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INTRODUCTION
BACKGROUND AND REASON FOR CONFERENCE,
KEY QUESTIONS
This international conference was organized and
carried out by the Goethe-Institut and its partners, the National Museum of Tanzania, Museum
am Rothenbaum (MARKK, Hamburg), Berlin
Postkolonial e.V., and made possible through the
support of the Federal Foreign Office, Germany.

recommendations “Beyond Collecting: New Ethics
for Museums in Transition” was conceived.

It followed up on the international conference “From Frosty Deposits of White Thirst for
Knowledge - Towards Things and Wisdom with-

Spawning a reflective debate about the surrounding events of the Savoy-Sarr report and the 2019
ICOM General Conference in Kyoto, Japan the conceptualization process was shaped by the awareness of complex and intertwining power structures. Therefore, a strong consensus was formed
by which the aim of the conference was to focus

out Frontiers”, which was held in May 2018 in
Hamburg, Germany and focused on collections
from colonial contexts and international cultural collaboration. One of the main recommendations of that conference was “a second gathering
on the African continent,” where the agenda for
future workshops should be developed in collaboration with African partners. In the spirit of those

on the needs and priorities of museums in communities of origin and to reflect on future collaborative practices and how to initiate them.
Consequently, one of the central goals was to
draft a statement intended to inspire museum professionals and a future political agenda, including
concrete pilot collaborative projects on the basis
of mutual (un-)learning.

To achieve these goals debates occurred around the following five central viewpoints:
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Panel 1		
		

Reviewing the Status Quo: Current Debates on Collections from Colonial
Contexts and Restitution - Ethical, Legal and Economic Aspects

Panel 2

From Objectification to Rehumanisation: The Return of Human Remains

Panel 3

Whose Natural History? How to deal with Collections of Natural History

Panel 4		
		

Museum Visions in the Transition Period. International Cooperation, Cultural
Diplomacy, Exchange and Bilateral Capacity Building

Panel 5		

Future Museum Models and Best Practice

WELCOMING NOTE
DIRECTOR GENERAL OF THE NATIONAL
MUSEUM OF TANZANIA
I feel great honour and I’m humbled for being given this opportunity to provide a word of welcome in this important conference.
It is a pleasure to welcome you all to this conference, to those who visit
Tanzania, Dar es Salaam and the National Museum of Tanzania for the first
time, please welcome, feel at home, and enjoy our heritage, and make sure
that you visit museums and historic sites available in Dar-es-Salaam. KARIBU
SANA.
I would like to thank and congratulate organizers of this conference. We, at
the National Museum of Tanzania are delighted to host this important conference. Thanks to the organising institutions including the Goethe-Institut, the
Ethnographic Museum in Hamburg and the Federal Foreign Office of Germany
and to our very own experts at the National Museum of Tanzania.

Dr. Noel Biseko Lwoga
Director General of
the National Museum
of Tanzania

I should acknowledge the fact that this conference is a result of an earlier conference held in Hamburg in May 2018. Actually, one of the main recommendations
provided during the 2018 conference was the organization of a second gathering
on the African continent - and today, this idea has been put into reality. It is actually the hard work of a number of stakeholders including a group of people who
conceived this idea. These include Ms. Flower Manase of the National Museum
of Tanzania, El Hadji Malick Ndiaye, Christian Kopp and Mnyaka Sururu Mboro in
cooperation with representatives of the Goethe-Institut and the MARKK.
This conference bares a theme “Beyond Collecting: New Ethics for Museums in
Transition”. This means that the conference considers philosophical and ethical
foundations for future museum operations and cooperation, looking beyond the
traditional practices of museums. I have learnt that this conference is a platform
for critical and meaningful engagement with the colonial history, as it emphasizes on aspects of decolonisation of cultural objects and museums while taking
into account the European and African contexts. The conference is thus a catalyst
for the stimulation of critical and constructive discussions on African heritage.
The conference especially draws attention to African perspectives on contemporary debates about cultural heritage that have traditionally been dominated by
voices from institutions, museums, media, politicians, and intellectuals from the
Global North. It also intends to deliberate on future museum models and ways
of cooperation, and to draft statements that will inspire museum professionals,
guide future political agenda and pilot collaborative projects.
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It is my hope that this conference, and specifically its deliberations, will contribute massive knowledge in the cultural heritage sector, thereby stimulating meaningful cooperation among museums in Africa and Europe. I therefore wish all the
best to all chairpersons, panellists and keynote speakers who are about to take
the stage for critical discussions.
I thank you all for participating in this conference, your presence here serves
as a reminder to us all on how important this conference is to our countries and
institutions. I wish you all fruitful discussions and a wonderful stay throughout
the conference.
Asante na Karibu Sana / Thank you and Welcome

