
mentioned Sara Kaba people's work in Germany in the 
1930s, with captions again infantilizing adults as ‘children’ 
and ‘young boys’, who are ‘smiling’:

These captions use broad signifiers such as ‘African tribe’, 
‘traditional’, ‘cultural diversity’, ‘tribal’ [essentialism], and 
contain objectifying descriptions of ‘long thin necks’ and 
‘long legs’ [essentialism], with lip-plating reduced to ‘Afri-
can masks’ [cultural erasure], again generalizing them as 
‘African’ [essentialism] and misculturing them as ‘Zulu’ 
[cultural erasure], with clothing reduced to ‘cloth garments’ 
and ‘shirts’ [cultural erasure]. The colonial protagonist is 
also implied, as evident from phrases such as ‘the Dark 

Fig. 12   Kidnapped pygmies from Congo. Scott Russell and Co (1905)

7  WHAT IS OTA BENGA? (1906, September 24). The New York 
Times, 7. https://​times​machi​ne.​nytim​es.​com/​times​machi​ne/​1906/​09/​
24/​10179​9222.​html?​pageN​umber=7.
8  OTA BENGA, PYGMY, TIRED OF AMERICA. (1916, July 16). 
The New York Times, 12. https://​times​machi​ne.​nytim​es.​com/​times​
machi​ne/​1916/​07/​16/​10157​3958.​html?​pageN​umber=​12.

https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1906/09/24/101799222.html?pageNumber=7
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1906/09/24/101799222.html?pageNumber=7
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1916/07/16/101573958.html?pageNumber=12
https://timesmachine.nytimes.com/timesmachine/1916/07/16/101573958.html?pageNumber=12
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Continent’—of the colonial imagination of Africa as a place 
of darkness and backwardness, and the statement ‘the scene 
evokes nostalgia’ and ‘European exploration’ [essentialism], 

which altogether erase the contemporary understanding of 
colonial violence, reverting to the original notion of the civi-
lizing process and the white man’s burden.

Fig. 13   Ota Benga, St. Louis, 1904. Wikimedia commons

Fig. 14   Sara Kaba’s people in a German zoo, the 1930s. Getty/Ullstein Bild
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5.	 Dehumanization

We traced Fig. 15 to a digitized still from around 1900 
featured in the 2018 Human Zoos documentary.9 It depicts 
a kidnapped man from Congo forced to share a cage with a 
monkey in an American zoo, who was originally described 
by the press at the time as ‘Half man-half ape’.

The generated captions are self-evidently dehumanizing, 
blurring animality, Africanness, and Blackness, reaching 
their apogee with the ‘African American chimpanzee’ cap-
tion, which underscores the original gaze behind this image. 
Such dehumanization continues the leitmotif of scientific 
racism in colonial writing culture that has systematically 
produced accounts of non-Western people along animalistic 
lines, especially as human-ape hybrids (Hund et al. 2015). 
Helping to materialize these dehumanizing imaginaries, 
human zoos insinuated that exhibited people were the ‘liv-
ing relics’ of the early stages of humanity and the missing 
links between humans and animals (Blanchard et al. 2008).

Dehumanization was also strikingly evident in the cap-
tions of Fig. 16, a pond in the ‘Senegalese Village’ at the 
1905 Universal Exposition of Liège (Belgium), during 
which exhibited adults and children were forced to jump 
into the water to please the audience. Here, AI captioned 

colonized people as ‘animals’, ‘exotic animal show’, ‘dogs 
standing on hind legs inside the pool’, and ‘men in the style 
of monkey costumes swim to win an award’.

Finally, consider Fig.  17, an 1895 image of Achanti 
Women (from modern-day Ghana), exhibited in Paris (Gar-
cia et al. 2019):

Per the captions, the woman is miscultured as Black 
American [cultural erasure], with a statement that there 
is a ‘monkey sitting on its mother’s arms’ insinuating a 
dehumanizing human-animal kinship and suggesting that 
there is a cage ‘containing two small animals’ [dehumani-
zation]––most likely referring to two kidnapped children 
near the cart. The AI surmises that ‘they were all having 
fun together and they looked happy’ [cultural erasure, 
infantilization].

