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Transition Points in Museum Education: Moments of Research and Politicisation in Teaching about History [footnoteRef:1] [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] 

Karin Schneider

The participants gather around the table with the objects. A student asks which ceremonies the object was used for. The curator says that she doesn’t know, because, as is often the case, many details are lacking. The amount of information available depends on who brought the object into the museum. [I don’t know if it is due to her answer, but the participants are suddenly very quiet.][footnoteRef:2] [2:  Transcript, Lea Sante, 15.05.2017. ] 

When reading the transcript, this description of the students becoming “suddenly very quiet” feels different to the silence that is associated with carelessness, or the “exhausted silence” (see later excerpt) that is described in so many of the transcripts of the opening sequences of the various sessions of the workshop What’s that doing here? at the Weltkulturen Museum Frankfurt: 
	Do you recognise [when you look at the copies of the index cards that we have handed 	out] the circumstances in which the objects were found? ‘The facilitator looks around, 	saying that it is not about right or wrong, but only what you think.’
	Two girls start to giggle, but then silence descends once again[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Transcript, Lea Sante, 15.05.2017 .
] 


Between the opening situation described in the second quote and the introductory episode with the curator, something had changed in the mood, the atmosphere and energy surrounding the question of what can and cannot be known about certain objects in the Africa collection at the Weltkulturen Museum. Silence or quiet are no longer linked to distractions such as giggling, and they do not convey feelings of perplexity or denial when I read them. Instead, they function as signs of attentive concern – at least in the view of the note-taker, and for me too, as I write about these events and attempt to draw conclusions from them.
In this article,[footnoteRef:4] I am interested as an educator[footnoteRef:5] in any moments that generate such shifts in workshops. I designate these as transition points[footnoteRef:6] of museum education, ones which can result in moments of upheaval, such as when conflicts emerge between participants in relation to their positions on the subject at hand, leading them to express their true opinions without being prompted and perhaps even also engage in vigorous arguments. [4:  This article is the result of collective conceptual labour and intensive discussions between Nora Landkammer, Julia Albrecht, and me. The line of thought and key points presented herein owe a lot to this co-operation and are largely a product of it. My own analysis of sequences from the transcripts can only be understood in conjunction with Landkammer and Albrecht’s analyses, and should be seen as embedded within these. At this point I would also like to thank Julia Friedel, the curator of the Africa collection at the Weltkulturen Museum Frankfurt, for her keen discussion of the text. ]  [5:  As I was reading Esther Poppe’s text, it also became clear to me that I was writing from a position of a facilitator from Vienna who did not work at this museum. I obviously experience the things described here from a greater distance; at the same time though, I feel like a guest in these spaces, and that is also to be noted in the context of this text.]  [6:  “A transition point is the point at which a transition of physical properties takes place, such as the point at which laminar flow changes to turbulent flow”; online at https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/ transition-point [accessed 26.12.2017].
] 

pull quote:
I imagine these transition points as thresholds that cannot be passed through without faltering a little. What is interesting in educational work is that while such thresholds cannot be intentionally integrated, they also do not emerge by chance. 

