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Towards the Postcolonial Museum
by Ciraũ Zassool

As we gather to deliberate about the contested nature of objects in old and even colonial museums, as well 
as the implicaƟons and opportuniƟes of neǁ understandings of the meaning of ͚museum ,͛ ǁe also need to 
consider hoǁ much the ǁorld has changed since the modern museum and its fundamental features Įrst 
emerged. dhe creaƟon of a ǁorld aŌer colonialism might have occurred for the most part in poliƟcal terms. 
,oǁever, ǁe are sƟll deeply immersed in the epistemic struggle to change the colonial frameǁorks through 
ǁhich ǁe understand socieƟes and people, as ǁell as insƟtuƟons such as museums through and ǁithin 
ǁhich the socieƟes and people of the ǁorld have been collected, classiĮed and made knoǁable.

,ere / ǁant to argue that the frameǁorks of the steǁardship of collecƟons for future generaƟons may be 
insuĸcient to maintain and defend the old museum in the face of poǁerful neǁ arguments and approaches 
to the museum-as-process and the interrogaƟve museum ;Silverman ϮϬϭϱ͖ <arp and <ratǌ ϮϬϭϱͿ. dhese neǁ 
arguments do not merely seek the geographic reorganisaƟon of collecƟons along naƟonal lines ;neǁ naƟonal 
museums vs ͚universal͛ museumsͿ, but demand that old museums seek a neǁ authority for these collecƟons 
in their relaƟonship ǁith source socieƟes. �nd it is precisely in these consultaƟons, negoƟaƟons and contests 
that the meaning of the neǁ museum is to be found, and that the dilemmas of the unsettled obũects in those 
museums ǁill be addressed, caught as they are betǁeen being returned or staying.

dhe museum is not only an insƟtuƟon of modernity and ordered ciƟǌenship, but also the primary insƟtu-
Ɵonal form of empire and coloniality. /t ǁas made and is being remade and adapted through both sides of 
colonialism͛s history: by a rapacious and violent empire of plunder and paciĮcaƟon, as ǁell as by empire as 
͚benevolent colonisaƟon ,͛ humanitarianism and trusteeship over people and things. dhis ǁas a simultaneous 
eǆpression of collecƟng, documenƟng and adminstering ;͚safeguarding͛ and ͚preserving͛Ϳ things and peo-
ple through appropriaƟon and steǁardship. dhe administraƟve and classiĮcatory systems of the museum 
through ǁhich the ǁorld ǁas made knoǁable dreǁ very emphaƟc disƟncƟons betǁeen people of culture 
and those of nature. dhe natural history museum became the site of collecƟng and displaying the material 
culture of subũect people as ǁell as the site for collecƟng and documenƟng the physical anthropology of race.

,umanitarianism ǁas not simply a masked ͚packaging͛ of empire and colonialism ;Stoler ϮϬϬϲͿ. Zather com-
passion and sympathy ǁere a means of solidifying social hierarchies. Doreover, empire s͛ humanitarianism 
had another dimension to it, namely a gesture of rescue and recuperaƟon, especially of species and life 
forms deemed to be in danger of eǆƟncƟon or disappearance. /n the case of the bushmen, this humanitar-
ianism gave birth to the Įrst signiĮcant representaƟons of material culture in southern �frica, in the form 
of the ϭϵth-century records of /yam language and folklore that ǁas later consƟtuted as an archive, knoǁn 
later as the �leek->loyd collecƟon. zet all this ǁork ǁas conducted in the name of humanitarianism and ǁas 
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completely bound up with the plundered, racialised body of the bushman, perhaps the central element in 
consƟtuƟng the discourse of museum recuperaƟon and heritage preservaƟon.

Dodern collecƟng museums in socieƟes as diverse as �msterdam, doronto, Cologne and �erlin have em-
barked upon proũects to rethink the relaƟonship betǁeen collecƟons and people in their naƟons and over-
seas, ǁith percepƟve aǁareness of ǁider contests of coloniality, race and history. te also take note of the 
emergence of important neǁ naƟonal museums of history in the US, South �frica and elseǁhere, ǁhere the 
museum has become a means of asserƟng a belonging to a neǁ naƟon in the face of previous denialism or 
acƟve eǆclusion, or indeed as part of the cultural proclamaƟon and narraƟon of a neǁ naƟon. Eeǁ history 
museums have also been created as site museums or memory museums or more properly as ͚poliƟcs of his-
tory͛ museums, ǁhere the category of museum has oŌen been consƟtuted in the defence of rights to land 
or as part of the process of transiƟonal ũusƟce.