From Left to Right: Ms. Golda Ha-Eiros, Ms. Elisabeth Wolbers, Prof. Bertram Mapunda, Prof. Safua Akeli Amaama, Ms. Flower Manase Msuya
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KEY TOPICS THAT EMERGED IN THE
PRESENTATIONS AND DISCUSSIONS
PANEL 1 - ‘Reviewing the Status Quo:
Current Debates on Collections from Colonial Contexts
and Restitution - Ethical, Legal and Economic Aspects’
The first panel focused on the needs and priorities of African and Pacific experts in response to the agencies and initiatives planned and guidelines established in France, Germany, and other European states in
recent years. Its aim was to answer the question how research projects can be conceptualized as a joint
venture including African, Pacific, and European epistemologies and concerns from the beginning.
Present as Chairperson was Prof. Bertram Mapunda (Department of History and Anthropology, Jordan
University College, Tanzania), as Impulse Lecturer Prof. Safua Akeli Amaama (Centre for Samoan Studies,
National University of Samoa, Samoa) and as Panellists Ms. Flower Manase Msuya (Curator, National
Museum of Tanzania), Ms. Elisabeth Wolbers (Head of the Multilateral Cultural Policy Division, Federal
Foreign Office, Germany), Ms. Golda Ha-Eiros (CEO, Museums Association of Namibia, Windhoek, Namibia).
½

One of the key and thorny issues facing today’s museums, particularly in Africa, is the absence
of the greater part of its material cultural heritage. It is found in European and American
museums as a result of diplomacy, personal relationship and trade – mostly under colonial
conditions - but also of outright theft, repression and violence. The question now is not only
what European museums are supposed to do with these collections, but maybe even more
importantly, what role these collections can play in re-building the “African museum”. The
ramifications of this whole exercise of object migration through the African continent over
centuries and the harm done to its heritage is therefore the focus by African museums in this
global debate about the reinvention of the museum mirrored by ICOM’s efforts to work out a
new museum definition. The wish is to have access to these artefacts and be a part of them,
through collaborations and restitutions. Africa is poised to discuss the future of its cultural
heritage.

½

In the European context, the discussion has been about decolonising the museum by reinventing a new one, whereas, in the African context, the call for reinventions has conditions.
Namely, it is connected to the call for equal access, for participation in the narration of the
collections and in some cases for returns. This is also coupled by the call to remove all the
colonial stereotypes, racist or biased statements and practices in museums, to stop and ban
the research on and display of African ancestors and to develop legislation that gives consideration to issues of provenance, return and the rights of indigenous communities.

½

One result of colonialism that is too little observed in Europe is the problem of the construction of ethnicity. Racism formed the theoretical background as well as the legitimation for
colonialism, but European ethnocentrism shaped the way objects and people were classified
in a more detailed and specific way. Nevertheless, there is little institutional awareness of the
harmful global implications of this practice and of the extent to which both underpin all kinds
of collections worldwide.
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½

Not only European, but also African natural history and ethnographic museums are colonial
constructs and continue to employ colonial methodology as practice, e.g. categories, labelling,
interpretation, and tend to “auto-exoticize”. This has implications for the conception of the
museum as such: The ideological and “museo-intellectual” direction is very much driven from
the sources of colonial power. The continent’s museological framework still uses European
classification methods and categorization to define its ‘museumness’.

½

The education of African museum professionals has very often been limited to technical
aspects in the last decades, with the intellectual effort of conceptualizing and leading museum
work seen to be the prerogative of outside consultants and governments. This represents an
obstacle to the professional leadership development and transformation of cultural and institutional ownership and impedes collaboration on eye level.

