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Enquiring with School Students into the Ownership and Restitution of Items of Cultural Heritage: An Essay on Museum Education and Non-Knowledge
Nora Landkammer


The attempt referred to in the title of this essay was made by Julia Albrecht, Karin Schneider and me, along with three different school groups, in the period from March to June 2017.[footnoteRef:1] As part of our action research on education at Frankfurt’s Weltkulturen Museum, we developed a workshop with the title Was macht das hier? (What’s that doing here?), in which young people engaged with questions around provenance, ownership and claims to cultural property in museum collections. The section on materials contains some of the hand-outs we produced, descriptions of teaching methods and practical tips. These ought not to be used without further reflection upon the conceptual foundations of the workshop and the evaluation of our experiences with it, for there are difficulties which need to be taken into account in applying the format and developing it further. A number of the essays in this publication pursue this end. While Julia Albrecht presents the colonial connections of the museum and sets out some of the foundations of postcolonial education that are relevant for the format we developed, both Karin Schneider’s contributions and my own essay take the experience of the workshop What’s that doing here? as an opportunity to reflect on the relationships between knowledge, non-knowledge, learning and unlearning.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  First published in: Stephanie Endter, Nora Landkammer, and Karin Schneider (eds.): The Museum as a Site of Unlearning: Materials and Reflections on Museum Education at the Weltkulturen Museum. LINK]  [2:  Materials from the workshop Was macht das hier?: LINK] 

The texts came out of a collective process of reflection upon the workshop documentation. Thus they are interrelated and interconnected – Karin Scheider’s text and my own contribution are two variations emerging from a collective process of reflection undertaken by the whole workshop team. We have focused on the question of what it means to ‘educate’ when we are unable to transmit knowledge to the participants because that very knowledge is lacking. My text elucidates this programmatic focus for our educational work and contextualises our experiences. At the micro-level, Karin Schneider enquires into the moments of resistance and self-determination in our interactions with school students as shaped by our particular approach to museum education.
In the public interest: debates over collections and the absence of museum education
Summer 2017. Feelings about the planned Humboldt Forum in Berlin were running high, including in the daily newspapers. “It’s the colonial core of the Humboldt Forum that needs to be interrogated – and there’s far too little of that taking place,” said Professor Jürgen Zimmerer in an interview with NDR Kultur.[footnoteRef:3] Part of that interrogation includes discussing 300 years of collecting, “with all of the chicaneries and all of the hopes that are connected with it. That’s us, that’s Europe.” These are the words of frustration Bénédicte Savoy used to articulate her demand when she left the commission.[footnoteRef:4] Provenance research was called for, and was announced, but formulations vacillated between blanket designations of the collections in their entirety as plunder, counter-positions, and attempted appeasements maintaining that the objects had only become “items of value” after being brought to Europe, or that the trading histories were so convoluted that they were “almost impossible to reconstruct”.[footnoteRef:5] The issues surrounding  the acquisition of ethnographic collections, their present ownership and possible restitutions make up one of the most controversial debates concerning ethnographic museums. This debate is also one of the ‘most sensational’ in the press. [3:  Zimmerer, Jürgen: ‘Das Humboldt-Forum muss einen neuen Weg gehen’, Interview, NDR Kultur, 1.8.2017, available online at https://www.kolonialismus.uni-hamburg.de/prof-dr-juergen-zimmerer-im-interview-das-humboldt- forum-muss-einen-neuen-weg-gehen/ [accessed 26.12.2017].]  [4:  ‘Streit um Humboldt Forum: Intendanten weisen Kritik zurück’ in Die Zeit, 22.7.2017, online at http://www. zeit.de/news/2017-07/22/museen-streit-um-humboldt-forum-intendanten-weisen-kritik-zurueck-22114002 [accessed 26.12.2017].]  [5:  Kohl, Karl-Heinz, ‘Dies ist Kunst, um ihrer selbst willen’ in Die Zeit, 6.9.2017, online at http://www.zeit. de/2017/37/humboldt-forum-exponate-herkunft [accessed 26.12.2017].] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Alongside this is the fact that no educational programs addressing the topic are taking place in the museums themselves. In the course of my dissertation project I carried out a study based on interviews with education staff at ethnographic museums in Germany, Austria and Switzerland.[footnoteRef:6] When it comes to the relevance of ownership and restitution as topics of museum education, the overwhelming majority of those I interviewed said that there was no educational activity aimed directly at the topic. This does not mean that the topic plays no role at all: “Restitution or provenance? Good question. Well, it plays a role to the degree that of course people often ask about it. Very often,”[footnoteRef:7] explained one facilitator. It is necessary, they added, that “the guides are as well informed as possible,” so as to be able to answer these questions. But what does ‘well informed’ mean in a debate in which it is continually pointed out that it is no longer possible to ascertain how some objects made their way to Germany, and in which what is considered problematic is also an open question? Are specific cases of violent appropriation the issue, or do we need to talk about a much broader colonial context; the fact, namely, that – whether bought, donated or traded – cultural goods were removed and taken to Europe in massive quantities, thus coming to stand for Europe’s efforts to take possession of the world? Certainly the interviews show that in particular cases and at the initiative of individual facilitators, the topic is being actively addressed.[footnoteRef:8] But it is important to specify that although educational activities (and exhibitions themselves) often address the history of collections and even include an ethical dimension, the meaning of those histories for the on-going fate of the collection and the question of restitution is not addressed. “That happens far too seldom,” including in exhibitions, said one facilitator.[footnoteRef:9] At the same time, the same educator rejected fears that dealing openly with the provenance debate would hurt the museum’s reputation: [6:  Vermittlung in ethnologischen Museen: Eine Analyse gegenwärtiger Programmatiken und dekolonisierender Perspektiven in einem konfliktreichen Arbeitsfeld, dissertation project, 2011-2018.]  [7:  Interview as part of my dissertation project, I03, 2013.]  [8:  One facilitator reported having read aloud from the journal of a researcher in order to give a sense of some of the ethical questions surrounding acquisition. Another adduces a concrete demand for restitution as part of their tours of a collection.]  [9:  I08_1, 2014.] 