What’s that doing here? A research day and its setting
The workshop What’s that doing here?, which I developed together with Julia Albrecht and Nora Landkammer, aimed to engage school students in a discussion about the origins of objects in the Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt, and thereby in debates around restitution and in interrogations of the colonial histories of these objects. As Nora Landkammer mentions in her article, our desire was to engage with the complexities of histories and debates. To this end, we considered it necessary to start with concrete histories about specific objects and then develop questions about them. The goal was to go beyond generalised judgements and statements in order to discuss the question of repatriation and the histories of collections. We designated the workshop itself as a ‘research day’. In doing so, we evoked particular expectations in ourselves and presumably in the students and teachers as well, expectations which are also connected with the desire to find out things that we don’t already know. 
In my search for transition points, I focus in on micro-sequences within the workshop and use workshop transcripts and statements to analyse what effect these points had on the development of the discussion. In order to be able to contextualise these within the progression of the workshop, I will also briefly sketch out the structure of the research day and the overall framework of our documentation and my analysis. 
A central element of the introductory sequence of the workshop was the contextualisation of our central research question within the history of German colonialism. Using a timeline (which we later changed to an illustrated handout[footnoteRef:7]) we asked students questions about their knowledge of colonialism and provided them with the most important key facts.[footnoteRef:8] Using photos on copies of index cards, students chose the objects from the Africa collection that they found most interesting, and working groups were then formed based on these choices. In the small groups that we supervised, the students were given the opportunity to research the history and background of the objects they had selected, and prepare questions for Julia Friedel, the curator of the Africa collection. For this research phase, we prepared documents such as text extracts from catalogues, secondary literature and critical statements on the question of repatriation (for example in the form of YouTube videos as well as a list of links for independent internet research). We provided students with a worksheet (the basis of the Museum Consultation Guidelines[footnoteRef:9]), which was intended to guide the students in the research phase (for more on the issues faced in this research phase, see the text by Nora Landkammer). The interview with Friedel took place among the Africa collection, and Friedel had arranged the objects that the students had researched. Following the interview and visit to the collection’s storage facilities, the working groups reconvened and discussed their positions on the question of what should happen to each particular object in the future: should it be returned? Should it be exhibited? Where and how? Each viewpoint was subsequently discussed in a plenary session, contextualised by the facilitators through examples from the Argument Box[footnoteRef:10] and then made into a poster with the heading Museum Consultation. 	Comment by Landkammer Nora: Redaktionelle notiz: für companion anpassen	Comment by Landkammer Nora: LINK ändern [7:  Produced and designed by Julia Albrecht.]  [8:  http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_14.pdf.]  [9:  http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_13.pdf.]  [10:  http://www.traces.polimi.it/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/TR_WP3_The-museum-as-a-site_12.pdf] 

In total, three workshops were carried out with three different school groups, whose members were aged between 16 and 18. The selection of the class groups was determined by the teachers with whom we were able to establish good contact, as well as which groups were interested in spending an entire school day in the museum and were also able to organise this. Based on our experience in museum work with school groups, such interest and availability often occurs in privileged educational contexts, ones in which particular value is placed on enquiry-based learning, project days and activities to foster creativity. In order to avoid developing a programme that would be oriented exclusively towards the needs and opportunities of such schools, it was also important for us to also include students from a range of socioeconomic and educational backgrounds and to take them into account in our analysis. In the first workshop, participants came from a private Christian secondary and grammar school (Realschule and Gymnasium), while in the two following workshops, a comprehensive school and a comprehensive (cultural) school (Integrierte Gesamtschule) took part.[footnoteRef:11]  	Comment by Landkammer Nora: FN überprüfen [11:  Translator’s note: In German-speaking countries, secondary students are typically divided into one of three school types: Hauptschule, Realschule and Gymnasium, based on results and perceived aptitudes. Simply put, a Hauptschule is geared towards preparing students to go on to learn a trade, a Gymnasium towards preparing students for an academic path at university, with the Realschule essentially mediating between the two. An integrierte Gesamtschule combines all three student groups.] 