½

Ethics in museum cooperation are highly complex and involve the question who actually
defines ethics. This question is particularly pertinent in relation to the call for decolonisation as it involves epistemic challenges. Non-European perspectives should have precedence in this debate on museum ethics.

½

A precondition for this is a maximum of transparency on the side of European museums.
Many European museums lack to have their inventories online so that experts and communities cannot search for their objects themselves. Museums have only recently started to invest
in this crucial task which will be a precondition for open debates on dialogue, returns and
collaboration projects.

½

The term “shared heritage” has all too often been used by Western museums as a means to
stay in possession of Africa’s cultural objects though Africans have started to campaign for
the return or restitution of at least parts of it soon after independence. The term becomes
meaningful only if Africans’ legal and moral rights to their objects are acknowledged and
return processes are supported, especially in cases where ritual objects of central importance
for the communities of their creators have obviously been taken by violent means. Current
German legislation though not encouraging returns and restitutions allows for them.

½

In March 2019, all levels of German government (federal, regional and local) adopted the
so-called “Framework Principles for dealing with Collections from Colonial Contexts” in which
they acknowledge responsibility and identify major areas of activities and objectives, including (1) transparency and documentation, (2) provenance research, (3) presentation and information, (4) return, (5) cultural exchange and international cooperation as well as (6) science
and research. On the basis of these “Framework Principles”, a “German Contact Point for
Collections from Colonial Contexts” will be established in 2020. This “Contact Point” is aimed
at individuals and institutions especially from the countries and societies of origin in order to
better provide access to information on collections in Germany from colonial contexts.

½

Confronting the past and entering into dialogue is important in order to come to terms with
the past and to build new relationships that are based on mutual partnership.

From Left to Right: Mr. Mnyaka Sururu Mboro, Dr. Charles Kabwete, Prof. Ciraj Rassool, Mr. Konradin Kunze, Dr. Oswald Masebo

PANEL 2  - ‘From Objectification to Rehumanisation: The
Return of Human Remains’
The scientific notion of „human remains“ was discussed among the participants. Out of respect, African
experts suggested the term „ancestors“ instead. Therefore, this conference report uses hereinafter the
notion “ancestors”.
This distinction is especially relevant in Tanzania, where the return of ancestors is a major subject in
public discussions. There are too many questions underlying this sensitive topic. Therefore, focusing on
key aspects was necessary whilst voicing the wish for more dialogue.
Present as Chairperson was Prof. Ciraj Rassool (African Programme in Museum and Heritage Studies,
University of the Western Cape, South Africa), as Impulse Lecturer Dr. Charles Kabwete (Department of
History and Heritage Studies, University of Rwanda) and as Panellists Dr. Oswald Masebo (Department
of History, University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania), Mr. Mnyaka Sururu Mboro (Berlin Postkolonial e.V.,
Germany), Mr. Konradin Kunze (Artist, Director and Author, Germany).
½

From an African perspective, “human remains” should no longer be called in this Eurocentric
way, as it degrades them to scientific objects or museum exhibits. Instead, they should be
treated as human individuals, family members and community leaders, whose absence is
in some cases deplored until this very day. It is therefore more appropriate to talk about
this theft as dehumanisation of the ancestors rather than of their objectification, so that we
remain in the human’s logic.

½

Both Tanzanian and Rwandans participants emphasized that they are not prepared to accept
the view put forward by some German institutions that only some ancestors from their countries were seized in a “context of injustice” while others were acquired fairly. Not only was
Germany’s colonial rule a system of unequal power balance. It is also a sign of disrespect to
suppose that East-Africans have voluntarily given away their own ancestors and relatives.
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½

Although many ethnological museums with anthropological collections acquired under colonial circumstances have already ceased using them for research, teaching or exhibitions, some
institutions in Germany are still treating them like scientific or cultural objects.

½

Provenance research must be done in close cooperation with the ancestors’ countries and
communities. It should be streamlined in a way that will aid restitution and shed more light
on the lives and deaths of the ancestors whose bodies were chopped and shipped to Europe
during colonialism. It needs collaborative work on the politics of knowledge to understand
why and how these collections came about and how they relate to ethnographic collections
that were often shipped to Europe by the same collectors.