I don’t think that by doing that we would present ourselves in a negative light, if we acknowledged that something like that is part of the history of our institution, that we often got access to such things, if I can put it this way, in unethical or immoral ways. … If you make a declaration like that, … you move away from the position of saying that here and now, you are representing the only possible truth.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid.] 

In this statement, open communication of ethical issues is associated with a transformation of the museum often demanded by new museology: from narratives that lay claim to truth to reflexivity and debate. In this context, education in museums can achieve what scholars in the field have called for time and again: by focusing in on the biographies of individual objects and complicating the simplistic ‘here’ and ‘there’ through the plurality of actors and the transformation of the meanings of objects, and also by questioning the use of juridical terminology (is a purchase legitimate when made within an unjust context?), it becomes possible to bring complexity into the debate, beyond simplistic dichotomies like ‘it’s all just stolen goods’ versus ‘everything here is legal’. Above all, education can come closer to the forward-looking view discussed by Christian Kravagna in his text ‘Vom ethnologischen Museum zum unmöglichen Kolonialmuseum’ (From the Ethnographic Museum to the Impossible Colonial Museum), namely that ethnographic museums can become “important institutions of memory and the politics of history, particularly in the German-speaking world, where colonialism is largely invisible.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Kravagna, Christian: ‘Vom ethnologischen Museum zum unmöglichen Kolonialmuseum’ in Zeitschrift für Kulturwissenschaften 1 (2015) Der Preis der Wissenschaft, pp. 95–100, here p. 96.] 

What’s that doing here?
But what might education around ownership and restitution look like, in a concrete sense? How can it deliver the complexity that this topic requires? The workshop format What’s that doing here? was an attempt to put education on the topic into practice through an enquiry-based approach.[footnoteRef:12] The workshop focused on selected objects from the Weltkulturen Museum’s African collection. In the course of a whole-day visit to the museum, school students made use of the provided informational materials, their own internet research, and an interview with the curator of the collection, Julia Friedel, to enquire into the objects’ histories and possible perspectives on them. They were tasked with carrying out research on an object and arriving at their own answer to the question: what should happen with this object in the future? The objects that we selected, together with Julia Friedel, were not only diverse in terms of their origins (they came from present-day Cameroon, Namibia, Nigeria and the Democratic Republic of the Congo), but also in terms of what is known about their origin and acquisition. Thus, one item in the selection was a relief panel from the Royal Palace of the Oba of Benin – an object, then, that forms part of the cultural property whose route to Europe following the plunder of the palace in Benin City as part of the Punitive Expedition of 1897 is widely known, and the subject both of extensive research and active and controversial debate among researchers, members of the present-day royal house, museum representatives and activists concerning the object’s location and the possibility of its return.[footnoteRef:13] For other collection artefacts, for example an object described as ‘Herero’, there was almost no other information provided – only knowledge about the context, German colonial rule and the genocide. Another object that we chose, described as a ‘ceremonial knife’, made in the present-day Democratic Republic of the Congo, was also scarcely documented; indications of the use of ceremonial knives as means of exchange also muddied the clear connection of cultural objects with specific places. The objects (see descriptions in the materials section [link]) testify to complex, multi-layered histories of collection – but above all they also confronted us and the students with the many questions that remain open, with non-knowledge. [12:  On our understanding of research in the context of the workshop, see Karin Schneider’s text, available online at: http://www.traces. polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_07.pdf.]  [13:  See documents in the materials section online at http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_ The-museum-as-a-site_17.pdf
] 