We carried out research on all three workshops. This comprised collating detailed reports of facilitators’ perspectives as well as (in the second and third workshops) attending workshops as participant observers and the creation of observer reports. Finally, Julia Albrecht conducted a reflective interview with curator Julia Friedel. The interviews with Friedel conducted by the students were also partially recorded and transcribed, and there is also a transcript of one of my groups from the third workshop. 
During the workshop implementation period, the education team skyped regularly, in order to reflect on their experiences in the individual workshops. These sessions were also recorded, and served both the analysis and the practical reflections, which resulted in on-going adaptations to the workshop structure and materials. 
For this reason, my central research question comes less from the immediate experiences of my work with students in the context of What’s that doing here?, and more from the later reading and coding of the various records and transcripts. Immediately following the workshops themselves, I was often too exhausted to get a sense of what had actually happened in them – at least, that was the case after the second workshop. After the third workshop however, I was left with an immediate sense of profound surprise: following our visit to the storage facilities of the Africa collection and a (relatively tedious) interview with the curator, the opening sequence that I personally felt to be agonising (see transcript below) led to a fierce, engaged, and even emotional discussion among my small group. This was only a short period (see later excerpt) of perhaps 20 minutes of a much longer five or six-hour workshop, but it exhibited aspects of every form of museum education that Nora Landkammer and I had termed “conflict learning” in the context of the TRACES project. But who created this site of “conflict learning”? How did we get there from the moments of giggling and silence and torment that occurred at the beginning? It is here that I would like to speak about transition points. Another reason that I chose this term was that it suggests that there is no antagonistic break between such disparate moments in an educational activity, but rather that a shift occurs, after which a group shows an interest in discussion, engagement with their task, and a desire to learn. 	Comment by Office 2004 Test Drive-Benutzer: Für companion: Referenz zu Text Nora+Karin in der Begriffe Sektion
What remains to be understood is what actually happens in such moments. 
pull quote:
So what is it that causes a small group of extremely bored students – at least for a brief moment – to suddenly become extremely concerned with the question of what should happen to objects in a German museum, objects which have ended up there due to colonial relations of power and violence? 
Put more abstractly: how do moments of research and politicisation emerge in history educational work whereby history can be understood as something that concerns me as an individual, and makes me want to acquire knowledge about it so that I can take a personal stance on it?
Marking out transition points enables us to cease trying to make the entire workshop into a  research activity,[footnoteRef:12] and instead to identify those outbreaks of inquisitiveness that arise in specific moments within it.[footnoteRef:13] [12:  I drew this analytical focus directly from our team discussions. Immediately after the workshops we often tended to self-critically question whether we could really speak of ‘research’ in this context.]  [13:  Here I am invoking the conception of research developed by Arjun Apparudai which sets out from the presumption of a “right to research” (fundamental for processes of democratisation within the museum), in order to determine what we each need to know, but do not know yet. Appadurai, Arjun.  “The right to research”, in Globalisation, Societies and Education. vol. 4, no.2,  July  2006, pp. 167-177; here p. 167f.] 


“That’s also why we tortured you like that (laughs)”: change and the link between boredom and the desire for knowledge
The first school group came from a privileged educational context: a private school which is also explicitly oriented towards open and independent forms of learning, which is exactly what the students and teachers expected at a research day.[footnoteRef:14] These experiences and expectations regarding enquiry-based learning were not as prevalent with the other two school groups, or at least that was our impression.[footnoteRef:15] [14:  Here I am referring to the reports by Julia Albrecht regarding her preliminary discussions with the teacher. ]  [15:  The extent to which this was shaped by our own presumptions is also evidenced by the feedback we received from a facilitator who regularly works at the museum in our joint text discussion, that the school that participated in the last session had “enquiry-based learning” in their study plan and that they had regularly carried museum workshops with this school with this principle in mind.] 

In our Skype sessions between the first and second workshops, we suggested that the idea of open and independent research (in the form of instructions given to working groups or in the form of students independently developing their own questions) was working well for the students who were used to such forms of learning at their private schools, while for the students from the Gesamtschule and Realschule, the invitation to carry out research seemed to present a structure that was less familiar and therefore possibly unproductive and overwhelming[footnoteRef:16] (Nora Landkammer describes how some of these differences became evident in the group discussions in her article). In our reflections on our own practice, we also concerned ourselves with the debate occurring in the field of critical art education surrounding open forms of learning. In a text that has now virtually become canonical in the field, Taxispielertrick,[footnoteRef:17] Nora Sternfeld invokes Bourdieu in interrogating the very openness posited by forms of open education, pointing out the inherent social exclusions that they conceal: [16:  Transcript of the Skype session between the workshop leaders on 09.06.2017.]  [17:  Sternfeld, Nora, ‘Der Taxispielertrick: Vermittlung zwischen Selbstregulierung und Selbstermächtigung’, in schnittpunkt, Beatrice Jaschke, Nora  Sternfeld (eds.) Who Speaks? Authority and Authorship in Exhibitions, Vienna: Turia + Kant, 2005, pp.15–33.] 

Bourdieu shows that the move towards spontaneity and the concomitant devaluation of knowledge transfer and of the teaching of specific techniques can lead to a situation where … class-specific distinctions are reinforced.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Ibid., p.23.] 

In our own accounts of the research day, we saw a mirroring of this ambivalence towards independent research in education. These methods are conceived as having an emancipatory function, but for students who are not used to being addressed as researchers, they can act as barriers to learning.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Transcript of the Skype session between the workshop leaders on 09.06.2017.] 

Our descriptions of the private school students backed up the presumptions we expressed in the debrief sessions (I have emphasised the statements that reflect these impressions): 
“The group work is proceeding with great interest: the teenagers appear to be well-acquainted with this kind of group work, and work independently.”[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Transcript, Nora  Landkammer, 15.05.2017.] 