½

Anthropological collections in Germany have so far failed to provide transparency concerning
the ancestors. The public needs to get online access to the inventories as well as to a national
register so that the descendants can find out about the whereabouts of their relatives by themselves. Tanzanian historians long for all data and information that have been acquired over the
past 130 years from Tanzanian ancestors to write about this process of dehumanization.

½

The return of all ancestors’ bodies to Tanzania is inevitable, and the Federal Republic of
Germany should take a lead in facilitating this process politically and financially. The German federal government should set an example by returning the ancestors’ remains to their
countries of origin. Concurrently, it should be the duty of the United Republic of Tanzania to
engage with her communities, NGOs, households, and institutions on how best to deal with
the return of ancestors.

From Left to Right: Mr. Frank Werner, Mr. Nelson Abiti, Dr. Fidelis T. Masao, Ms. Subhadra Das, Prof. Dr. Friedemann Schrenk
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PANEL 3 -  ‘Whose Natural History? How to deal with
Collections of Natural History‘
Some Tanzanian politicians and activists have demanded the return of dinosaur bones exhibited at the
Natural History Museum in Berlin, which were excavated in colonial Tanzania and brought to Germany.
Therefore, the central focus of this panel was centred around questions like: How do natural history
museums address their colonial legacy? What value do such collections have in the decolonizing process
and for the future of museums outside Europe? Do museums in the Global South have the same moral
rights on natural objects and hominin fossils extracted from their regions as on the cultural objects of
their ancestors?
Present as Chairperson was Dr. Fidelis T. Masao (Archaeology Unit, History Department, University
of Dar es Salaam, First Director General of the National Museum of Tanzania, as Impulse Lecturer Mr.
Nelson Abiti (Curator for Ethnography and History, Uganda Museum) and as Panellists Ms. Subhadra Das
(Curator, University College London, Great Britain) and Prof. Dr. Friedemann Schrenk (Head of Section
Palaeoanthropology, Senckenberg Research Institute, Goethe Universität Frankfurt, Germany).
½

Colonialism brought about the idea that bodies and instruments of supposedly primitive African men belong into museums of natural history. The creation of African museums of Natural
History during colonialism has been informed by this concept as well while it has tended to
define Africans as a part of the natural world. Decolonising Natural History museums therefore means to think critically about the idea of humanity developed under colonial circumstances and to find a new answer to it.

½

Natural museums in Europe have a tendency to present their subject as objective and
untainted by social phenomena as racism and colonialism which is – of course – not the
case. The invention of human races and the establishment of eugenics as a science are telling
instances of the opposite. This also applies to cultural organisations and the natural scientists
we name them after, e.g. the Humboldt Forum glorifying the natural scientist Alexander von
Humboldt despite his complicities in colonial and racist enterprises.

½

Objects of natural history become cultural expressions if presented in museums. They should
be widely dispersed over the whole world to create exchange and dialogue as well as to
preserve them for humanity but the regions where they originate from should be considered
first. This should not only be observed in the case of genetic resources that fall under the
Nagoya Protocol but also for other specimens as plants and animals. Countries of origin should
be seen as the legal owners of natural objects taken away during colonialism. To claim their
rights, they must know about the European collections that should be more transparent. So,
few know that there is not only one but six dinosaur fossils in Berlin’s Natural History Museum
from today’s Tanzania whose government should be allowed to decide what to do with them.
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From Left to Right: Ms. Edith Ekunke, Prof. Barbara Plankensteiner, Mr. Wandile Kasibe, Ms. Tonya Nelson, Mr. Johannes Ebert

PANEL 4 -  ‘Museum Visions in the Transition Period.
International Cooperation, Cultural Diplomacy, Exchange
and Bilateral Capacity Building’
Following up on the previous Panels this one aims to make a positive shift by exploring different concepts within the transition period. Therefore, the following essential questions tried to lead the way: What
are best practice examples for museum cooperation between Africa and Europe? What forms of capacity
building are required to enable return or circulation of objects, joint research and the sharing of profits
arising from the collections and future collaborations? Could exchange programmes be instituted to facilitate a process of bilateral training and (un-)learning for museum professionals in Africa, the Pacific and
Europe? Which role does intangible / immaterial cultural heritage play in such a future museum?
Present as Chairperson was Prof. Barbara Plankensteiner (Director, MARKK Hamburg, Germany), as
Impulse Lecturer Mr. Wandile Kasibe (Public Programmes Coordinator, Iziko South African Museum, Cape
Town, South Africa) and as Panellists Ms. Edith Ekunke (Director of Museums, National Commission for
Museums and Monuments, Nigeria), Ms. Tonya Nelson (Director of Arts Technology and Innovation, Arts
Council England, Chair of ICOM UK and Trustee of The National Gallery) and Mr. Johannes Ebert (Secretary
General Secretary, Goethe-Institut, Germany).