Non-knowledge is not a specific concept. Rather, it is initially just the negation of a concept, the concept ‘knowledge’. Many things can be contained in this negative concept: a lack of information, the fact that a question is undecided, Unwissen (lit. un-knowledge, a word that that implies a deficit on the part of the subject), ignorance (which suggests a decision not to know). Here I use non-knowledge as an open code with which to evaluate experiences generated through the workshop.
Education regarding questions to which the museum lacks answers: non-knowledge and postcolonial pedagogy
The fact that I am discussing non-knowledge here has to do with our point of departure in developing our workshop. It seemed obvious that the reason education around the topic of ownership and restitution is difficult (and rarely occurs) is that it aims to raise questions to which the museum has no answer, rather than passing on knowledge that the museum already has. On the one hand this relates to gaps in knowledge, the provenance research that is lacking for many objects, their unresolved origins, the routes they have travelled, and the communication that has yet to take place with institutions and communities in the places of origin. On the other hand it concerns the fact that the foundations of the debate are a matter of dispute, and that the possession and proper location of the objects is an open question on which museums are trying to define their positions, and on which there is often disagreement, including within the institutions themselves.
Centring our workshops on the lack of knowledge and on disagreement was not only necessary in order to do justice to the subject matter, it was also based on our ideas on a postcolonial pedagogy in ethnographic museums. An approach that is critical of colonialism begins by questioning the place from which one speaks. “Who can claim the right to own and represent the culture of other people?” is how Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie sums up the question that is at stake in museums and in each speech act that occurs within them.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Ogbechie, Sylvester Okwunodu, ‘Response to Susanne Leeb: Zeitgenössische Kunst, ethnologische Museen und relationale Politik’ in 23/91 (2013) Texte zur Kunst pp. 73–81, here p. 79. ] 

The attempt to replace traditional narratives at ethnographic museums with new, critical ones gets caught in a contradiction. The notion of postcolonial critique as an unbroken transmission of knowledge, even if this knowledge is now critical knowledge, re-inscribes the museum as the place with the ‘right knowledge’, where a public that is mostly imagined as white and uninformed comes to be enlightened.[footnoteRef:15] Thus the museum once again becomes the place where European perspectives define what is known about the rest of the world – and this is the crux of the colonial paradigm. Coloniality, after all, is about an epistemic violence that operates to produce subjectivities and knowledge.[footnoteRef:16] For us, then, it was crucial to interrupt both the museum’s claim to the right to interpret, and our own position as its (temporary) spokespeople, and to focus on gaps and questions. [15:  On the tension between the necessity of transmitting critical knowledge and the critique of one’s own subject position, see also the online texts by Nora Schön at: http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_04.pdf and Stephanie Endter http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp- content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_05.pdf.]  [16:  Quijano, Aníbal, ‘Colonialidad del poder, eurocentrismo y América Latina’ in Lander, Edgardo (ed.), La colonialidad del saber: eurocentrismo y ciencias sociales: Perspectivas Latinoamericanas, Buenos Aires: Consejo Latinoamericano de Ciencias Sociales, 2000, pp. 201–246.] 

Our starting point, therefore, was the museum’s non-knowledge. How is it dealt with in practice? What forms of non-knowledge are there? What dynamics are connected with it?
How do we come to know what we think we know?
An initial observation was that students themselves closed the gaps in the group’s knowledge. We had started from our shared non-knowledge, which we wished to address in the research. In their contributions to the discussion, however, students demonstrated that they were not merely drawing on the research done directly as part of the workshop. One student was very well informed about the demands to return ancient artefacts to Greece, one group had visited the British Museum on a school trip, where they had heard about several controversies over cultural property. But if I speak here of the students’ knowledge, I am also talking about less concrete prior information, about implicit assumptions on which the students drew. One example that came up in our workshops multiple times and caused me to reflect was provided by arguments regarding the safety of the objects. One group of students reasoned in the following way:
“It should stay in the museum because it’s safer there.” A “cultural treasure” like this needs to be protected, argued another research group, saying that this can be achieved better and more comprehensively in Germany.
A further group held that there “aren’t any good museums or infrastructure” in the place to which the object might potentially be transported. The research materials that we made available in the workshop did not contain these arguments. They match reasoning that is often brought forward in discussions around ownership and restitution in museum discourse.
In her article on the debates over whether to return ethnographic collections, Anette Rein presents the safety argument, that museums in the countries of origin would be “unable to guarantee the conditions necessary to keep the exhibits secure and to conserve them, to protect them,” as one of three central arguments by which Western museums reject demands for restitution.[footnoteRef:17] Students did not hesitate to treat a higher level of security for the objects in Germany as a matter of fact, even when possible recipients in the objects’ countries of origin had not even been defined yet, and thus nothing could be said about security measures. [17:  Rein, Anette, ‘Museen als Orte des Kulturgüterschutzes?’ in 12/2 (2006) AKMB-News pp. 42–51, here p. 45.] 