In contrast, the descriptions of the first group of the other two classes contain references to boredom: 
“Though the others are looking for something on the internet, they are unsure of what they should be doing, which has led to a lot of restlessness. I am happy that we will be doing the interview soon.”[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Transcript, Karin Schneider, 06.06.2017.] 

The presence of ‘boredom’ is quite clearly expressed in the transcript for the opening sequence of the third workshop (I have emphasised the statements that are suggestive of boredom):
The group seated themselves somewhat reluctantly on the felt floor covering. (There were a few yawns. Looking around, the group is a bit worn out) … “You have an object and a date. Can you see a connection?” Silence.[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Transcript, Stephanie Endter, 06.06.2017.] 

The handout that Julia had made about colonialism still seems somewhat abstract and academic, and as we went through it, time really dragged on. What I noticed above all was one boy who I felt was particularly unmotivated… 
As I started to lead my small group in group work, there was also no motivation to think about questions for the curator. We looked at a catalogue from the Reitburg Museum in Zurich together and read out an extract about the Kom throne.
In this instance, and for this group, even this didn’t seem interesting…[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Transcript, Karin Schneider, 13.06.2017] 

Despite this, this sequence and the handout about colonial history distributed at the beginning played a role in one of the later group discussions with my group (one which was hardly to be expected given the boredom that had arisen in the opening sequence). An excerpt from the record (including parts of the transcript) refers to the discussion after the interview with the curator, in which the students spoke about the Kom throne from Cameroon:  
During a discussion about the Kom throne from Cameroon, a student asked: “What happened? Did Germany take it over?” The facilitator replied: “Are you asking about the colonial history of Cameroon?” Student A: “Yes! […] if they ruled over the country, then they would have been able to take everything…” […] Student B [reading from the handout that we had previously distributed]: That was from 1884 to 1904, and the throne was taken in 1904.” Facilitator: “Yes, yes.” Student A: “So that was while Germany occupied it.” Facilitator: “Exactly.” Another student [very quietly and pensively]: “So we can assume that they simply took it.” Facilitator: “Well, you always have to look very carefully… but that’s also why we tortured you like that (laughs) with that potentially boring opening sequence”…[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Transcript (including transcription of direct speech), Karin Schneider, 13.06.2017] 

According to the transcript, this sequence was followed by a collective contemplation of the handout. The facilitator explained more about the time period in which the object being discussed, the Kom throne from Cameroon, was taken to Germany. 
At this point, a number of issues relevant for both the practice and reflection of museum education become apparent that can also shed new light on how we perceive the facilitator and the different school groups in our analysis. 
In terms of practice: if there is a “difficult starting point” (as the teacher also agreed), if the students are “taken out of their comfort zone”, this does not mean you can draw conclusions about the effects or necessity of such a situation for the subsequent sequences. Even if students get bored in an opening sequence, knowledge compiled in these sequences can be called upon in a following one and be used productively and autonomously by the students. In the example mentioned above, both for the students and for me as the facilitator, the need for a historical framework only became evident once the students had developed a desire to learn something about the specific object that they had chosen. This desire first emerged as a result of the educational activities, and it was only at this point that the implementation of the opening sequence became productive. 
On the level of analysis, new lines of questioning can be developed as a result of the outcomes of such sequences. Offers of enquiry-based learning in museums require that participants have acquired the skills that allow them to pose questions, express their own opinion and carry out independent research. If it is clear that research skills must be learned and that this only tends to happen in privileged educational institutions, this can lead to a situation where open educational programmes lead to the exclusion of those who are not familiar with these formats. Initially, we took the silence that we noted in the session transcripts and the restlessness and boredom to be indicative of this exclusion. Following a comparative reading of the individual transcripts, however, it became evident that despite their differences, there were instances of boredom and disinterest in all of the groups, as well as engagement, discussion and concentration (although they may have occurred at different points in the workshop), and that furthermore, instances of boredom or being overwhelmed could lead to productive outcomes at other points in the workshop. 
Having had more experience with texts or working in groups, as was the case with the first school group, did not definitively lead to a distinct enquiry-oriented approach in the sense of a critical and engaged debate. The students who were used to enquiry-based learning, who knew what was expected of them, displayed less resistance to the processes that we suggested. In contrast to the two other sessions, however, their discussions at a later point in the workshop were not as heated, controversial, or engaged (at least in my group). 
pull quote:
As such, the ‘transition points’ of museum education also clearly refer to a shift in our perception of the individual school groups in the process of our analysis.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  For a precise analysis of the change in the perceptions of students from less-privileged educational contexts, compare Schneider, Karin, Sölkner, Sabine (featuring a contribution from Veronika Wöhrer). ‘Von didaktischen Fröschen und Geigenfamilien: Ein intersektioneller Blick auf einen Museumsbesuch’, in: Harrasser, Doris; Harrasser, Karin; and Kiessling, Stephanie et al: Wissen Spielen: Untersuchungen zur Wissensaneignung von Kindern in Museen, Bielefeld: Transcript, 2011, pp. 211-235.
] 