Telling Multiple Stories, Epistemic Transformation
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½

The future museum – African and beyond – is envisioned as a museum that will be free of colonial racial stereotypes, a museum where all are represented equally. It calls for the celebration
and promotion of heritage as a human right. It also should promote and protect heritage as a
global responsibility and property, hence the (programmatic) notion of a “shared heritage”.

½

It is a space of acceptance and appreciation of one another, a space for healing and forgiveness.

½

The central aim of such a museum is to be a voice and site of empowerment to the local communities (however they may be defined).

½

Community mobilisation is important in the future museum.

½

Therefore, the purposes, structure, practices, and policies of the Museum must be informed by
indigenous knowledge systems and communities.

½

Interventionist museums and exhibition practices give room for multiple voices, perspectives,
and experiences. There are other stories to be heard about nature and people and we need to
start owning them and telling them for ourselves.

½

The transformation of museums must be accompanied by epistemic work. This requires the
questioning of disciplines and classificatory boundaries between museums, and being open to
the many ways in which the museum as we know it is being fundamentally remade. It must be
asked what knowledge is extracted from the collections, who uses it, and what for.

½

Such transformations begin at the core of how we conceive the world. The idea of nature
and natural history for instance is fundamentally a colonial construction; it runs counter to
conceptions of the world at other times and places. As an example, natural history museums
perpetuate racism by insisting that science and society are two separate things.

½

Epistemic transformation also regards language. The lingua franca commonly used in Museums is English or French, even in Africa itself; there is little to no museum interpretation in
African languages.

½

The balance between an international / global outlook and local anchorage should be maintained, meaning that museums in Africa should “glocalise”.

International Cooperation, Cultural Diplomacy, Exchange and
Bilateral Capacity Building
½

Radical voices and demands for return of all objects are seldom heard at expert forums,
whereas the prevailing stance is the desire for dialogue and cooperation. Global cooperation
is the only way toward decolonisation.

½

The collaboration and sharing then signals the move from the colonial museum of curios and
wonder to a new museum that is open to all, a museum that is a fountain of knowledge and
thrives on providing space for dialogue. We believe that there is tremendous potential for
international dialogue to create connections and partnerships and between museums and
communities.

½

Some conference participants favoured to speak about return including long term loans while
others insisted on (legal) restitutions. It should be thought through from a perspective of
inclusiveness in order to bring people together. Therefore, dialogue and cooperation represent a new phase in what we mean by ‘museum’: the museum of process, of knowledge
exchange and active processes of engagement, and beyond ideas of stewardship. Decolonisation is above all else an epistemic process of remaking societies and persons.
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½

There is a desire for maximum collection transparency, so that scholars and above all representatives of the societies of origin can not only obtain information about the whereabouts of
their ancestors on the internet, but be proactively informed by the owning institution.

½

Co-funding of collaborative projects is key; it balances relations of dependency and responsibility (rather shared problems than shared heritage). Stakeholders need to ensure that African
organisations have access to German and European funding and capacity building programs in
their own right, not just via European organisations.

½

It was stated that it would be counterproductive for international scientific networking and
scientific collaboration if each country owned only natural objects from its own territory.
Preservation of collections of natural objects from important regions in several different
museums around the world reduces the risk of loss. However, hominid fossils are an exception; it is the one group of natural objects that must be legally owned and reside in the country of origin.

½

Within museum contexts, natural science is culture, and as museums take on the task of negotiating cultures, it is good to have collections from different parts of the world (also to prevent
hazards like the fire at Brazil´s National Museum).

½

Transparency of collections’ origins is important to grant property (ownership) rights of
specimens.

New Ethics / Museums in Transition: Challenges and Requirements
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½

The process of return / restitution is complex. While governments in Africa need to be advised
and prepared, they also need to own the process, not just museums, so it becomes part of
policies and budgets.