What the students I have just cited believed they knew about museums in countries with which they are not acquainted, coinciding as it does with the justifications articulated by museums, indicates that the ‘security argument’ has implicit recourse to existing regimes of knowledge regarding the states of ‘security’ and ‘insecurity’ in the world, to images of the African continent that are apparently strong enough to figure as certainties with which to respond to the open questions raised in the workshop. I would like to refer to this as a hegemonic effect, which perhaps reveals itself particularly clearly in a workshop setting that takes non-knowledge as its starting point. When facilitators leave the narrative open, it is easy to fall into the habit of applying schemes that present themselves as the implicit knowledge of a primarily European-educated group.
These hegemonic effects are related not only to the students’ seemingly unquestioned assumptions, but also to the structure of the discourse around collecting and restitution that provided the occasion for our workshop. This discourse is focused on European museums, their collections, and the questions that are raised by them. The focus is not on museums in the Global South and their possible interest in European collections. This is mirrored in the current project-funding landscape, with several provenance research projects at German ethnographic museums currently receiving funding.[footnoteRef:18]The ‘Africa Accessioned’ project, launched in 2014 at the International Committee of Museums and Collections of Ethnography (ICME) by museum representatives from Zambia and Namibia, is discovering which material culture holdings from the focus regions in southern Africa are preserved in which European museums, in order to enable access and initiate corresponding collaborative projects. Botswana, Namibia, Zambia and Zimbabwe are involved, and the focus of the collaborations is on collections in Finland, Germany, Sweden and England. While funding is being directed to ‘provenance’ research – a concept that asks the question of ‘where the objects come from’ – the other side of provenance research, research on the question of ‘where the objects are going’, on the location of one’s own cultural heritage, has so far taken place without substantial financial support.[footnoteRef:19] [18:  See, for example, ‘Schwieriges Erbe’ at the Linden-Museum Stuttgart and the Eberhards Karl University Tübingen (https://www.lindenmuseum.de/service-menue/presse/schwieriges-erbe/, accessed 26.12.2017), ‘Koloniale Spuren im Übersee Museum Bremen: Afrika-Sammlungen als Gegenstand der Provenienzforschung’ with the University of Hamburg (https://www.kolonialismus.uni-hamburg.de/koloniale-spuren-im-uebersee-museum- bremen-afrika-sammlungen-als-gegenstand-der-provenienzforschung/, accessed 26.12.2017). Further projects are planned as part of the Federal Cultural Foundation’s new programmes: http://www.kulturstiftung-des- bundes.de/cms/de/presse/mitteilungen/2017_12_11_ethnologische-museen-und-stadtbibliotheken.html (last accessed 26.12.2017).]  [19:  See Silvester, Jeremy (forthcoming), ‘The Africa Accessioned Network: Do museum collections build bridges or barriers?’ in Förster, Larissa; Edenheiser, Iris; Fründt, Sarah; and Hartmann, Heike, Provenienzforschung zu ethnologischen Sammlungen der Kolonialzeit. Published on the e-doc-server of Humboldt University, Berlin, https://edoc.hu-berlin.de/handle/18452/5. Jarling, Christian: ‘Tagungsbericht: Provenienzforschung zu ethnologischen Sammlungen der Kolonialzeit 07–08.04.2017, Museum Fünf Kontinente München’, 2017, online at https://www.kolonialismus.uni-hamburg.de/tagungsbericht-provenienzforschung- zu-ethnologischen-sammlungen-der-kolonialzeit-07-08-04-2017-museum-fuenf-kontinente-muenchen/ [accessed 15.2.2018].] 

This structure of the discourse also shaped our workshop: we inquired into the origins and futures of the objects from the standpoint of the Weltkulturen Museum. The materials did contain information about restitution claims, but none about the museum landscape in the corresponding regions.
Thus it becomes clear that the focus on non-knowledge necessitates a deconstruction of that which we believe we know, what we believe we do not have to know, and the way that this knowledge is structured. Unlearning is the term that usually refers to this in postcolonial pedagogy, mostly with reference to Gayatri Spivak. In order that it be possible to ‘unlearn’, “learning in general [has to become] visible as a result of hegemonic conditions, acquired knowledge and abilities have to become possible objects of reflection,” writes Nora Sternfeld in Verlernen Vermitteln (Teaching Unlearning), a text that takes up the concept for museum and cultural education.[footnoteRef:20] ‘Unlearning’ also means ‘learning’; as Grimaldo Rengifo Vázquez, a Peruvian pedagogue from the tradition of liberation pedagogy, writes, unlearning knowledge means, “curiously, learning it anew.”[footnoteRef:21] [20:  Sternfeld, Nora, Verlernen vermitteln, Hamburg: Hamburg Univ. Press, 2014 (Kunstpädagogische Positionen, vol. 30), online at http://kunst.uni-koeln.de/kpp/hefte/heft-30/ [accessed 23.2.2017], pp. 10-11.]  [21:  Rengifo Vásquez, Grimaldo, ‘La crianza en los andes: A propósito de Freire’, in Rengifo Vásquez, Grimaldo, ‘La enseñanza es estar contento’: Educación y Afirmación Cultural Andina. Lima: PRATEC/ Proyecto Andino de Tecnologías Campesinas, 2003, p. 29, online at http://www.pratecnet.org/pdfs/Enseanzaestarcontento.pdf [accessed 28.1.2016].] 