In this work of the defence of community and place, museums have also been marshalled as part of the dem-
ocraƟc organs of the people, as a social movement in their Įght against inũusƟce, impunity and forgeƫng, 
and even ũust to build the resources of community itself. KŌen these neǁ site museums or community muse-
ums have embraced the domain of museums ǁithout substanƟal tangible material culture, but ǁith a ǁorld 
of the eǆperienƟal and immaterial, as performed voice and body that speak to deep histories of oppression 
and the desire of a neǁ self-authorship and an internal eǆperƟse. dhese are eǆactly the neǁ proũects of the 
self-acƟvity or museum-making that ǁe need to embrace and advocate as part of the process of deepening 
democracy in the ǁorld in the Ϯϭst century.

Museums and Coloniality

South �frican society has eǆperienced very diĸcult histories of mulƟple colonialisms as ǁell as the social 
engineering of a rapacious, violent apartheid regime that divided its people into races and ethnic groups. /n 
many ways South African history can be understood as a deep, historical contest between the project of race 
and ethnicity of successive colonial states and apartheid on the one hand, and the project of imagining a soci-
ety ǁithout race and ethnicity on the other. SecƟons of the South �frican liberaƟon movement that emerged 
during the ϮϬth century developed a substanƟal body of thinking about non-racialism and anƟ-racism, espe-
cially during the period betǁeen the ϭϵϯϬs and the ϭϵϴϬs. dhese ideas have enabled us to understand race, 
ethnicity and the administraƟon of people in historical ǁays. te have also come to understand hoǁ each 
category of race ǁas created as part of this administraƟon and governmentality, and hoǁ ethnicity itself ǁas 
invented through naƟve administraƟon as part of the processes of rule.

dhe museum is one of the sites ǁhere race ǁas made. � group of colleagues and / have recently completed 
a proũect on the South �frican ͚empire ,͛ ǁith the publicaƟon of a special issue of the :ournal of Southern 
�frican Studies ;solume ϰϭ, ϯ, ϮϬϭϱͿ. dhis proũect shoǁed hoǁ it is possible to understand Southern �frican 
history through the idea of the consƟtuƟon of a regional empire of poǁer and authority, instead of through 
the convenƟonal frameǁork of the making of naƟons ;,enrichsen et al. ϮϬϭϱ: >alu ϮϬϭϱͿ. Zesearch conduct-
ed in this project also emphasised that the museum needs to be understood as an epistemology, a system of 
representaƟon, and not merely as a collecƟon or eǆhibiƟon. /ndeed, the museum ǁas the very insƟtuƟon of 
empire and coloniality, marked by categories of ethnicity, and systems of classiĮcaƟon and knoǁledge hier-
archy ;Zassool ϮϬϭϱ͖ see also �ennett ϭϵϵϱ, ϮϬϬϰͿ. �nd as is ǁell knoǁn, the fundamental classiĮcaƟon ǁas 
that betǁeen cultural history and ethnography͖ betǁeen the material culture of those deemed to be civilised 
and the material culture of those deemed to be ͚primiƟve .͛
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dhe maũor challenge is to shiŌ from an understanding of colonialism as Ɵme and place and as formal system 
of rule to an appreciaƟon of coloniality as an epistemology, as a poliƟcs of knoǁledge. dhis ǁould enable a 
much wider understanding of coloniality as embedded in deep structures of knowledge, in the character and 
shape of disciplines in the museum and the university. Colonialism ǁould then be appreciated as more than 
merely a topic of history, as ǁas the approach in the eǆhibiƟon on German colonialism held in ϮϬϭϲ at the 
German ,istorical Duseum in �erlin, notǁithstanding hoǁ poǁerful this eǆhibiƟon ǁas. dhe claim made by 
art historian ,orst �redenkamp that Germany remained relaƟvely untouched by colonialism because of its 
brief colonial eǆperience can therefore be dismissed as absurd. dhis claim lacked an appreciaƟon of ũust hoǁ 
signiĮcantly German museums and universiƟes conƟnue to be marked by coloniality in peculiar ǁays through 
the persistence of ϭϵth-century disciplinary systems and classiĮcatory divisions.

