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Banking and slavery:
Switzerland examines its
colonial conscience
BLM protests and fresh historical evidence are raising
questions over the legacy of the founder of modern
Switzerland, Alfred Escher

Noele Illien in Zurich
Thu 19 Nov 2020 11.56 GMT

The statue of Alfred Escher has stood outside Zurich’s main train station for more
than 100 years, but may not be there much longer. Photograph:
imageBROKER/Alamy

A lfred Escher wielded so much power and influence during his lifetime that he was
nicknamed King Alfred I. An immense bronze statue of modern Switzerland’s
founding father stands, fittingly, in front of Zurich’s main train station. Escher
was a politician, but he was also an entrepreneur who founded the country’s
railway network along with its leading university and the banking giant Credit

Suisse.

The statue in Zurich has memorialised Escher for more than 100 years, but it may not be
there much longer. A recently published study on Zurich’s involvement in slavery details
problematic connections to Escher. The Escher dynasty owned a coffee plantation in Cuba
with more than 80 slaves and Escher himself was involved in its sale.

The research was commissioned by the city of Zurich and joins a growing effort, accelerated
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by the death of George Floyd in the US and the Black Lives Matter protests in July, to re-
examine the past and recognise the role that slavery and colonialism played in making
Switzerland one of the world’s richest countries.

Switzerland – or the city states that acted as its predecessor – never had any colonies, but it
has a colonial past.

It was involved in the slave trade through financial investments in ships that carried more
than 170,000 Africans to the Americas. At one point, the city of Berne was the largest
shareholder of the British slave trading firm the South Sea Company. Zurich also had shares
in the South Sea Company and was financially involved in the deportation of more than
35,000 people, the study says.

Through its textile industry, which was key to the country’s industrialisation, Switzerland
was closely tied to the triangular slave trade. “Through the production of printed cotton
fabrics, known as indiennes, Switzerland acted as a supplier for the transatlantic slave
trade,” said Marcel Brengard, one of the historians who conducted the study. “The indiennes
were sold in west Africa, and the money made from the sale was then used to purchase
slaves.”

Hans Fässler, who has been central in the country’s effort to uncover the past, said: “Even
historians would say, ‘What? Switzerland? Slavery? No!’” The historian and activist said that
over the last decade there had been a growing understanding of the neutral country’s
colonial history. “This has to do with a new generation of researchers and key publications
that have put the subject on the agenda in universities,” he said. But Fässler also points to
the impact the demonstrations following Floyd’s death had in drawing awareness to
Switzerland’s colonial past. “Black Lives Matter gave everything more impetus,” he said.

For Brengard, the variety of ways in which Swiss citizens were connected to the transatlantic
trade is particularly surprising. “People came into contact with slavery in a number of
different constellations,” he said. “We found soldiers who were active on slave boats,
plantation owners, civil servants, priests and even a captain in the American civil war.”

There are also known cases where slaves were brought to live in Switzerland, Brengard said.
“Some individuals who became wealthy in the Atlantics took their slaves with them when
they returned,” he said. It is difficult to determine how widespread this practice was. “We
only know of the cases that were documented because a slave landed in an administrative
process such as a legal case or a baptism.”

https://www.theguardian.com/world/switzerland
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Thousands took to the streets across Switzerland this summer in solidarity with the Black
Lives Matter movement in the US, and to protest against racism in today’s Switzerland.
Yuvviki Dioh gave a speech at the demonstration in Zurich, attended by more than 10,000
people. “Switzerland has a lot of covert, institutional racism,” the PhD student said. She
added that people of colour faced many forms of discrimination in Swiss society, from
negative stereotyping in their everyday lives to being subjected to racial profiling.

Dioh is a member of BIPOC.WOC, a collective fighting racism in Switzerland, and through
the group she has been part of conversations with Zurich’s city council about how the city
should best deal with remnants of its colonial past. Buildings named using a derogatory
term for black people still exist, as does a mural with a racist depiction of a person of colour.
Dioh said it was important these displays were removed. “Public life has to be an inclusive
space, but for a lot of people of colour, this is a constant reminder of how our position in
society is valued,” she said.

Things are beginning to change. Zurich’s mayor, Corine Mauch, said it was important that
Zurich’s connections to slavery were openly addressed. “The city now wants to examine
how the topic can be made visible in public spaces in an appropriate manner,” she said.
Mauch added she was glad there was now more knowledge about this chapter of history.
“Colonialism without owning any colonies is our shared past. We must not close our eyes to
this.”

Fässler has also been campaigning for change. In 2019 the historian and activist founded
Scores, the Swiss Committee on Reparations for Slavery, and he has been working to have
Switzerland included in the Caricom reparation commission’s list of countries targeted for
slavery reparations. “Switzerland was part of the transatlantic slavery system and we owe
the descendants of the victims reparations,” he said.

Protesters march in Zurich in June this year demanding action
against racism. Photograph: Ennio Leanza/EPA
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He has also attempted to make Swiss banks subject to US slavery-era disclosure legislation,
but said the involvement of banks in Switzerland was not comparable to that in the US,
where enslaved people were counted as assets or accepted as collateral for loans.
Switzerland’s involvement in slavery was mainly financed through private individuals and
merchant bankers, as the nation’s modern financial system was only in the making, he said.

As for Escher, the fate of his statue is being considered by a working group, along with 25
other monuments in Zurich. The question remains as to what extent Escher’s wealth and
ability to contribute to the founding of so many institutions was acquired by profiting from
the transatlantic trade. The amount for which the plantation in Cuba was sold remains
unknown.

For Dioh, it is clear the statue should be taken down. “I don’t think that a person who was
complicit in slavery should be part of our urban spaces,” she said. She recommends that the
monument, along with other colonial remnants, be put in a museum where they can be
properly contextualised. “It is not about forgetting the historic figure, but to be absolutely
transparent that the development of Zurich and Switzerland came with a very high price.”

Since you’re here ...
… joining us from Switzerland, we have a small favour to ask. You've read  in
the last year. And you’re not alone; millions are flocking to the Guardian for open,
independent, quality news every day, and readers in 180 countries around the world
now support us financially.

We believe everyone deserves access to information that’s grounded in science and
truth, and analysis rooted in authority and integrity. That’s why we made a different
choice: to keep our reporting open for all readers, regardless of where they live or
what they can afford to pay. This means more people can be better informed, united,
and inspired to take meaningful action.

In these perilous times, an independent, truth-seeking global news organisation like

Protesters take part in a Black Lives Matter demonstration, in
Geneva in July. Photograph: Salvatore Di Nolfi/AP
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the Guardian is essential. We have no shareholders or billionaire owner, meaning our
journalism is free from commercial and political influence – this makes us different.
When it’s never been more pertinent, our independence allows us to fearlessly
investigate, challenge and expose those in power.

Amid the various intersecting crises of 2020 – from Covid-19 to police brutality – the
Guardian has not, and will never, sideline the climate emergency. We are determined
to uphold our reputation for producing urgent, powerful, high-impact reporting on
the environment that’s read by around the world.

We’ve made institutional progress too, working hard to live up to the climate
promises we made in 2019. We no longer take advertising from fossil fuel companies,
and we’re on course to achieve net zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Your funding powers our journalism, it
protects our independence, and ensures we can remain open for all. You can support
us through these challenging economic times and enable real-world impact.

Every contribution, however big or small, makes a real difference for our future.
Support the Guardian from as little as €1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.

Support the Guardian Remind me in January
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