Unlearning is a deconstructive operation. There were moments in the workshops in which unlearning took place in a way that could be seen and heard. Simply saying “we don’t know if there are museums there” challenged the students to do research. One group, which was looking into an object from Cameroon, googled for museums. They found the TripAdvisor list of the ‘Top Ten Museums in Cameroon’. They were impressed that the national museum was decidedly more imposing than the one in Frankfurt in which we happened to find ourselves.[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Transcript from memory Karin Schneider, 15.5.2017; Transcript from observation Lea Sante, 15.5.2017. For more in-depth engagement with this episode as a ‘transition point’ see the text by Karin Schneider in this publication at http://www.traces.polimi.it/ wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_07.pdf.] 

Unsettling and unlearning
We experienced several light-bulb moments like that, in which new insights emerged by questioning knowledge and its gaps. But they tended to be the exception rather than the rule.
The workshop transcripts contain numerous sentences like these:
“We don’t know exactly how the missionary got it.”
“The motivation behind it wasn’t recorded.”
“She says she doesn’t know and that’s the end of the discussion.”
“The circumstances surrounding how the objects came here are unclear. It’s an important piece. Why such an important piece was ever given away in the first place is unclear.”
“He says it’s not clear whether it was stolen or exchanged, and says that that conversation can only be had with people in Cameroon. We’re the wrong people to talk to.”[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Transcript from observation and memory, 3.3.2017; 15.5.2017; 13.6.2017.] 

The passages cited from the transcripts, which document statements from the facilitators, the curator and the students, all concern the fact that something has not been made known, is unclear, that knowledge is lacking. Questions were solicited and the answer was: we don’t know. What is already clear from the chosen statements is the dead-end character that these observations often have: “that’s the end of the discussion”, “we’re the wrong people to ask”. The transcripts describe moments in which all that remained for the students was a search for another question to pose to the curator, or questioning looks towards us facilitators. Feeling unsettled, falling silent, focusing on existing facts (the ambitious students), looking for alternative activities (the less engaged ones). Certainly not a ‘successful’ educational situation in which everyone feels at ease. Non-knowledge was unsettling and led to frustration.
These moments of frustration, silence, unsettlement and evasion are possibly more essential for processes of unlearning than the scenes we immediately recognised as scenes of insight, of revision of prior assumptions – even though the former didn’t always feel so positive for me as a facilitator.
Because what was being unsettled here? The moments of helplessness had to do with the fact that dealing openly with the unknown and undecided meant that there was much more at stake than a concrete question to which an answer was lacking. What was also up for renegotiation were the assumptions both that a museum should inform people objectively and unambiguously how things are, and that scholarly enquiry is a neutral matter. The why, who and what of knowledge became historical and contingent. And ultimately, the students had reason to doubt whether the question we had posed regarding a suitable future for the objects was a question of knowledge at all, or whether it was a political one that depended on how much weight was given to the individual arguments.
Unlearning can be described as a ‘loss’, a process discussed from a psychoanalytic perspective by psychoanalyst and education researcher Deborah Britzmann in Lost Subjects, Contested Objects. In Britzmann’s description of experiences of learning from violent history, “meaning, for the learner, becomes fractured, broken, and lost”.[footnoteRef:24] If images of self and world are ‘lost’ in the course of learning, the process can be compared to ‘working through’ grief.[footnoteRef:25] When suppositions like “I’m sure it’s all above board” – uttered by a student in the first workshop[footnoteRef:26] – become untenable in the face of gaps in what we know and the orders of things begins to unravel, it is not exactly a feel-good situation. Unlearning is more a work of mourning than a ‘eureka!’ experience – it calls on the facilitators to bear the fact that the situation is not perceived as productive or pleasurable. [24:  Britzman, Deborah P, Lost Subjects, Contested Objects: Toward a Psychoanalytic Inquiry of Learning. Albany: State University of New York Press, 1998, p. 118.]  [25:  Ibid.]  [26:  Transcript from memory Nora Landkammer, 3.3.2017.] 

Access to knowledge denied
The transcript of our workshop contains the following description:
[A student poses the question of] whether colonies still exist. Participant [name] speaks once more: ‘I don’t think so, but there are countries that still have colonial names.’ Further cards are read out, a participant passes them around. Many participants seem listless, pieces of paper fly about.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Transcript from observation Lea Sante, 15.5.2017.] 