�s ǁe consider these ƋuesƟons, it is ǁorthǁhile noƟng the eǆtent to ǁhich German public cultural insƟtu-
Ɵons and spaces have had a deliberate engagement ǁith postcolonial thought in the last feǁ years. &or the 
most part, nevertheless, many scholars have tended to see postcolonial thought as a set body of ideas, a 
library that is available to be translated into German and to be Ƌuoted. Dany scholars in Germany have not 
even begun to consider the challenges that the society faces in its Ƌuest to decolonise itself. dhe proũect of 
creaƟng a Global South Studies Center at the University of Cologne occurred on top of a German disciplinary 
history that rendered colonised areas of the world into discreet diciplines, such as Orientalischekunde and 
�frikanisƟk. �frican Studies in Cologne and in Germany more generally ǁas created out of the connecƟon 
betǁeen �tnologie and �frican languages. &or the most part, �frican ,istory did not develop in Germany as 
it did in �ritain and &rance ;and the United StatesͿ as part of anƟ-colonial struggles in the ϭϵϱϬs and ϭϵϲϬs. 
/nstead, German historians interested in �frican socieƟes have mostly been scholars of German overseas 
history. dhese ƋuesƟons of discipline ǁill conƟnue to limit the eǆtent to ǁhich the humaniƟes and social 
sciences in Germany are able to embark upon postcolonial criƟcal studies.

�t the same Ɵme, ethnographic museums in Cologne, &rankfurt, Stuttgart, ,amburg and elseǁhere have 
been undergoing processes of renovaƟon that have someƟmes seen an openness to rethinking the museum 
process itself. teltkulturen Duseum in &rankfurt proved to be the seƫng of some of the most innovaƟve 
thinking of the museum as laboratory, of arƟsts in residence engaging ǁith collecƟons and of the idea of 
the postethnographic in the museum ;�eliss ϮϬϭϰͿ. �erlin has perhaps been the seƫng of the most signif-
icant contests over colonial human remains collecƟons, over the ethics of colonial collecƟons, and of the 
persistence of colonial urban traces. tith pressure brought to bear by cultural acƟvist groups, much of the 
debate has focussed on the cultural poliƟcs of the ,umboldt &orum, ǁhich ǁill bring the collecƟons of the 
�thnological Duseum of �erlin at �ahlem together ǁith those of �sian �rt. /n perpetuaƟng the idea of the 
material culture and art of those described as ͚non-�uropean͛ the ,umboldt &orum has shoǁn itself to be 
fundamentally a proũect of producing ͚testernness ,͛ and shoring up boundaries, part of the conƟnuing cul-
tural proũect of reimagining �erlin as a maũor �uropean city, and of reasserƟng Germany s͛ posiƟon as ͚test-
ern .͛

/n South �frica, the museum system ǁas shot through ǁith a colonial classiĮcatory system, characterised by 
a division between the people deemed to have culture and history, and those deemed only to have tribe as 
ǁell as the physical features of race. dhe South �frican museum system ǁas divided betǁeen museums of 
cultural history and of ethnography, ǁith the latter someƟmes incorporated into natural history museums 
;�avison ϭϵϵϬͿ. dhis museum inheritance posed challenges for healing a society from the ravages of colonial-
ism and apartheid and for building a democraƟc, non-racial society. ,oǁ could these old, divided naƟonal 
museum collecƟons, marked by a colonial classiĮcatory division, become museums of the neǁ non-racial 
naƟon͍ that did non-racialism mean for the classiĮcaƟon system, ǁhat did it mean for the museum infra-
structure and ǁhat did it mean for the administraƟon of collecƟons and artefacts that had been segregated͍

� neǁ ͚Ňagship͛ naƟonal museum structure ǁas created in Cape doǁn out of an amalgamaƟon of the old 
previously segregated naƟonal museum collecƟons, and ǁas named the /ǌiko Duseums of South �frica, ǁith 
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͚iǌiko͛ being a Eguni ǁord for the hearth of the home. �s part of the amalgamaƟon and the integraƟon of the 
collecƟons, a neǁ collecƟons division ǁas created, ǁhich ǁas simply called the ͚social history͛ collecƟons, 
and a neǁ storage facility for these collecƟons ǁas created ;�avison ϮϬϬϱ͖ Zassool ϮϬϬϵͿ. dhis neǁ collec-
Ɵons building ǁas not merely a neǁ store, but rather became the site for an internaƟonally signiĮcant epis-
temological proũect, taking previously segregated cultural history and ethnography collecƟons, for eǆample 
of ceramics, and performing the collecƟons management ǁork of placing them ǁithin a single collecƟons 
division. dhis epistemic ǁork also involves paying attenƟon to labelling and obũect biography in ǁays that 
remove administraƟve racism, ǁhile shoǁing the history of race and ethnicity in labelling.

