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Collecting Africa: Before, During and After Colonial Overrule

In recent years European and US museums and libraries have been facing mounting calls for the
return of objects taken or acquired from Africa and other parts of the world during the Colonial
era. The objects, the ways in which they are gathered and presented, and the institutions which
house them have become contested, especially when they are tied to histories of violence and dis-
possession. The contestation is driven by a greater awareness of the relations between institu-
tions and politics, but also by changes in society and the balance of power. These issues have
become interwoven with calls for change in the geopolitics of knowledge which have been met
with  support  and  opposition,  sometimes  violent,  as  in  the  case  of  Rhodes  University.  The
increased focus on these issues in the media indicates that these collections have come to
embody competing interests and the struggles of individuals within modern societies, and that
the debates about them are as much about the present as the past. Museums in the UK have
been responding in different ways to these challenges while scholars and governments debate on
the institutional actions or activities that should be undertaken to address these contested collec-
tions, especially after the Sarr-Savoy report.

This conference seeks to place these debates in a historical perspective and provide an analysis
of materials from Africa in UK collections that focuses on the significances they possessed in the
contexts from which they were taken and on the significances they assumed and assume in the
contexts in which they were and are deposited and displayed. Throughout history, traders, muse-
um  representatives,  travellers  and  missionaries  from  Europe  and  Africa  collected  objects,
gathered botanical and mineral samples, and took photographs for a variety of educational and
socio-political reasons, sometimes assisted in these processes by African interlocutors engaged
in a series of political projects of their own. Taken as a whole, these collections can be viewed as
historical records of choices, values or ideologies, while the processes which led to their creation
and categorization bear witness to relations of power and knowledge. How did these interactions
reshape respective concepts and categories about each “other”? Did these collecting patterns
change  over  time?  To  what  extent  are  the  current  narratives  reliant  on  vocabularies  and
paradigms that need to be reassessed? Papers that consider the acquisition of material before,
during, and after the age of new imperialism in comparative terms are particularly encouraged.
Topics of interest include, but are not limited to, the acquisition of objects from different regions,
including north Africa, and from different epochs, including the classical and late antique periods.
Presentations that explore collections of natural history are equally welcome.
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We invite paper presentations of 20 minutes. Please send the title of your proposed paper and an
abstract of about 250 words to Jacopo Gnisci, collectingafrica@gmail.com, by January 31, 2020.
Further details at: http://www.collectingafrica.co.uk/.

Financial support for this conference has been generously provided by the Oxford Research Cen-
tre in the Humanities (TORCH), the Oxford Centre for Byzantine Research (OCBR), and by the Beta
maṣāḥǝft: Manuscripts of Ethiopia and Eritrea project (University of Hamburg). TORCH offers a
series of opportunities to scholars from African countries who wish to spend time at the Universi-
ty of Oxford including the Global South Visiting Professorships 2020-2021 and the AfOx TORCH
fellowships.
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