This does not lead to an erasure of the difference between social and educational status, however their impact can be transformed. 
It is possible that the resistance to our predefined modes of action carries the potential of a fundamentally critical attitude. At a later point in the workshop, this resistant attitude can shift to a position that is critical of the content. 
My interpretation of a number of transcript excerpts suggests that in the sequences triggered by transition points, social differences no longer necessarily appear as deficits. 

“Woah, dude, our knife!” – object identification and the performance of “institutional ignorance” as a transition point
[Sequence from the opening situation, an elaboration on the background of colonialism]
Karin gets involved and asks whether they know what an ethnographic showcase or colonial exhibition is, and the students turn and look at her. From somewhere in the group, I hear “…as if I would know” and all of the students begin to laugh. 
I hear a lot of noises; there is whispering and giggling, and I struggle to concentrate…the students seem to be a bit distracted too. 
Many participants appear lethargic. There are worksheets flying around.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Transcript, Lea Sante, 15.05.2017;  emphasis on sections that refer to “boredom” and contextualisation in brackets are mine.] 

In at least a couple of the groups, however, the mood changed noticeably following the interview with the curator: 
Even if the interview was not overly lively and I had to ask many of the questions myself, the students seemed very engaged afterwards.
[A girl who was working on the Kom throne argues strongly for its return.] The boys that had the throwing knife are less moved: Why make such a fuss? What is the problem, really? The objects are in Germany now, it doesn’t really matter. The girl who worked on the Kom throne is upset. And before I know it, a war of words breaks out between two boys and two girls.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Transcript, Karin Schneider, 13.05.2017.] 

A similar shift occurs in the third workshop: “Everyone is speaking over the top of one another, and I try to say something as well, but can’t make myself heard and so I let it continue, I guess because I feel the students’ thoughts need to be heard.”[footnoteRef:28]  [28:  Transcript, Karin Schneider, 06.06.2017.] 

One transition point is the interview with the curator that occurs as part of the visit to the collection and the students’ encounter with the original objects. Following the interview, there was a redistribution of knowledge, which also caused a shift in terms of who had something to say. Once again, when it comes to educational practice in the museum, the importance of our productive collaboration with the curator of the Africa collection cannot be overstated. The way we worked together to choose the objects to be studied,[footnoteRef:29] her interest in hearing the discussions around controversial issues, and her readiness to openly and frankly answers the students’ questions were directly responsible for the interview and the encounter with the objects being able to act as a transition point. This also means that for future workshops with this kind of focus and structure, similar collaborations should be sought out, incorporating curators in the programme who are interested in contributing to an interrogation of their collections. In the following sequences, I would like to show that the ‘institutional voice’ embodied by the curator can make a valuable contribution to such an educational situation. A contribution which sheds light on the contradictions and dominant regimes of the institution, creating situations that can act as transition points, triggering or initiating instances of enquiry-based learning.  [29:  Friedel also consciously chose objects from the collection which have a problematic or unresolved colonial and or collection history, and for which little or only contradictory information is available.] 

With the interview format, the relations between knowledge and non-knowledge, questions and answers take on a new structure. While in the opening sequence it was the facilitators who asked students questions (to which it was unclear whether the students were supposed to be able to answer them), now the person being questioned was the curator – that is, a voice that was presented to the students as a representative of the institution, as an authority on the collection and the objects that comprise it. When such a voice now states that they don’t actually know something, this takes on a very particular meaning that can then reshape the rest of the workshop. I designate this as specific, institutional non-knowledge, and would like to elucidate this using some sections from a transcript of the interview with the curator.[footnoteRef:30] (I have highlighted aspects relating to the term specific, institutional non-knowledge):  [30:  In order to understand the context, some parts of the transcript were retrospectively corrected. These, along with omissions, have been placed in brackets.] 