thile the Ziũksmuseum in �msterdam made the bold step in ϮϬϭϱ of removing and changing its labels that 
bore the stamp of colonial racism ;:ones ϮϬϭϱͿ, many museums across the ǁorld hold signiĮcant collecƟons 
from Southern �frican socieƟes that conƟnue to carry the oīensive labels acƋuired during their acƋuisiƟon 
and early entry in to the collecƟon. dhese labels, such as ͚<aĸr ,͛ the colonial label for Eguni-speaking people 
in the �astern Cape at the Ɵme of their ϭϵth-century conƋuest by the �riƟsh, present a challenge to muse-
ums as they Įnd ǁays of according respect to socieƟes from ǁhich their collecƟons originate. �n opportunity 
is presented to these museums in South �frica and in other countries not only to alter their oīensive labels, 
but also to embark upon a project of thinking about the history of ethnic and ethnographic labelling as part 
of the cultural ǁork of colonialism.

>abels are not merely about a sense of authenƟcity͖ they are couched in the discourses of society and the 
obũect ;Wrice ϮϬϭϯͿ. dhe decolonisaƟon of museums may involve an enƋuiry into the ethics of acƋuisiƟon, 
and into the relaƟonship betǁeen collecƟons and living, historical cultures. �nd it also involves a deep, crit-
ical, historical enƋuiry into the knoǁledge systems surrounding obũects and collecƟons, in an approach that 
ƋuesƟons colonial categories. dhe ǁork of ,amilton and >eibhammer has shoǁn hoǁ important this is for 
͚untribing the archive͛ in the case of South �frican collecƟons and documentaliƟes ;,amilton and >eibham-
mer ϮϬϭϳͿ. Dore recently the Detropolitan Duseum of �rt in Eeǁ zork, for the Įrst Ɵme, included items of 
EaƟve �merican art ;previously thought of as ͚artefact͛Ϳ in its eǆhibiƟons of ͚�merican͛ art, represenƟng an 
important epistemic shiŌ.

/n South �frica, the ǁork of building a society out of the ravages and deep eīects of racism is also potenƟally 
a proũect of trying to imagine a neǁ naƟon ǁithout race, and even potenƟally ǁithout ethnicity. zet con-
tradictorily, the neǁ postapartheid society conƟnues to be marked by race in almost every ǁay. zou cannot 
attend to policies of aĸrmaƟve acƟon ǁithout some reliance on older noƟons of race. Eon-racialism is not 
simply a denial of the eīects of race or an opportunisƟc claim of racelessness. dhe poliƟcs of racelessness 
serves to assist those ǁhom apartheid empoǁered, the beneĮciaries of apartheid s͛ oǁn aĸrmaƟve acƟon. 
/nstead non-racialism needs to be understood as a poliƟcs of knoǁledge and idenƟty in ǁhich one thinks 
about the racial and ethnic administraƟon of persons historically.

:ust as one problemaƟses race and ethnicity in the history of the administraƟon of persons, so one has to 
think historically about the categories of the administraƟon of museum obũects and collecƟons. �s much as 
ǁe can idenƟfy hoǁ arƟĮcial and constructed ethnicity is, ǁe need to be able to understand hoǁ ethnicity 
and ethnic categories themselves have history ;sail, ed ϭϵϵϭͿ. �nd so ǁe need to appreciate the history 
behind hoǁ the ethnic and ethnographic category of �ulu ǁas made, and hoǁ �ulu social formaƟon can be 
understood historically outside of the simplisƟc frameǁork of the Dfecane and state formaƟon ;,amilton 
ϭϵϵϴͿ. dhis ǁill enable museums to rethink the category ͚�ulu͛ in their collecƟons management, not ũust re-
garding its historical accuracy, but also regarding its cultural poliƟcs over Ɵme. 