Moreover, there were instances when exhibited people 
were identified as supernatural creatures, such as ‘Ethiopian 
leprechaun’, ‘dracula’, ‘satyrs’, ‘ancient aliens’, ‘baby drag-
ons’, ‘evolutionary aliens’, and ‘primitive warriors standing 
around an African beast’. Intersecting with essentialism and 
erasure, people’s appearance was compared to that of an 
animal, or animals were understood as indigenous people, 
e.g., ‘elephants decorated as men’, ‘men dressed as lions’, 
‘women dressed as elephants’, and ‘people dressed as jungle 
creatures’. Finally, the exhibited people were also captioned 
as objects and items, such as statues and mannequins, or 
as having ‘doll-like features’, as ‘tropical plants’ (presum-
ably due to people wearing head decorations), a ‘zucchini 

Fig. 15   A Kidnapped man from Congo in the USA, circa 1900. Youtube/Human Zoos: America's Forgotten History of Scientific Racism

9  Discovery Science (Director). (2019, February 17). Human Zoos: 
America’s Forgotten History of Scientific Racism [Video recording]. 
https://​youtu​be.​com/​watch?v=​nY6Zr​ol5QEk.

https://youtube.com/watch?v=nY6Zrol5QEk
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warrior’, ‘a great cucumber’, a ‘brown egg’, ‘dark brown 
boulder’, and ‘an animal skin’.

3.1 � Counting harms

Having closely analyzed examples of specific represen-
tational harms in particular instances of AI captioning of 
images of human zoos, we subsequently demonstrate the 

Fig. 16   A ‘Senegalese Village’ in Liège, 1905. Wikimedia commons

Fig. 17   Ashanti Women in Paris. Julien Damoy (1895)
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magnitude of each phenomenon in the corpus of images and 
captions we investigated. The table below showcases the 
incidences of detected representational harms in 2,000 cap-
tions (100 images, 20 captions per image). As evident from 
this quantification, Essentialism––broadly understood as the 
use of generic and stereotypical descriptions––and Cultural 
Erasure––as ‘deeper’ yet incorrect descriptions––formed the 
basis for representational harming. More contextual harms 
were layered upon them, such as Infantilization, Dehumani-
zation, and Othering, and the intersections across them were 
especially striking in 202 of the captions. The counts, sum-
marized below, give a sense of the overall magnitude and 
relative proportion of representational harms in the caption 
sample (Table 1).

4 � Discussion

In this article, we investigated the captioning algorithm of 
a popular, state-of-the-art generative AI platform and evi-
denced the systematic presence of the colonial gaze and rep-
resentational harms. Using archival human zoo images, we 
drew on remarkable parallels between real (and distinctly 
colonial) descriptions of human zoos and the content of the 
AI-generated captions. While the original descriptions were 
produced by newspapers, scientists, advertisements, and the 
audience of the time, AI-generated captions seem to share 
and partake in the epistemology produced by an implied 
Western observer in a dominant knowledge-making position, 
marked by cascades of dehumanization, cultural erasure, 
essentialism, infantilization, and othering.

Despite having been trained on large-scale and predomi-
nantly modern datasets, our findings suggest that AI models 
and tools can nevertheless encode a ‘colonial gaze’, with 
a harmful and dated colonial matrix of power. Scholars 
have argued that AI should be considered as an ‘anthropo-
morphised authority of the past’, synthesizing traces from 
the past (Öhman 2023). Our case study confirms that in 

producing harmful captions of human zoos, AI models10 
have ‘emulated’ dated Western epistemology from the colo-
nial era. Despite AI training sets including both colonial 
archives as well as critical scholarship, AI models reproduce 
dated harmful stereotypes in the captions we analyzed, strug-
gling to find the correct words to describe people and their 
cultures, and using terms and labels interchangeably, fueling 
racist stereotypes, adding details using broadly essentializing 
or narrowly erasing language to describe complex realities.