Student: “Were there attempts to find out where it came from? And how it got here…?” 
Curator: “[Both pieces were brought to the museum by the missionary Reinhold Rohde, but there is] no information that tells us: this is how it happened. Research was done [on whether missionary Reinhold Rohde had bought or stolen the object], but there is no information [about that].”
Student: “There’s some kind of material around its neck; do you know if it has some kind of meaning, it really stands out …”
Curator: “Yeah, I am not entirely sure whether it was also the case with the throne; there were a number of objects, and many were generously wrapped in pearls, and this is because pearls came to Africa with the Europeans, they were used in the trade of slaves (and palm oil) …”[footnoteRef:31] [31:  Transcript, Karin Schneider, 13.06.2017 (Including a transcript of part of the interview with Julia Friedel) ] 

At transition points, therefore, a shift between knowledge and non-knowledge takes place: in our transcripts, non-knowledge at the start of the workshop with the second and third school groups is marked as “hesitation”, “silence”, and “restlessness”, while in the subsequent group discussion, the specific non-knowledge exhibited by the representative of the institution in relation to the object sparked heated debate among the students. Why? 
In the opening sequence of the workshop, by testing the students’ prior knowledge (about the colonial past) and providing them with new knowledge about it, we referenced familiar elements of classroom learning while working with materials that were familiar to them from an educational context, such as index cards, texts, and worksheets. In contrast to how these are normally used in schools, however, our materials employed open-ended and unanswerable questions, and in the opening sequence we asked the students unclear questions and encouraged them to declare their non-knowledge. This may have produced a moment of dissonance in the students. Though these references might have transported them back to the classroom setting, the fact that the materials did not conform to their normal use at school (this was certainly the case with the classes who were less familiar with open learning settings) may have incited confusion. The moments in the transcript that I designated with the code ‘boredom’ in this article could also refer to this tension between being transported back to the classroom (the request for knowledge is also associated with this: “What do you know about colonial history?”) and the incomprehensible requests to “research” or “express yourself freely”.
In contrast, the interview situation saw another constellation of knowledge and non-knowledge emerge, along with another denotation of the game of question and answer: here, the curator presented herself as someone who, despite having a lot of general knowledge about her subject area, in particular about background histories (such as the history of the trade in enslaved peoples), openly admitted that she could not really answer the questions that the students wanted to ask about the history of this specific object. 
This all seems to fit together nicely enough while also being strangely abstract, if we fail to more precisely identify what exactly is not known and how it can come to be that a very well-informed curator does not have this knowledge, even though she goes to great pains to acquire it. 
I stayed below (in the storage facility) and Julia came straight over with her group. The students made a beeline for the table and seemed curious. I heard “Woah, dude, our knife…”. They wanted to touch the object. The curator allowed one participant to investigate the dagger (another record of this moment mentions that she gave them gloves for this) and she explained a bit about it. The participants asked the curator about the collector, and again she said that there was very little information about them. The longer the chain, the more information is lost, and therefore the history of the object is sometimes difficult to obtain. The curator explained that the object had belonged to the Herero, and subsequent questions made it clear that the participants didn’t know anything about the Herero. Julia Friedel (the curator) provided some information about the history of the Herero and the genocide.[footnoteRef:32]  [32:  Transcript, Lea Sante, 06.06.2017] 