The museum has also been one of the sites in the making of the category of bushman, and it is important 
for us to understand its work and that of the museum disciplines of physical and cultural anthropology in the 
history of bushmanisaƟon. that the concept of bushman has meant has changed over Ɵme, from its earliest 
colonial creaƟon as a reference to people ǁithout livestock, partly as a conseƋuence of dispossession, and to 
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people ǁho in turn raided �oer homesteads for stolen livestock ;Gordon ϭϵϵϮͿ. dhis process culminated in 
the physical anthropological studies of the early ϮϬth century, and the racial proũect of cast-making from the 
bodies of northern Cape farmǁorkers and shepherds, conducted in the name of anthropological and muse-
um preservaƟon ;�avison ϮϬϬϭ͖ Skotnes ϮϬϬϮͿ. 

Colonialism has also oŌen had the eīect of removing people from any sense of indigenous conƟnuity ǁith 
precolonial socieƟes. /t is important to understand hoǁ neǁ eǆpressions of a poliƟcs of indigeneity have 
been emerging in which people have sought to narrate their lives in new indigenous terms, and where this 
indigeneity is the basis of a neǁ and aspiring modernity, someƟmes even eǆpressed as the ͚recovery͛ of in-
digenous knoǁledge systems. &or this, an older language of ethnography has oŌen been employed, ǁhich 
draǁs upon the research and publicaƟons of the old colonial anthropologists for assistance. So ǁhile <hoisan 
indigenous idenƟƟes ǁere studied in the museum through the prism of racial type and the trope of disap-
pearance, �antu-speaking people ǁere turned into ethnic groups through the ǁork of anthropology and na-
Ɵve administraƟon. �nd notǁithstanding their desires, it has not been possible for indigeneity to be claimed 
and eǆpressed outside the frames of ethnography ;Zassool ϮϬϬϵͿ

dhese have been some of the contradicƟons unfolding in South �frican museums, eǆpressed most poǁer-
fully in the ϭϵϵϲ eǆhibiƟon, Discast: EegoƟaƟng <hoisan ,istory and Daterial Culture, curated by arƟst and 
scholar Wippa Skotnes in the South �frican EaƟonal Gallery in ϭϵϵϲ. dhis eǆhibiƟon sought to engage ǁith 
the history of racialised cast-making and ǁith the poǁer of the �ushman diorama that had been installed in 
the South �frican Duseum in ϭϵϱϵ-ϲϬ, uƟlising the body casts of racial science made ϱϬ years before. /n this 
signiĮcant eǆhibiƟon, Skotnes sought to counterpose the violence of the gun and the museum ǁith recov-
ered eǆpressions of indigenous voices, as assembled by tilhelm �leek and >ucy >loyd from ϭϵth century /
yam informants ǁho had been imprisoned in the �reakǁater prison in Cape doǁn on charges of stock theŌ 
;Skotnes ϭϵϵϲ͖ Skotnes ϮϬϬϮͿ.

Skotnes s͛ proũect failed to problemaƟse these noƟons of ͚ recovery͛ and ͚ rescue͛ ascribed to the ǁork of �leek 
and >loyd, and her concept of the museum remained couched in the discourse of atonement, preservaƟon 
and steǁardship, and its desires for trusteeship over people and obũects ;Zassool ϮϬϬϵͿ. dhe Discast proũect 
ǁas also criƟcised for reproducing and repeaƟng the very colonial representaƟons of <hoisan people that 
it had sought to problemaƟse. /n addiƟon, the eǆhibiƟon met neǁ asserƟons of indigeneity as ethnicity, as 
neo-<hoisan groups sought to ƋuesƟon the authority of the curator and the museum ;Schrire et al. ϭϵϵϲхͿ. 
dhese asserƟons ǁere part of broader neo-<hoisan demands for belated inclusion in the system of tradiƟon-
al authoriƟes ;formerly naƟve administraƟonͿ that also represented a shiŌ from race to ethnicity.

