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Beyond the PAESE-Conference

Voices from Africa and Papua New Guinea

Richard Tsogang Fossi

November 2017, the French president Emmanuel Macron addressed the stu-
dents at the university Ouaga I Professeur Joseph-Ki-Zerbo in Ouagadougou
about ancient African art treasures stored en masse in French and European
museums.' According to him, African cultural heritage can no longer be held
hostage by Europe.? As a result, the French president made a ground-break-
ing promise to return these heritage objects to their rightful owners within a
scope of five years.? This dauntless promise to return art works looted during
French colonial domination inspired hopes in Africa, and meanwhile seis-
mic reactions were registered in Western countries, mostly former colonial
masters. Art markets, museums, and art galleries’ holders, curators, private
collectors and politicians suspected the end of their existence. The fear of
losing collections which had somehow become a part of themselves was ob-
vious. Yet, neither the circumstances under which these objects had come to
them more than a century before, nor the traumatic and destabilizing effects
of their absence in the communities of origin, were subjects of questioning.
Felwine Sarr and Bénédicte Savoy, who on behalf of the French presi-
dent submitted a report containing recommendations and a schedule for
the return of African heritage objects held in France, called for a new rela-
tional ethic.* Since then, many people have expected to witness waves of
restitutions. Instead, indifferent silence seems to have followed the speech,

Richard Tsogang Fossi, Beyond the PAESE-Conference. Voices from Africa and Papua New Guinea, in: Provenance Research on
Collections from Colonial Contexts. Principles, Approaches, Challenges, hrsg. von C. Andratschke et al., Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net-
ART-Books, 2023 (Verdffentlichungen des Netzwerks Provenienzforschung in Niedersachsen, Band 5), S. 498-508.
https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1270.c18929
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and despair to overshadow the glimmer of hope that had arisen: in fact, un-
til 2019, only one object had left France so far for its homeland,’ followed
by 26 others — out of thousands! — in 2021 to the Republic of Benin. Un-
like France, Germany as the first colonial master of Cameroon (1884-1916),
Togo (1884-1914), Namibia (1884-1914), Tanzania (1885-1914) and Papua
New Guinea (1884/1899-1914), decided to invest in intensive, lengthy prove-
nance research programmes.® This provenance research encompasses ances-
tral human remains,” ethnological, zoological, botanical and mineralogical
objects® removed against the backdrop of violent colonial extractive policies.
German guidelines on how to deal with collections from colonial contexts
have been issued since 2018 and researching the provenance of colonial art
works has become one of the tasks of the German Lost Art Foundation, aca-
demic institutions, and museums, inspiring new perspectives and synergies
termed postcolonial.!

The PAESE project is therefore one of the first large-scale postcolonial
provenance research collaborations to be launched over collections from co-
lonial contexts in Germany. It aimed at investigating the circumstances of
the removal of artefacts in colonial times, at fostering provenance research
projects in different German federal states, and at establishing, promoting
dialogue, transparency, and cooperation with, and networking the commu-
nities of origin and Germany." It has proven important to carry out such
a project. However, some questions have remained unasked and/or unan-
swered, especially from an African perspective, for instance pertaining to the
prevalence of European laws coined against restitution, the fate of objects
whose provenance cannot be clarified due to lack or loss of archives,'? or the
person entitled to keep such pieces. And there are more questions around
who has to prove the ownership of the disputed artefacts, or Germany’s true
commitments towards countries whose art assets have been unlawfully re-
moved, plundered or looted? And so forth.

The last panel, scheduled as a momentous phase of the conference, aimed
at giving the floor to those who were/are particularly deprived of their herit-
age and memories, such as workers in the cultural sector or intellectuals from
the communities of origin,”® who are knowledgeable about these questions.
This final postscript culls some points from the discussions that need to be
highlighted in the context of a changing political and curatorial landscape.
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Postcolonial Provenance Research and New Directions

In the last decades, the term “postcolonial” has become one of the keywords
to theorise and investigate colonial history from a critical point of view with
the aim of uncovering and dismantling persistent imperial structures, the
aftermaths of colonial epistemic, structural and physical violence.* As Dirk
Gottsche puts it, postcolonial discourse uses individual and collective mem-
ory to promote critical knowledge of the history of colonialism and raise
awareness of its continuing impact in the present. It also works towards po-
litical, social and cultural decolonisation in a globalised, interconnected and
yet conflict-ridden world that continues to be marked by colonial legacies
such as racism, asymmetrical power relations and uneven access to resources
and opportunities.