The change in the dynamic of the workshop (this being the second one) is even noticeable in the language of the transcript and is also described through the change of location: we find ourselves “down below”, with the objects that had previously only been seen in pictures and described in texts. The objects produce a desire to touch and this can even be realised, as we are in the storage facility rather than the exhibition, and the curator has given her permission. At this point in the transcript, the word research takes on another meaning, one that is connected to what we are doing with our hands at this moment. Explanations relate directly to the objects and our sensuous contact with it.
As soon as the general historical information is connected with a specific object, the students seem to be interested, and the curator responds eagerly: she speaks about the genocide committed against the Herero by Germans, and that it is a part of history that is necessary to know in order to be able to understand the specific, institutional non-knowledge about this object. In the course of a “long chain” of changes in ownership, specific knowledge about this object was lost, and at the beginning of the chain there is murder; a genocide. That is important to know: that the non-knowledge of the institution surrounding this object and the questions of the students regarding it are directly connected with this history. This history is the basis for that non-knowledge, which has lost its innocence or its ‘school-like’ dimension: becoming bored or struggling with the material is no longer an innocent category of possible student behaviour. Anybody who does not know anything is somehow implicated in this history, this murder and its possible denial or minimisation – a history with which there was a sensuous connection for the students in relation to “our ceremonial knife”, even before they found out about it.
I am not suggesting that the students are aware of this or that they would necessarily agree with this viewpoint. However, I would like to propose that the dramatic change of mood that occurred at some points – as depicted above, a bored silence transforming into another kind of silence, or previously sleepy students becoming really angry and confrontational – could have something to do with them sensing that non-knowledge has lost its innocence, or at least feels different and more uncomfortable that their own non-knowledge that they know so well from school. 
Precisely because such objects are focal points for a range of interpretations, museums are ideal places to enter into such negotiations around interpretations, as museologist Bernadette Lynch notes: 
The museum object is amenable to symbolism; acting as symbol, it can unlock experience and thus become an immensely useful device as the focal point for projective imagination in storytelling and memory work, for discussion and debate and for participatory drama. The object helps unlock experience and becomes the catalyst for communication, for intercultural understanding and sometime resistance.[footnoteRef:33] [33:  Lynch,  Bernadette: ‘Collaboration, contestation, and creative conflict: On the efficacy of museum/community partnership’, in: Marstine, Janet (ed.), The Routledge Companion to Museum Ethics: Redifining Ethics for the Twenty-First Century Museum, London and New York: Routledge, 2011, pp. 146-164; here p. 156.] 

For this, however, in our workshops, a resonance had to be created between the voice of the institution and the objects on exhibit. When the voice of the institution displays its ‘specific non-knowledge’, this allows the students to perceive their own non-knowledge differently. Rather than perceiving it as a personal flaw, as just one more thing they don't know and can therefore ignore, they can now experience their non-knowledge regarding the histories of the objects in the museum as something that is informed by colonial histories of violence; a topic that in the first section of the workshop they perceived as so boring. At this point, the object also begins to speak. As something that bears witness to these histories, it provides a continual reminder of the existence of knowledge that was destroyed in the course of this history. It does this through the mere fact that it is now in a German museum and since it was not seen as necessary in the past to generate this knowledge, it is now impossible to do so. 
By picking out an object, researching it, and then later encountering it in the collection, the students also came to identify with the object to a certain extent. In some cases, this also produced a feeling of being implicated in this history, and therefore having to take a stance on it. The transition point, therefore, is created as a result of a specific interaction with a specific object. It emerges in the tension between the desire to understand the history of the object and the realisation that the voice of the institution cannot simply fulfil this desire. The mood of the group changes and becomes more serious, more engaged, and more confrontational. 
pull quote:
Perhaps the students began to sense that knowledge, even when it is desired, is sometimes difficult to obtain, and that the history of this non-knowledge is connected with violence and ignorance. 
---
As soon as the students invoke the subject of the workshops and begin to ask questions about the origin and possibilities of the object’s restitution, non-knowledge becomes tied up with the question of the object’s origin, and itself becomes an explanation for why the object cannot be returned. In this sense, the reference to non-knowledge becomes an explanation for the students, even if it is an unsatisfactory one: 
One participant (who had become angry in the preparatory stage – K.S.) asked why the throne has not been returned if it was such an important object at the time? The curator explained that lack of knowledge was one of the main reasons. If it was a fair exchange or a gift, then it would not be given back, but it is unclear whether the exchange was legitimate or not… The museum is expending an increasing amount of energy on these issues. Even the designation as a ‘gift’ can (sometimes) be brought into question. With some objects, it was later determined that they were brought here under somewhat suspicious circumstances.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Transcript, Julia Albrecht, 06.06.2017.] 

In this question and answer session with the students, Julia Friedel emphasised that provenance researchers were necessary in order to be able to make advances in this area; researchers who would undertake the laborious work of investigating these histories. Of course, as the curator explained, such work costs money, and it would therefore be a political decision to finance these; such a decision must also be made by the government, and this is already happening in a number of places.[footnoteRef:35]   [35:  Because the transcript was unclear in its formulation at this point, Friedel was spoken to about her interview with the students again and the missing information was added to the text. Transcript, Karin Schneider, 22.03.2018.] 