Rehumanising the Dead of Racial Science

then you make a neǁ naƟonal museum of a non-racial democracy, ǁhat do you do ǁith the legacies of 
racial collecƟng and research͍ �n important aspect of South �frican museum anthropology and collecƟng 
history involved supposed ͚preservaƟon͛ of the physical records of people deemed to be disappearing, such 
as people labelled as ͚�ushmen ,͛ ǁhom anthropologists saǁ as ͚living fossils .͛ �s a result of these impulses 
to preserve and collect, the buried bodies of the ͚freshly dead͛ ǁere purchased by museums from grave rob-
bers. dhis trade in stolen human remains of early ϮϬth-century people lay at the heart of the making of the 
modern museum in South �frica, coinciding ǁith birth of the Union of South �frica as a neǁ ǁhite naƟon in 
ϭϵϭϬ. /t also saǁ South �frican museums compete ǁith their �uropean counterparts for priority access to the 
remains of the stolen dead, as an eǆpression of the South �fricanisaƟon of science. /n addiƟon to the trade in 
human remains of the recently dead, there is also evidence of the purchase of bodies of people before they 
died ;>egassick and Zassool ϮϬϬϬͿ.

�s part of the transformaƟon of the old museum collecƟons, in the /ǌiko Duseums of South �frica, the col-
lecƟons of the dead ǁho had been stolen in these ǁays, or acƋuired for the purposes of racial research, ǁere 
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removed from the collecƟon under the terms of a neǁ ,uman Zemains Wolicy, and set aside in special ͚no 
access͛ stores unƟl such Ɵme as a naƟonal policy on return and repatriaƟon comes into operaƟon. �Ōer the 
�ushman �iorama had been closed, a decision ǁas made that racialised body casts should also be consid-
ered as unethically acƋuired human remains. dhe eǆperience of creaƟng naƟonal cohesion and social healing 
through the return and reburial of the remains of Sara �aartman in ϮϬϬϮ, and <laas and drooi Wienaar in ϮϬϭϮ 
ǁas ǁidely eǆpected to inŇuence a process of returning the dead from museums in South �frica ;Zassool 
ϮϬϭϱͿ. dhese returns ǁould not merely be a roll-out of events of deracialisaƟon, but ǁould consƟtute the 
neǁ content of the museum itself, ǁith processes of return consƟtuƟng processes of remaking the museums 
themselves.

�s the legacies of race and physical-anthropology-as-science are attended to as part of the decolonisaƟon 
of museums in South �frica, /ǌiko Duseums have also shoǁn that it is possible to rethink the value of the 
category of ethnography. /t is not possible to make neǁ postcolonial naƟons on the basis of the ethnographic 
museum. dhe eǆperiences of Ghana and Uganda and other countries demonstrate the dilemmas of naƟonal 
museums ǁhich remain dormant, ǁith their froǌen, dusty eǆhibiƟons trapped in old languages and catego-
ries. dhe creaƟon of social history collecƟons in the /ǌiko Duseums has shoǁn one ǁay in ǁhich old museums 
ǁith inherited collecƟons can set out on a post-ethnographic path, so that people can recognise themselves 
in museums outside of colonialism͛s categories of race and ethnicity.

The Museum as Process

dhat museums noǁadays are much more about people and creaƟng civic forums for discussion and debate 
is powerfully shown in the cultural and memory work of community history museums in South Africa that 
emerged from the mid-ϭϵϵϬs. dhe foremost eǆample of this neǁ museum of process is the �istrict Siǆ Du-
seum in Cape doǁn, ǁhich came into eǆistence as a site museum and a poliƟcs of history museum. /t ǁas 
created to defend the land of �istrict Siǆ, from ǁhich people had been forcibly removed under apartheid, and 
to defend the narraƟve of that eǆperience, through site interpreƟve ǁork. dhis museum that has developed 
alongside a compleǆ proũect of healing the community through land resƟtuƟon has also deliberately set itself 
the task of rethinking the city of Cape doǁn outside of the categories of race, ǁith the challenge being ͚to 
build a city not of people, not of races͛ ;Soudien ϮϬϬϭͿ.

dhe �istrict Siǆ Duseum has ǁorked ǁith the concept of museum not as collecƟon but as site inscripƟon, 
as memory ǁork, and as transacƟons of knoǁledge. /n recent years its main methods of interpretaƟon have 
involved site visits and commemoraƟve ǁalks, uƟlising the resources of memory, trying to ensure that a land 
resƟtuƟon process under ǁay pays attenƟon to ƋuesƟons of memory. ,ere the museum is understood as the 
process of knoǁledge formaƟon, as part of the resources of reconsƟtuƟng society, ǁhere this is the museum 
not as the obũect and not as the eǆhibiƟon. zet the �istrict Siǆ museum has been through Ƌuite a substanƟal 
process of museumisaƟon and formalisaƟon, as it acƋuired the responsibiliƟes of steǁardship and care of 
collecƟons, of obũects and images of ordinary lives as ǁell as recordings of social memory and cultural eǆ-
pression ;Zassool ϮϬϬϲͿ.