Postcolonial discourse offers a lens for analysing and understanding the
legacies of colonialism and the ways in which the colonial discourse inevita-
bly structured social, racial, cultural, monetary and political hierarchies which
still underpin relationships between the West and its Others today, albeit in
other forms.’* The colonial discourse ‘advocated’ the predominance of the
West over other peoples on a racial and social-Darwinist basis in terms of the
struggle for existence, and considered the idea of racial equality as a “senseless
dream”.” Against this backdrop, the use of violence, force and systematised
slavery against the colonised populations, who were deemed inferior, wild,
lazy and uncivilised, became a tool of the so-called civilizing mission.®

At the cultural level specifically, this violence culminated on the one hand
in the wilful destruction of cultural goods of the colonised” and, on the other
hand, in the violent, forcible removals of these?® in order to stock European
museums. These removals were also justified through a “saviour paradigm”?!
by museum directors and owners like Felix von Luschan (1854-1924), or Karl
Weule (1864-1926), who claimed that, in the clash of two cultures, the weaker
was bound to disappear, and that it was urgently necessary to secure their cul-
tural materials as testimonies for upcoming generations and for so-called sci-
entific purposes.?? As concerns the Christian missions, who equally removed
but also destroyed cultural goods with frenzy,? their actions were supposed to
symbolise and materialise the victory of Christianity over the so-called forces
of darkness, paganism and wizardry.?* Yet, to the museum men and the coloni-
alists of all kinds,* as well as the missionaries, these removals, and the change
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in value of things that they entailed - commodification and commoditisa-
tion?® - led to wide networks of African artefact trafficking, of which Africans
themselves were hardly aware and from which they did not benefit.?

In this regard, postcolonial provenance research is deemed necessary in
order to uncover the processes of colonial extraction of cultural goods and
humans, and also to critically reassess the narratives that surround their dis-
play in curatorial practices. Such a critical approach provides impulses to the
“postcolonial museum”.?® Such provenance research is understood by Albert
Gouaffo as a wide, multiperspectival, multidirectional and transnational pro-
cess, which is not the sole task or privilege of the museologists, the ethnolo-
gists or anthropologists. It is a cross-research process at the intersection of
many academic disciplines that help to understand the colonial context. It is
pivotal research on the colonial context as one of physical, linguistic/verbal,
psychological, military and symbolic violence. Along the same lines, almost
everything acquired in the colonies was extracted via processes far from on
an equal footing, and thus symbolises the colonial asymmetrical power rela-
tions. This calls for a minute scrutiny of the acquisition context.

At the moral or ethical level, postcolonial provenance research must rely on
mutual trust, transparency and readiness to discuss on an equal footing, because
“the African states asking for the return of their cultural heritage are not beggars”,
as Albert Gouaffo says (see above). Quests for restitution are not new, but as Béné-
dicte Savoy has made visible, these have been voluntarily sabotaged and delayed
over the years through lies and misinformation by European museum directors
or museum holders.? This situation will only change when there is a reversed
burden of proof: the new White Man’s burden. Africans are not the ones to prove
that the requested artefacts are parts of their cultural heritage; rather, Europe
should have the burden of proving that she acquired the artefacts legally. Europe-
an museums holding artefacts from the colonial context should become “objects
of investigation” and not remain “subjects of research” (Gouaffo). In this sense,
they should become like libraries, open without restrictions to the communities
of origin. A new ethical relationship in the sense of a postcolonial provenance
research should not be based on the principle of “us” and “them” - one of binary
exclusion and an essentialisation of identities, but on “us in a common world”,
where we are connected through our past, even if we do not necessarily share
its interpretation. This leads to the idea of museums as “contact zones”*, e.g.,
as interacting spaces of possible shifts in meaning and practices. Europe should
therefore consider a decentralisation of her knowledge production, including
more possible universalities instead of persevering in an exclusive universalism.
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Reconnection with Home Communities
and the Issue of Restitution