Here, non-knowledge is presented as a justification for why things are not returned. Any potential return would require their provenance to be clarified, which would require government support. This problem cannot seem to be solved by the museum alone. It is clear, even if not directly addressed, that this would also necessitate collaborative efforts with bearers of knowledge from indigenous communities, curators and researchers in the relevant former colonies. At least in the curator’s explanation, non-knowledge and non-change exist in a mutually dependent relation, through which non-knowledge acquires a political dimension that goes beyond the museum. The transition point occurs when the conceptual horizon of the specific educational setting is extended. As a result, as previously intimated, non-knowledge and knowledge are re-configured. To begin with, during the opening stages of the workshop, the students associated non-knowledge with their own sense of being overwhelmed or with the classroom setting. Their own lack of desire to know, expressed through giggling and boredom, might also have been a sign of their rejection of the demands placed on them in this section. Now, however, non-knowledge comes to be connected to the violent destruction of knowledge in the course of colonial dispossession, and the ‘desire not to know’ appears as a justification for non-restitution. Through this, the students are confronted with a new situation: 
pull quote:
‘Wanting to know’ can become an act of solidarity or resistance, and ‘not wanting to know’ can symbolise the status quo.
---
Here we also see a transition point, where their ‘student position’ shifts, which unsettles them and calls upon them to take a stance in a new way. Through the curator’s openness about various instances of non-knowledge and reference to political contexts, perhaps it can become clear to the students that with the acceptance of non-knowledge as a possible position in relation to colonial history (even if it is just out of boredom), they have already taken a stance in some sense, and one which justifies the status quo of the collection policies of the institution. To me, it seemed that this was a stance that a number of students (such as those in my second and third workshops who engaged in heated arguments) no longer wanted to take. At this point, at least these students began to sometimes get involved in the business of questioning the legitimacy of non-knowledge, and thus became researchers and adopted a political stance. Of course, my speculations regarding this point in the workshop are hypothetical and interpret the students according to a specific set of assumptions that are informed by my own hopes, desires, and perhaps even my own memories of being a student. What is certain though, is that the combination of openness, abundance of historical knowledge, the lack of knowledge about specific aspects of objects’ histories due to a dearth of sources and the portrayal of political contexts that occurred in the discussion with the curator introduced “turbulence” into the workshop. The simple expectation that might usually prevail in such a situation – that a concrete question addressed to an expert would result in a simple and concrete answer, and that this exercise would have little to do with any kind of political reality – is completely called into question. This leads to some students being made to feel unsure of their previously ambivalent or cautious position, while others feel that their originally critical or resistant attitude has been validated. As to the question of how these educational transition points manage to transform elements of a workshop into moments of research (in the sense of questioning what one is told) and/or politicisation (in the sense of taking a stance), we can say that the interplay of the curator’s open display of institutional non-knowledge and her introduction of the political dimension of this non-knowledge with the students’ own performances of non-knowledge (through the display of boredom, through giggling, yawning, and silence…) caused them to realise that they were also palpably implicated in this discourse, and at certain moments felt called upon to respond. At the same time, the presence of the object makes it continually apparent that there is something that ought to be known here, something which as a result of colonial histories of violence and the associated suppression of the knowledge in the colonies themselves may have been irretrievably lost, or whose retrieval would at the very least require significant effort. Above all, it is also a matter of the unavailable information regarding the object’s origin and acquisition. This tension between what the curator cannot know and the object, which indicates that something needs to be understood or researched here, can generate among the students a desire to research (in the sense of a desire to know, to understand). But how do these experiences correlate to our overarching analysis of the unequal access to enquiry-based learning among different student groups? 
Following the microanalysis of specific moments in the workshop transcripts, the analysis of social exclusions from forms of open learning remains valid. However, it may be that the very people who are perceived and categorised as ‘disadvantaged’, who through their outsider perspective develop a keen feel for contradictions, blind spots and open questions concerning institutional research activities and the various forms, legitimations and histories of non-knowledge embedded within them. 
If this is the case, then transition points are precisely those situations in which this intuition of those who are less privileged is activated, allowing them to intervene in the discourse, even if just for a moment. 
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