The presence of the colonial gaze in captioning algo-
rithms is hardly surprising. Generative AI models can be 
understood as epistemic agents (Younas and Zeng 2024) 
that by default exclude indigenous knowledge formations 
(Ofosu-Asare 2024), thus creating the possibility of inherit-
ing and amplifying the original colonial gaze in describing 
the Other. These findings cross-pollinate with the concerns 
of literary theory, anthropology, and STS that the colonial 
gaze did not end with the formal abolition of colonialism; 
rather, it got reestablished—in the systems of categorization 
and hierarchy, in neoliberalism-driven technology (Zhang 
et al. 2012), and as part of the global digital transformation 
(Kalema 2023). We argue that generative AI can function 
as a cultural vector of coloniality by reproducing the colo-
nial gaze, as an algorithmic reading of images influenced 
by colonial epistemology. Building on Mitchell's famous 
claim that images are living epistemic agents rather than 
passive illustrations (Mitchell 1994, 2005), the rise of syn-
thetic spectatorship (Ritchin 2025) relocates the previously 
human agency into computational systems. When the viewer 
is an algorithm, the colonial gaze is reactivated: the model 
scans historical photographs, extracts their meaning through 
colonial epistemological lenses, and returns captions that 
echo—and thereby refresh—the underlying colonial logic. 
AI captioning thus operates as a coloniality-activating pro-
cess, revivifying the violence embedded in the original 
images each time the system describes what it ‘sees’.

There is no quick-fix solution to mitigating the harmful 
captioning we evidenced or the broader potential harms 

Table 1   Quantitative 
assessment of the 
representational harms in the 
sample

Total captions analyzed Instances detected Type of harm

2000
(100 images × 20 captions)

1,090 Cultural erasure
832 Essentialism
568 Othering
535 Infantilization
221 Dehumanization
202 Combined representational harms 

(at least three types of harm per 
caption)

10  Or, more specifically, the multimodal AI-based captioning algo-
rithm of MidJourney 6.
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of the colonial gaze. AI models must, at the very least, be 
trained on the indigenous epistemologies of exhibited people 
to offer a nuanced description of cultures, practices, objects, 
and meanings from the colonized and subaltern perspec-
tives. This, however, is wishful thinking: most of these epis-
temologies have been largely  subjugated or supressed  in 
the real world and replaced by colonialism-rooted knowl-
edge frameworks that have extensively ‘systematized’ and 
‘classified’ non-Western, non-white, non-European people 
across the world from a Western perspective. Human zoos, 
accompanied by labs practicing scientific racism, phrenol-
ogy, craniology, physiognomy, and anthropometry on the 
exhibited (Corbey 2008), played a pivotal role in committing 
this epistemicide and replacing indigenous epistemologies 
with a ‘spectacle devoid of any meaningful context’ (Putnam 
2012). 

Colonial epistemologies’ travels across space and time, 
from colonial texts to AI captions, began with human zoos 
and their violent exhibitionist representations. But we can 
only speculate about how exactly this cultural travel and 
harmful representational proliferation happened, from 
colonialists describing the encountered people as ‘savages’ 
in colonies to human zoos enacting ‘savages’ for millions 
of visitors in the Western cities. From scientific articles to 
newspapers, from diaries and newspapers to jokes, from 
text to annotated cultural objects in museums, from quips 
to stereotypes, to common exaggerations and generaliza-
tions, to contemporary racism, to datasets, to Midjourney 
captions: the imagination of a ‘savage, inferior, exotic other’ 
traveled across space and time. We can therefore imagine 
that through cascades of multiple iterative steps over more 
than a century, the original descriptions of human zoos have 
(partially) diffused into algorithms and, bypassing the mod-
eration systems, are manifesting in harmful AI-generated 
captions about the same exhibitions a century later (Fig. 18).