I remember the moment because it was an unpleasant situation for me as facilitator. It was a question that has answers. However, they are not simple. One could try it like this: territories still exist that are formally designated as colonies; most of them are islands, like the British Virgin Islands or New Caledonia. They can be called colonies because while they are not independent, their citizens do not enjoy the same rights as those in the ‘motherland’, as is the case with ‘overseas regions’ like Réunion, which belongs to France. However the question is more complicated because that is a very formal definition of a colony. One also ought to include the fact that while many states are independent, their dependence upon former colonial powers has been preserved economically, or new forms of dependency or political interference have arisen. Such conditions are referred to as neo-colonial.
Now I did not give this answer, nor did the other facilitators say anything in response to the question. I gave no answer because I wasn’t sure which territories connected with the classical colonial powers have equal rights status (overseas territories) and which do not. The only example that immediately occurred to me was Puerto Rico, which is governed by the USA but is not a state and does not have the same representation within the government that states do. What also prevented me from introducing this example was that it would involve a shift of topic and of period, requiring us to broach the subject of the USA as a colonial power. So I remained silent and all that arose in response to the question was the answer of a student who said that some countries are still designated by colonial names. That and the general listlessness that was noticed by the author of the written record.
I have already discussed the role of non-knowledge in our workshops on several levels. I have described the confrontation with a lack of knowledge as essential for unlearning existing assumptions about museums and scholarly enquiry. And I have described how initially-accepted gaps in knowledge – about museums and the African continent – can be interrogated. Gayatri Spivak has coined the term ‘sanctioned ignorance’ to refer to socially accepted non-knowledge. She speaks of a state of being uninformed that is not viewed as a gap in a person’s education but, on the contrary, stabilises their position. The episode that I have just described makes it clear that instances of this kind of powerful ignorance were not only questioned but also perpetuated in our workshops. The student needed knowledge and she did not receive it. The answer I failed to give has to do with an ignorance of my own, but one that at that moment also allowed me to avoid complexity. A complexity that would have been just what was needed. Because the question of whether there are still colonies today points to the motivation to understand what colonial history has to do with the here and now – just about the most essential question that could arise from our workshop topic.
Ignorant schoolmistresses and exclusions
Non-knowledge became important during the workshop in yet another way. I’d like to turn to a concrete situation that arose the second time we ran it: this time the group conducting research on the relief panel from Benin consisted of three girls. I jotted down my observations in the transcript:
It seems as if their first language is German, or at least they all have very good oral skills in the language. They listen attentively as I introduce the research task and the worksheet, and they pose several questions regarding the procedure. One girl asks: “Should we read all of that?” and points to the many copied texts that are spread out across the table. I say no and explain once more that they are to use the questions to choose something and can also use the computer to search the internet. They can leaf through the texts in order to find out which one might be important for them and read it. I leave them alone.
Later on: I come back into the room and find them sitting around the table with somewhat glum-looking faces. I ask how it’s going. A student points to the text from the catalogue ‘Being object, being art’[footnoteRef:28] and says: “Miss, we don’t understand it.” There were so many words they didn’t understand. I offer to help them. It begins with the title: ‘RELIEF PANEL: Kingdom of Benin, Nigeria’. What’s a relief? They have further questions regarding the first sentences of the text. They have underlined the words: [28:  ‘Reliefplatte – Königreich Benin’ in Sibeth, Achim (ed.), Being Object. Being Art: Meisterwerke aus der Sammlung des Museums der Weltkulturen, Frankfurt am Main, Frankfurt: Wasmuth, 2009, pp. 92-93.] 

--- start image (text with words highlighted, here underlined) ---
Objects made of bronze and ivory from the former Kingdom of Benin in southern Nigeria are among the most important documents of African art. The first reports of the existence of this kingdom came from Portuguese seafarers at the end of the fifteenth century. According to tradition, the dynastic origins of the kingdom lie in the thirteenth century. Descriptions by European travellers followed in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The accounts reveal that the Europeans were deeply impressed by the splendour of the capital, Benin City. The palace buildings made a particular impression on account both of their architectural design, with extensive atria, and their wooden palace walls and pillars, decorated with metal relief panels. These panels were produced by means of a technique known as lost-wax casting. The exceptionally impressive art of Benin was at the service of the oba, the king
--- end image ---
So they don’t understand the word ‘dynastic’, which means that the whole sentence is a mystery to them. I translate for them: “A dynasty is a family of kings. It means that the next king comes from the same family. Like with the Habsburgs.” They look at me quizzically. “No matter,” I say, “that’s usually the way with kings, like with the Queen of England and Prince Charles and all of them.” They nod. “So the beginning, when there was first a royal family there, was in the thirteenth century,” I explain.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Transcript from memory Nora Landkammer, 15.5.2017.] 