Is there hope that the PAESE project will trigger new ways of dealing with collec-
tions from the colonial context, with new approaches to a collaborative prove-
nance research, new methodologies and epistemics as well as a revolutionary han-
dling of the issue of restitution, one that has recently mobilised public opinion
worldwide?®! As mentioned above, the PAESE project calls for closer collaboration
with the source communities. According to Flower Manase, however, there is a
need to define these communities: Who are the real owners? Who are the poten-
tial beneficiaries of restitutions? And who do the museums, which are mere custo-
dians, actually serve today — the higher classes, or elites? Or are they committed to
everyone in the community? According to Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi and Tom-
my Y. Buga, the collaborative approach helps identify which objects may be eli-
gible for restitution based on the values that the communities still attach to them.
As Amuna Wagner puts it, these debates are not only conversations about
the past or solely about objects. The restitution movement is concerned with the
possibilities of what the homecoming of human bones or cultural objects can
mean for our societies and creative economies. Discussing the artefacts’ history
and unlawful acquisition, and tracing the disputes between museums and the
societies of origin, can illuminate new paths into decolonial African futures.*
Nevertheless, we should not lose sight of the fact that, even in Europe, mu-
seums are faced with difficulties such as the contamination of collections
through pesticides, which also complicates restitution efforts.** Furthermore,
the need to work closer with the communities and societies of origin is based
on the fact that information about the displaced ancestral remains or the cul-
tural objects as well as their functions is not located at specific places such as
the museums or archives only. As Amber Aranui reports from her experience
in New Zealand: “It is important to note that provenance information does not
survive solely within museum archives. Information can be obtained from a
number of sources and be found in a number of different countries”.3* But is
researching provenance tantamount to apologising, repatriating and making
reparations, or is it only an extension of the old strategies of the 1970s to bury or
delay demands for restitution?® It is true that restitution alone cannot dissolve
all the colonial wrongdoings. Yet, Adebo Abiti holds that “restitution, decolo-
nisation and nation state formation must be addressed by re-evaluating vio-
lence against societies that have experienced land displacement, brutal killings
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and the looting of cultural objects, all of which have caused unresolved painful
memories and injustice”.* This would give us the chance to rehabilitate local
Indigenous knowledge as a form of alternative cultural practice that will today
also become a force against persistent colonial epistemic violence.

The restitution issue also has to do with the infrastructures that must wel-
come the returned cultural goods. Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi notes that, al-
though African countries need their cultural goods back, in many cases they
seem not to be ready due to a lack of infrastructures and because of administra-
tive problems. Although she relies as illustrations on the instances of the stone
cross “pradao”, removed by the German colonial government in 1893 and kept
in the German Historical Museum (Deutsches Historisches Museum) Berlin, and
which was returned to Namibia in August 2019, or the Bible and Whip of the
Nama ruler Hendrik Witbooi,* this echoes arguments put forward in Europe
in the 1970s to counter restitution requests.** Indeed, for decades it has been
claimed that sub-Saharan Africa is neither equipped nor has the necessary ex-
pertise in the domain of conservation, although in recent years new structures
and innovative museum practices have been established in Senegal, Benin
and Cameroon.* What then are the role and degree of implication of source
communities in the research and decision-making processes for restitution,
bearing in mind that, until now, the recipient countries have been the ones to
decide on what to return and when? In this regard, we also need to focus on
the local knowhow as concerns expertise on conservation issues, since many
of the old artefacts looted or extorted* were not taken from museums. This
means that there were improved local conservation methods that the colonial
domination destabilised and, in some cases, caused to vanish completely.