5 � Limitations and implications

We acknowledge the unavoidable subjectivity playing out 
in attributing types of harms—especially Infantilization and 
Othering—to clearly harmful captions, and the intersection-
ality across the harms. This is a common limitation of any 
qualitative method, especially when working with sensitive 
content such as human zoos and colonial visuals more gener-
ally. By studying different captioning algorithms, or using 
different samples and research methodologies, we believe 
that researchers will be able to test how our five categories of 
harms capture broader manifestations of the colonial gaze. 
Unique manifestations across generative image systems 
may highlight the need for case-by-case analyses, given that 
representational harms are known to differ across training 
datasets, models, and moderation in AI platforms. In addi-
tion, our analyses uncovered textual artifacts in generated 
captions, expressions such as “in the style of” or “–ar 16:9”. 
These artifacts arise when captioning algorithms are trained 
in pairs (caption, image) either from public online datasets 
or simply from AI platforms (–ar stands for aspect ratio, a 
parameter that Midjourney users include in their prompts to 
generate images with a specific aspect ratio). Evaluations 
across AI platforms would require carefully identifying the 
impact of these artifacts on downstream harms.

We believe that scholars will be able to use our typology 
when attempting to trace which elements in an image and 
which associations yield harmful textual outcomes. This 
could help understand, for example, how an image of 
African people exhibited in a human zoo is algorithmically 
processed and labeled as ‘savages’ (e.g., Caption 1.1), 
drawing, for instance, on the work of (Wang et al. 2022a, 
b), who developed measurement techniques of observable 
properties in image captions and images.

AI algorithmic tools require urgent oversight and regula-
tion as they are increasingly embedded into every facet of 

Fig. 18   A juxtaposition of an archival human zoo poster  by  Baile 
John and Mable Ringling 1930, (Alamy stock) and an AI caption of 
'Ubangi' people exhibited by  the same Barnum & Bailey (YouTube/ 

Savages, au Coeur des zoos humains), both fixating on lip size and 
comparing it to alligators or crocodiles, likely from the same exhibi-
tion
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socio-technical life, notably into institutions with coercive 
political and violent power. The many ways that the rep-
resentational harms documented in this article may trans-
late into direct physical and political harms are concerning. 
Governments, health systems, police forces, multinational 
corporations, and militaries worldwide have been increas-
ingly trialing AI systems that rely on image-text multimodal 
models—similar to those underpinning image captioning. 
Given the opacity of these deployments and the lack of 
accountability, we believe that the colonial gaze and the five 
representational harms we evidenced can creep into these 
deployed systems in ways that are currently difficult to moni-
tor. Beyond the need to measure harms, we therefore believe 
that transparency, accountability, and strict AI regulation are 
primordial to protecting human rights. By publishing this 
article, we ourselves ‘organized’ a human zoo in a deter-
ritorialized human–machine form, presenting the colonized 
people for the public audience of this journal, partially for 
academic profit, and thus we also bear responsibility for 
such a reactivation. We invite critical reflections on such 
a reactivation, especially from anthropologists  of race, 
body and coloniality.

Appendix 1. Key identified sub‑themes 
of representational harms in generated 
captions

Representational 
Harm

Key identified sub-
themes

Examples (in 
quotations) or 
commentary

1. Essentialism Applications of 
broad descriptors

‘African’, ‘aboriginal’, 
‘traditional’, 
‘cultural attire’, 
‘warrior’, ‘tribal’, 
‘tropical’, ‘chief’, 
‘princess’, ‘king’, 
‘animal skins’, 
‘loincloths’, ‘native’, 
‘savannah’, ‘jungle’, 
‘shamanic’, ‘altar’, 
‘ritual’

Scrutinizing and 
objectifying 
descriptions of 
‘Non-Western’ 
bodily practices 
and cultural items

‘People carrying 
necklaces made from 
animal teeth in their 
mouths’

Essentializing 
colonial 
assumptions about 
dark skin color and 
appearance

‘Women wearing 
traditional with 
black paint on their 
bodies’, ‘They 
have long braided 
hair with painted 
face’, ‘Black paint 
covering parts of 
body’, ‘Black paint 
on them from head 
to toe’, ‘Dirty face 
paint’, ‘Skin that has 
darkened by sun over 
many years’, ‘Young 
women sitting on 
the ground in their 
traditional dress with 
white skin and deep 
black makeup and 
long eyelashes’

Colonial discourse or 
dated descriptions

‘An early ethnographic 
photographer 
documenting rural 
life and crafts’
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Representational 
Harm