½

The decolonisation and restitution processes continue to be framed by Eurocentric categories,
ethics, and legal frameworks. It is necessary to include other perspectives and epistemic foundations to understand the complexity and act accordingly.

½

African communities and museums often encounter a disinterest and passivity on the side of
their national governments. How can this problem be tackled?

½

Relating to the debates on where objects should go to, one must consider that national interests often do not correspond with regional or community interests. The return process therefore may have to distinguish between, e.g., secret objects that should be returned to their
communities, and other objects that should go to the national museums (as custodians of all
communications). For this and other reasons, the process of return requires time on the side
of the African partners.

½

Concurrent to these institutional discussions, looting and illicit trafficking in cultural property
continues to be a problem because there is an international market for these objects. We
should think about ways of reducing the incentives.

From Left to Right: Dr. Winani Thebele, Drs. Léontine Meijer-van Mensch, Mr. Gabriel Mzei Orio, Mr. Moses Kashure

PANEL 5 -  ‘Future Museum Models and Best Practice’
In the light of the proposed new ICOM museum definition discussions about future museum visions and
new models are indispensable. Therefore, the panellists engaged in a serious dialogue addressing questions such as: Which alternative museum concepts and models exist in Africa, the Pacific, and elsewhere,
that take into consideration the specific needs and demands of a given locale and its communities? How
can existing museums learn from these models and their underlying assumptions and practices? Positive
examples were presented by experts from the Mangi Meli Museum in Old Moshi, Tanzania, as well as
from the Staatliche Ethnographische Sammlungen Sachsen.
Present as Impulse Lecturer was Drs. Léontine Meijer-van Mensch (Director of Staatliche
Ethnographische Sammlungen Sachsen, Germany) and as Panellists Mr. Moses Kashure (Curator, Igongo
Cultural Centre, Mbarara, Uganda), Dr. Winani Thebele (Chief Curator, Botswana National Museum) and
Mr. Gabriel Mzei Orio (Old Moshi Cultural Tourism Enterprises, organiser of the Mangi Meli Remains
exhibition, Moshi, Tanzania).
Community-oriented Museums:
½

Contemporary initiatives from the African continent for community-oriented museum development could act as role models for ethical museums with a sensibility for decolonial epistemologies. They often involve ideas of healing as a cultural practice. Examples are:
\

Randal Centre for Yoruba Culture, Nigeria

\

Culture Bank in Mali

\

Community museums in Cameroon

\

Igongo Cultural Centre, Uganda

\

Freedom Park, South Africa
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International Collaboration and Decolonisation:
½

The Swedish African Museums Programmes’ (SAMP) initiative of twinships between Swedish
and African Museums offers a viable model for colleagues to meet each other internationally
and on the continent and exchange ideas.

½

The Museums Association, which is the UK’s main museum advocacy body, launched a new
collections strategy in 2019 called Empowering Collections. The strategy set out a series of
eleven key recommendations which included: ‘A proactive approach to the democratisation
and decolonisation of collections.’ As a result, the Museums Association’s Ethics Committee
launched a working group to produce practical guidance on museums and decolonisation.

½

Regarding cooperation in terms of collection accessibility of natural objects, the following
process was suggested:

½
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\

European collections prepare full digital documentations of all natural objects in their collections and make them accessible to the countries of origin.

\

Countries of origin identify original specimens in European collections, for which they are
granted property rights.

\

Museums and research institutions in the countries of origin are granted access to
European research, infrastructure, and capacity building funding in their own rights.

Regarding the return of ancestral remains, it is suggested that
\

results of completed provenance research projects must be shared with the source
societies

\

the list of the collection of ancestral remains must be published on the internet

\

the current custodians of the remains take over all costs for the return of ancestral
remains to their place of origin

\

an official apology is delivered to the descendants of the abducted ancestors

ARTISTIC INTERVENTION
‘VINYAGO – INDIGENOUS VOICES’
In addition to the internal conference discussions the Artistic Intervention “Vinyago – Indigenous voices”
was presented in the auditorium of the House of Culture by ASEDEVA (Art for Social and Economic
Development in Africa). It aims to explore the role of African spiritual objects in today’s global society by
focusing on Tanzanian masks that came to Germany in a colonial context. Through experimenting with
performing arts, exhibition practice and media art, the project wishes to challenge current narratives and
create awareness regarding colonial structures within the global cultural sector.