Not knowing vocabulary was obviously not one of the things we were thinking of when we spoke of ‘non-knowledge’ as a starting point. An enquiry-based approach, in which the facilitators emphasise that they have no answers and let the students draw their own conclusions can resemble the figure Jacques Rancière describes as the “ignorant schoolmaster”.[footnoteRef:30] With the historical example of Jean Joseph Jacotot, a French scholar in the eighteenth century, Rancière describes a teacher who instructs students who do not speak the same language as him. A translated book becomes a riddle for the students, who teach themselves the language. By means of this example, Rancière reveals the equal intelligence of all, as well as the emancipation that builds not on ‘being taught’, but precisely on the teacher’s ignorance. [30:  Rancière, Jacques, The Ignorant Schoolmaster: Five Lessons in Intellectual Emancipation, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991.] 

Explication is not necessary to remedy an incapacity to understand. On the contrary, this very incapacity is the structuring fiction of the explicative conception of the world. It is the explicator who needs the incapable and not the other way around; it is he who constitutes the incapable as such.[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Jean Joseph Jacotot in Rancière, The Ignorant Schoolmaster, p. 6.] 

The emancipation narrative of this book, which has been widely read in art contexts in particular, neglects to mention two essential factors: firstly, it is still the schoolmaster who selects the book. The emancipation is therefore relative to the extent that the goal to be reached remains the same as in other pedagogical arrangements, namely that the teacher determines what is to be learned and the students’ ultimate destination (rather than arriving somewhere else entirely, for example, by teaching themselves how to take school furniture apart rather than deciphering the book). Secondly: who the ‘students’ are (they are male, by the way), does not seem to be important to Rancière. The instruction takes place at a university. The capacities that the students bring with them – not only the ability to read but also their possession of forms of independent learning – are filtered out when the experience is transformed into a universal theory of emancipatory learning. The ways these previous forms of knowledge build on the ‘distinctions’ that Bourdieu investigates,[footnoteRef:32] which regulate access to knowledge in class-specific ways, go by the board. [32:  Bourdieu, Pierre, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984. On the critique of class-specific exclusion through free modes of teaching see Sertl, Michael; Patzner,Gerhard; and Rittberger, Michael (eds.), Offen und frei? Beiträge zur Diskussion Offener Lernformen, Innsbruck, Vienna, Bozen: Studienverlag, 2008 (Schulheft 130), online at http://www.schulheft.at/fileadmin/1PDF/schulheft-130.pdf [accessed 22.12.2017] and Sternfeld, Nora, ‘Der Taxispielertrick: Vermittlung zwischen Selbstregulierung und Selbstermächtigung’ in Jaschke, Beatrice; Martinz-Turek, Charlotte; and Sternfeld, Nora (eds.), Wer spricht? Autorität und Autorschaft in Ausstellungen, Vienna: Turia + Kant, 2005, pp.15-33.] 

If earlier I described experiences of contingency, the confrontation with the unknown, as essential for post-colonial unlearning, I now must add an equally essential objection. The thesis is untenable if students only see the gaps in their own knowledge. Dealing with non-knowledge proves to be a specific competence, indeed, a particular form of subjectivation: perceiving oneself as a ‘researcher’ engaged in deciphering a reality that although it is not immediately intelligible is in principle accessible to one’s intellect is something that is rehearsed and learnt. This was revealed in relation to the different school groups that participated in our workshop. One of the groups had an established practice of project work and ‘enquiry-based learning’ that the students felt was easy to apply to our workshop. The way one group of students proceeded made it clear that we are talking about a capacity that is the result of training: the group listened to the explanation of the materials and asked: “how much time do we have? I’ll set the stopwatch on my phone,” before dividing up the research questions and materials for efficient processing. Others had rehearsed and learnt the idea that if something remains unknown, then the problem is them. The girls in the Benin group were unable to see the fact that there are gaps in what is known about the object, because they were unable to see past the gaps in their own knowledge. Retreating to the position of ‘ignorant schoolmistresses’ produces exclusions. Museum education that focuses on non-knowledge and unlearning ought not to neglect the facts that ‘independent learning’ and a tolerance for ambiguity are learned competencies for which relevant assistance needs to be provided. It ought not neglect the desire for learning and explication either. The girls had underlined words in the text that they didn’t know and that we had to clarify. Clarifying terminology – or using the students’ technique of going through the text and marking unknown words – takes time and attention, which needs to be factored into the workshop plan.
Focusing on non-knowledge makes learning and research obligatory
Reading our experiences critically, against the grain, and with the help of Rancière’s story of the ignorant schoolmaster reveals first of all the exclusions that take place when an emancipatory experience of self-education is universalised. But our critique has to go beyond this. To stay with Rancière for a moment: by presenting himself as ignorant, the schoolmaster creates a very comfortable position for himself. He need not work and yet he nevertheless remains the schoolmaster. Nor does he render himself entirely obsolete. Instead he retains his position of power to the degree that he continues to define the learning goal and presumably is also paid. But no duty arises that would oblige him to do something about his own ignorance. The problem, thus focused, can be applied to our approach to museum education on the topic of ownership and restitution. Lacking information essential to the task of clarifying the possibility of restitution cannot be a permanent condition. Emphasising non-knowledge could contribute to a stabilisation of the status quo, a museum (and facilitators) who, revealing the gaps in their knowledge, sit back and justify themselves with the point that a lack of information means that everything stays as it is (and they continue to be paid). To some extent that can already be observed in the debate over provenance research: the argument that full investigation of the collections would be a large and expensive undertaking which, moreover, would in many cases be bound to fail on account of the state of the documentary sources, is treated as a justification for not beginning the research at all (starting with just a few pieces, for example).[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Thus, for example, Karl-Heinz Kohl in a contribution to the discussion around the Humboldt Forum in Die Zeit, argues that in order to research the provenances of the collection of the Berlin museum, an entire staff would have to be hired, asking whether such an expense would be worth it given the poor state of the documentary sources: Kohl, ‘Dies ist Kunst, um ihrer selbst willen’.] 