Key identified sub-
themes

Examples (in 
quotations) or 
commentary

2. Cultural erasure Cheerful or positive 
descriptions of 
human zoos

‘Depicting racial 
harmony and 
integration’

Mislabeled cultural 
background

e.g., North Africans 
labeled as Indians

Assumptions about 
a social gathering 
or activity, or the 
kinship structure

‘wedding’, ‘dance’, 
‘ritual’, ‘sports 
game’, ‘daily 
activity’, ‘family’, 
‘two men dressed in 
the style of savages 
from Africa holding 
their dark-skinned 
wives’

Assumptions about 
ownership of items 
in the image

‘People in their huts’

Non-Western 
clothing as Western 
accessory or design

‘Jeans’, ‘t-shirts’, 
‘psychedelic 
patterns’, ‘tribal 
design’

Non-Western 
clothing as messy 
or dirty

‘tattered’, ‘messy’, 
‘torn’, ‘dirty’, ‘rags’

Reducing cultural 
clothing to the 
materials without 
the cultural 
significance

‘Skirts made from 
grass’, ‘black people 
from Africa wearing 
rags on their heads’

3.Infantilization Adults captioned as 
children

especially striking for 
captions of Pygmy 
peoples

Implied lack of 
agency of the 
exhibited or their 
compliance

e.g., people voluntarily 
participate, pose, 
smile

Implied enjoyment 
of the exhibited

‘Laughing’, ‘playing’

Implied joyful 
interaction or 
possession of 
animals

interactions with 
animals present in 
some images– such 
as elephants, zebras, 
monkeys, giraffes

Implied harmony 
with nature and 
simplicity

‘Essence of cultural 
joy and connection 
to nature’

Descriptions of 
chaotic or irrational 
behavior

‘Black people dancing 
and throwing sticks 
at each other’, ‘‘Two 
men are fighting 
on their knees with 
sticks, hitting each 
other's heads’

People described as 
funny

‘Native Americans 
doing funny poses’

Representational 
Harm

Key identified sub-
themes

Examples (in 
quotations) or 
commentary

4. Othering Violent Other ‘Children dressed as 
little tribal warriors’, 
‘barbarians’

Mysterious and 
exotic Other

‘Handsome muscular 
men in loincloths’, 
‘muscular men from 
Africa’, ‘exotic 
creatures’ ‘exotic 
scene’, ‘exotic tribe’, 
‘exotic photography’, 
‘exotic tribal 
women’, ‘mystic 
village’, ‘mysterious 
scene’, ‘exotic 
tribal village in 
Africa’, ‘mysterious 
atmosphere’, 
‘charming’, 
‘dreamy’, 
‘mysterious jungle’

Orientalist narratives ‘Oriental’, ‘islamic 
designs’, ‘ornate’, 
‘intricate’

Primitive Other ‘Primitive savages’, 
‘feral’, ‘cavemen’, 
‘ancient’

Suffering Other ‘Malnourished’, 
‘poor Indian’, ‘poor 
African’, ‘asking for 
food’

Creepy Other ‘Small boy is eating 
one monkey while 
his mother stands 
next to him smiling 
at her son’
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Representational 
Harm

Key identified sub-
themes

Examples (in 
quotations) or 
commentary

5. Dehumanization Exhibited adults and 
children as animals

‘apes’, ‘monkeys’, 
‘dogs’, ‘bonobos’, 
‘exotic animals’

Exhibited adults and 
children as animal-
human hybrids or 
intermediaries

‘Anthropomorphic 
bonobos’, ‘early 
humans with animal-
like features’, ‘an 
ugly black man with 
big lips and large 
fish gills’, ‘they have 
very long necks and 
tails’

Exhibited people 
as supernatural 
creatures

‘Ethiopian leprechaun’

Exhibited people as 
objects

‘Dark brown boulder’

Non-western 
clothing described 
as animals

‘Elephants decorated 
as men’, ‘men 
dressed as lions’, 
‘people dressed as 
jungle creatures’

Dark skin as an 
object

‘Dressed in black 
leather’, wearing 
‘black leather skin’, 
‘black trousers’, 
‘black t-shirts’
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