dhis ǁork of regarding histories of displacement and return, of dehumanisaƟon and the resources of reco-
very, is part of the new museum work of remaking society and of rethinking the museum beyond its modern 
impetus to discover, document and classify. dhis is the neǁ museum of conversaƟon and interrogaƟon bet-
ǁeen local, naƟonal and internaƟonal eǆperƟse, betǁeen the oral and literate, and betǁeen academic and 
public scholarship. � focus on the ͚poliƟcs of history͛ enables a neǁ approach to museums that consider 
varying pasts and more than anything else oīer an approach to eǆpanding the horiǌons of museums beyond 
the canon.

The postethnographic museum and the museum of process both point to the possibility that the modern 
museum as the world has known it, which emerged as part of the making of the modern person, and which 
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coincided ǁith the colonisaƟon of the ǁorld, may have outlived its value. zet the postmuseum can only be 
the outcome of a sustained engagement ǁith the basic museum ǁork of collecƟng, conservaƟon, eǆhibiƟon 
and educaƟon in ǁays that enter into battle ǁith the colonial concepts of race and ethnic group, ǁhich seem 
almost naturaliǌed and froǌen into ǁho ǁe are. /n general, it is criƟcal to think about the connecƟons bet-
ǁeen the administraƟon of people and the administraƟon of artefacts in the museum, and to rethink both 
society and the museum at the same Ɵme.

that ǁe are talking about in this ƋuesƟoning of race, ethnicity and ethnography is a neǁ criƟcal ciƟǌenship 
and ǁhat it means to be human in a postcolonial ǁorld.

/n considering hoǁ the museum is changing ǁe need to understand hoǁ old collecƟng museums have been 
challenging themselves and hoǁ neǁ, interrogaƟve museums of process have begun to eǆpand museum 
horiǌons to embrace the doǁntrodden, the oppressed and eǆploited of the ǁorld, ǁhose eǆperiences might 
previously have been conĮned and contained through colonial ethnography and even a denial of coevalness. 
This focus on local and deep histories of oppression, displacement and survival, while guarding against the 
triumphalism of naƟonalism, needs to consider the ǁays it oīers neǁ understandings of ǁhat museums are, 
as ǁell as the possibiliƟes for neǁ museologies for the Ϯϭst century.

YuesƟoning the museum is not merely about eǆpunging its rapacious histories, and shoring up the vesƟges 
of a remaining benevolence, framed as preservaƟon and steǁardship, but reƋuires ƋuesƟons posed about 
the syndrome of preservaƟon itself. dhe most progressive edge of that reformed, benevolent museum is the 
͚contact ǌone͛ ;Cliīord ϭϵϵϳ, based on Wratt ϭϵϵϭͿ, as produced through co-curatorship, and through science 
and indigeneity ǁorking together. dhis model of a reformed museum retained the classiĮcatory order and 
hierarchy of empire, but relied upon greater parƟcipaƟon by ͚source communiƟes ,͛ ǁith the museum placed 
on a more ͚ethical͛ fooƟng.

dhis age of ethical engagement ǁith human subũects and of a neǁ ethics of collecƟng has seen the emergen-
ce of neǁ programmes to prevent museums from beneĮƟng from the illicit traĸc in artefacts, and a signiĮ-
cant move in many museums to ͚clean͛ museums of culture and nature of their human remains collecƟons 
and of other ͚sensiƟve collecƟons ,͛ deemed to have been unethically collected. SomeƟmes these changes 
have taken the form of a parƟal ͚cleaning͛ through merely moving the store of human remains or sensiƟve 
collecƟons, and creaƟng <eeping Wlaces, ũointly managed by both scienƟĮc and indigenous parƟes. Such 
processes of reform might have created more socially responsive and ethically grounded museums, but they 
have leŌ the empire of the museum intact.

Transforming the museum requires understanding its history as the locus of empire and coloniality in all of 
its forms, and to embark on the diĸcult ǁork of interrogaƟng its collecƟng histories and epistemologies, and 
to think about museums outside evoluƟonary frameǁorks and the impulses of preservaƟon and atonement. 
dhe postcolonial museum may indeed reƋuire the inauguraƟon of the postmuseum itself.
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