T© Photo Nicholas Calvin
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From L to R: Mr. Johannes Ebert, Prof. Ciraj Rassool, Dr. Winani Thebele, Dr. Oswald Masebo, Prof. Barbara Plankensteiner

PUBLIC CLOSING PANEL
To feedback the results of the conference into the public debate a public discussion was conducted in the
auditorium of the House of Culture.
Present as Chairperson was Dr. Winani Thebele (Chief Curator, Botswana National Museum) and as
Panellists Prof. Barbara Plankensteiner (Director, MARKK Hamburg, Germany), Dr. Oswald Masebo
(Department of History, University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania), Prof. Ciraj Rassool (African Programme
in Museum and Heritage Studies, University of the Western Cape, South Africa), Mr. Johannes Ebert
(Secretary General Secretary, Goethe-Institut, Germany).
A comprehensive documentation of the discussion is accessible online under the following link:
www.tinyurl.com/BeyondCollecting
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RESOLUTIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Decolonization has largely materialized in theory, but there is a long way to go with regard to the decolonization of institutions, structures and practices. Museum institutions cannot do this on their own, especially because important stakeholders in this process historically have not actually been considered as
conversation partners in this process. Therefore, resolutions and recommendations necessarily need to
conceive the museum as only one amongst several partners in this process of thinking the museum
beyond its collections. It is essential that the partners from source communities are not just co-opted as
potential claimants or useful knowledge providers, but that the latter co-own the process and its outcomes and are offered space to claim alternative epistemological truths. This aim will be achieved only
by a number of policy guidelines and practice recommendations that together sum up towards a major
strategy to transform museums and their policies.
½

Practical guidelines should be developed that support museums and stakeholders of source
communities in their collaboration and that dedicate particular attention to postcolonial
power relations and creating space for different epistemologies and positionalities.

½

Similar guidelines should support museums and their collaborators in their audience-directed work which includes sensitization for diverse audiences, community and audience
participation, etc.

½

Similarly, an “inventory of practices” (for example a website) could offer advice and examples
for museums regarding theories, strategies, recognition of diversity, etc.

½

All one-sided research on ancestors in European and Western anthropological collections not
serving their return must be stopped.

½

Governments and communities concerned should be informed proactively about the whereabouts of ancestors and given the opportunity to search for them online in museum inventories
and in databases to be set up.

½

Political, legal, and financial structures should be established that provide for a timely return
of all ancestors to their places of origin.

½

The term “shared heritage” becomes meaningful only if Africans’ legal and moral rights to
their cultural objects are acknowledged and return processes are supported, especially in
cases where ritual objects of central importance for the communities of their creators have
obviously been taken by force or fraud during colonial times.

½

Countries of origin should also be recognized as the legal owners of natural objects taken
away during colonialism giving them a right to decide for themselves whether they claim
these objects back or leave them on loan to Western museums.

½

Cultural and natural history museums should provide a maximum of collection transparency
by informing and involving governments concerned and providing multi-lingual online inventories for experts all over the world.
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½

On an international policy level, lobbying with governmental representatives on all levels
is necessary in order to sensitize political decision-makers for the aims and challenges that
cultural institutions and source communities face in their strive to decolonize structures and
claims for return. Especially in the case of the return of ancestors, but also of important cultural and natural objects this advocacy work needs to be intensified.

½

New funding models must be developed for sincere collaborative projects that prevent them
from being hijacked or dictated by parties who dominate financially and infrastructurally.

½

Agenda 2063 of the African Union offers opportunities for such advocacy work. The specific
steps need to be strategized in detail, including a timeline for their implementation.

½

Such strategy must also aim towards long-term sustainability of its implementation and
avoid the trap of short-term projects where human and financial resources tend to fizzle
out prematurely.

½

Guidance is also needed regarding the aim to make collection data accessible at least digitally.
Additionally, timeframes must be defined in order to reach milestones on the way.

½

Many of these ideas may be supported by new initiatives such as the Agency for International
Museum Cooperation that is being set up.
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