Accordingly, what took place experimentally in our workshops needs to be carried further. After the workshop, both the curator who was involved and the facilitators carried out research into questions they had been unable to answer. Knowing more the next time around is a necessary condition for an educational format of this kind: to have researched a collector, to have educated yourself further about an aspect of colonial history, to have located institutions in the regions of origin for further research. This does not mean relinquishing non-knowledge and disagreement as pedagogical components. The point is to push a continuous process of learning and research further. As Wayne Modest, director of the Research Center for Material Culture at the Tropenmuseum Amsterdam said at a conference on provenance research: “No matter how many unsolved cases and questions there are and remain: every step to a proper provenance, every return, every step towards opening up and sharing, is a step.”[footnoteRef:34] The horizon, perhaps utopian, of enquiry-based education on questions of the ownership of cultural goods in ethnographic collections stands and falls with its ability to contribute to finding individual and informed solutions for the future of the objects. [34:  Cited according to the conference report by Sophie Schasiepen, https://sensmus.hypotheses.org/286 [accessed 3.1.2018].] 

Conclusion: learning and unlearning
The education program What’s that doing here? attempted to invite students to think of the current situation of provenance research and ownership conditions of ethnographic collections as an open issue, taking gaps in knowledge and disagreement as its starting point. In the present text, I have elaborated both on moments of insight and on problems arising from this approach. One of the consequences is that all parties involved draw on prior knowledge that is often one-sided and determined by colonial mentalities. Education means engaging with these reservoirs of knowledge that individuals bring with them. The focus on information and research that is lacking can lead to inadequate communication of essential knowledge and to us facilitators allowing ourselves ignorance where there is a need for information. Teaching what we do not (yet) know makes sense only if it involves a commitment to research and further education in dealing with collection objects. Otherwise non-knowledge could actually become yet another master-narrative for museums, providing a legitimisation of the status quo.[footnoteRef:35] Finally, the open, enquiry-based approach can lead to exclusions if participants, seeking the reasons for why they don’t understand and don’ succeed in their research, look to themselves instead of looking to the way that research has historically been carried out, the way that museums are organised and the colonial configuration. All these issues point to the close mutual relationship between gains in knowledge and an understanding of the limitations of knowledge, between an emphasis on non-knowledge and the provision of information and tools. If the point is to join with visitors in seriously pursuing the question of ‘What’s that doing here?’ in an ethnographic collection, education means generating a dynamic within this mutual relationship. If this dynamic gets going, then education about ownership conditions and provenance can do more than that which ought to go without saying for a postcolonial museum, namely informing visitors about the complex history and controversial future of collections. It can also lead to an un-learning (a spelling that perhaps better expresses the interplay) that goes beyond individual objects and their histories. In the tentative, often frustrating engagement with the bounds of knowledge about the collection, it is possible to un-learn what ‘scholarship’ and ‘museums’ are, and for them to become visible as contingent components of a (post)colonial reality. [35:  See Albrecht, Julia, ‘Die koloniale Verstrickung des Weltkulturen Museums und ihre Relevanz für die Arbeit in Bildung und Vermittlung’ in this publication via http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/ TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_02.pdf.] 
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Sertl, Michael; Patzner, Gerhard; and Rittberger, Michael (eds.): Offen und frei? Beiträge zur Diskussion Offener Lernformen, Innsbruck, Wien, Bozen: Studienverlag, 2008 (Schulheft 130), online at http://www.schulheft.at/fileadmin/1PDF/schulheft-130.pdf [accessed 22.12.2017].
Sibeth, Achim (ed.): Being Object. Being Art: Meisterwerke aus der Sammlung des Museums der Weltkulturen, Frankfurt am Main. Frankfurt: Wasmuth, 2009, pp. 92-93.
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Sternfeld, Nora: ‘Der Taxispielertrick: Vermittlung zwischen Selbstregulierung und Selbstermächtigung’, in: Jaschke, Beatrice; Martinz-Turek, Charlotte; and Sternfeld, Nora (eds.): Wer spricht? Autorität und Autorschaft  in Ausstellungen, Vienna: Turia + Kant, 2005, pp.15-33.
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