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CONTROVERSIAL SCIENTIST

Neuchâtel
renames ‘Louis
Agassiz Street’

over racism
concerns

Louis Agassiz (1807-1873) was a Swiss-born biologist, physician, geologist and teacher 

An important update (Safari 10.1) is available for your browser. Please install this critical browser
update.
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The Swiss city of Neuchâtel has decided to rename Espace Louis-Agassiz,
a street running through the local university district, to distance itself
from the famous 19 -century Swiss-American glaciologist who was also
an outspoken racist. 

The city authorities announced on Friday that they had decided to rename Espace Louis-

Agassiz – a street on which the University of Neuchâtel’s Faculty of Arts and Human

Sciences is located – Espace Tilo Frey, to mark the ten-year anniversary since her death.

Tilo Frey was born in Cameroon to a Cameroonian mother and Swiss father. She was the

first woman to be elected to the cantonal parliament (1969) and to the House of

Representatives in Bern (1971-1975). 

The authorities said in a statement that the street had been renamed in honour of this

“pioneer of female emancipation and ethnic minorities”. 

They added that the decision, taken in accordance with the university rectorate, was

“exceptional”. It follows two written requests to the local parliament: one to “reconsider

Agassiz’s heritage in the public space”, and another to honour Frey.

Darwin and racism 

Agassiz is a controversial figure. He was born in Môtier-Vully, canton Fribourg, in 1807.

After studying medicine and philosophy, in 1832 he started work as professor of natural

history at l’Académie de Neuchâtel, which would later become the university. In 1846, he

crossed the Atlantic to study the natural history and geology of North America and to

deliver lectures. Two years later, he accepted a position at Harvard. 

Despite being a ground-breaking zoologist and glaciologist – he was a key promoter of the

Ice Age theory – two words explain Agassiz’s relative absence from history books: Darwin

and racism. He refused to accept evolutionary theory and believed blacks and whites had

different origins. Indeed, after arriving in the US, he felt confronted by black people and

wrote to his mother that he felt physically ill in their presence. 

+ Read more about the Agassiz controversy at the Swiss Alpine Club

The Neuchâtel authorities said their decision was linked to possible damage to the

university’s international reputation by having “an address linked to a controversial figure

from the past”. 

(Wikimedia Commons)
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https://www.neuchatelville.ch/fileadmin/sites/ne_ville/fichiers/presse/communiques_presse/imported/2018/Communique_espace_Tilo_Frey.pdf
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However, Neuchâtel does not plan to remove all local references to Agassiz, such as a

bust at the university, or his portrait at the Natural History Museum, which are

accompanied by detailed explications of the glaciologist’s past and ideas. 

Thomas Facchinetti, the local councillor in charge of culture and integration, told

reporters on Friday: "We are not in the process of disgracing the memory of Louis Agassiz

or of giving in to political correctness.” 

Agassiz has been a source of ongoing controversy in Switzerland. In 2007, the Federal

Council condemned the scientist’s ideas. In 2017, the Swiss Alpine Club decided not to

revoke the honorary membership of the Swiss glaciologist. 

In 2010, Grindelwald and Guttannen (both in canton Bern) and Fieschertal (canton Valais)

rejected a petition signed by 2,500 people to rename the 3,946-metre (13,000-foot)

Agassizhorn peak in the Bernese Oberland. 
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! DBegermeister 07.09.2018 21:57

This is an interesting contrast to the US where many notables including Hillary Clinton have
proudly received the Margaret Sanger Award and she was a hideous eugenicist and racist who
was praised in her work along with Charles Davenport and Lothrop Stoddard by non other than
Adolph Hitler ... my how sensitivities differ around the planet.

Write an answer...

! RS 08.09.2018 09:36

Her name was Tilo FREY I believe.

Write an answer...

! swissinfo 08.09.2018 14:03

Thank you, we have made the correction.

Write an answer...

! pierre-olivier Mojon 08.09.2018 18:43

It’s a necessary decision, because through the influence of his racist opinions and theses, Louis
Agassiz is an accomplice to crimes against humanity.

Write an answer...

 Lynx 12.09.2018 10:06

Whatever happened in the past, should stay in the past. There are too many liberal lefties crying
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foul over what in the past was acceptable. Such as the Me Too club. Such as what happened in
the 70s and 80s. What is the next step? Ban the word "black" perhaps. The rule should be "From
now on, we do it this way".

Write an answer...

! Onlooker 16.10.2018 15:14

"..what in the past was acceptable" - If consider them unacceptable in the present, why can't
you say it if not redress it? And the #MeToo, which to you looks like a fancy "club", also
represents a past "acceptable" behaviour of men. If oppression was acceptable once upon a
time, then you need the courage to point it out now. Else, you make it acceptable.
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