The Question of Terminologies and the Role of Education

The question of terminologies is of great importance when discussing coloni-
al history and memory in general, and collections from colonial contexts in
particular. Postcolonial research and also decolonial*? curatorial practices,*
which have to undermine persistent (neo)colonial mindsets so as to enhance
counter-narratives and an emancipatory way of dealing with collections from
colonial contexts, must pay attention to the words used to construct knowl-
edge and narratives that define the artefacts. Klaus Zimmermann refers to
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this linguistic dimension with regard to the Christian missions as “colonial
linguistics” (Kolonialinguistik) or “missionary linguistics” (Missionarlinguis-
tik)** and defines this as “the grammatical and lexical description of foreign
languages in the context and interests of Christian proselytising of these peo-
ples and, to this end, the writing of Christian treatises”.*> Accordingly, Zim-
mermann argues that European domination over the belief systems of the
Others would not have been possible without this linguistic tool.*®

Strategies of a critical engagement with the translocated cultural heritage
from the colonial context show how the colonial matrix shaped knowledge by
excluding knowledge skills of the communities of origin, and by deriding their
belief or medical systems and social norms. This is particularly clear when
studying the Christian way of labelling cultural goods. Sacral or power objects
were and are still recorded simply as “fetishes”, “amulets” or “sorcerers’ tools”
and “witchcraft”, while local rulers are referred to as “Hduptlinge”,* a highly
pejorative designation of “Others” as “Naturvolker”: “primitive peoples”.

Still in this regard, the discussions on disputed colonial collections can be

n o u

channelled by revisiting notions such as “gift”, “purchase”, “collection”, “do-
nor”, “communities of origin/source communities”, etc. The formulation “so-
called communities of origin” by the organisers of the conference,*® without
in return also speaking of “so-called recipient countries”, triggered uneasy re-
actions because, according to Nzila M. Libanda-Mubusisi, Tommy Y. Buga and
Albert Gouaffo, the syntagma appears symptomatic of the persistent colonial
mindset. How can communities of origin be qualified “so-called”? Does this
mean that nobody knows who and where they are, or that they claim a status
which is not true? The expression “shared heritage” also appears problematic
because, as Flower Manase puts it, “is it the objects that are shared, or the sto-
ries around them? [...] Instead, we are sharing the burden”.

Some other notions, such as the terms “gift” or “purchase”* also pose ques-
tions, as in the case of the Tangue in the Museum Fiinf Kontinente in Munich (In-
ventory Number 7087), loot from the plundering of Lock Priso’s (1846-1916)
houses, the resisting ruler of Bonaberi (then Hickory Town) on the 22 Decem-
ber 1884 by the medical doctor and colonial administrator Max Buchner (1846—
1926), assisted by the German marines led by Admiral Eduard von Knorr (1840-
1920).%° According to the inventory of the Munich Museum, this disputed artefact
is registered simply as a “gift” (Geschenk), without any mention of the plundering
war that led to its removal. This highlights the fact, as Flower Manase also stresses,
that not only the terminologies, but also the catalogues themselves need to be
revisited.
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Although the conference did not offer a specific contribution to the top-
ic, the question of the importance of schools as places of implementing
nation-building politicss! was also raised. More than half a century after in-
dependence, many school textbooks, especially for sub-Saharan Africa, are
written and published in Europe, and European languages have become the
official languages. This cannot favour the consolidation and transmission of
African cultural heritage, nor can it inspire students to become involved in
the renaissance of their cultural identity, said Tommy Y. Buga. In this regard,
history curriculum reforms are required as well as the need for workers in the
cultural sector to also take part in the process of rethinking the postcolonial
school and school textbooks as media of collective, cultural, and historical
memory. As Ruth Firer and Sami Adwan note, “history and civics subjects are
especially influential tools for conveying values, and therefore play a central
role in the formation of public opinion and in forming both self-identity and
the attitudes towards the others”.>? In this regard, the influential potential
of school textbooks can also be exploited for a better reconnection to one’s
cultural heritage.

Conclusion

If the collections from colonial contexts remain an unresolved problem, as
Jos van Beurden postulates,*® we must acknowledge the different strategies
that the recipient countries and the source communities design every day
to overcome the impediments that still obstruct the path to reconciling ef-
forts to deal responsibly with colonial legacies on both sides. How to restore
disrupted memories and identities, and how to cope with the necessity to
fix the historical, colonial wrongdoings through repatriations and returns of
ancestral remains and cultural goods? And how do we envision our future
as a shared future, or how do we envision our future while giving Others the
chance for their futures to equally exist or coexist? These are questions that
still need to be asked if we want to act, not in the sense of colonial antago-
nism, but in a way that challenges exclusionary and intolerant policies.
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