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Beyond Restitution Assembly *
The Necessity to Repair

Things do end. In a very different context than the following one, legal scholar Lila 
Garcia puts it this way: even if for centuries no one was able to imagine so, at some 
point women got a right to vote, slavery ended (at least in most parts of the world), 
colonialism ended (at least in its territorial form).1 This said, how imaginable is it 
to end a certain museological praxis bound to the history of colonial plundering? 
On 7 and 8 February 2025, the Leuphana Institute for Advanced Studies (LIAS) in 
Culture and Society hosted the conference Beyond Restitution. Indigenous Knowledge, 
Museums, and Heritage.2 The conference invited representatives of four Indigenous 
communities from Chile, Colombia, and Brazil, as well as curators and researchers 
from museums and universities.3 It also entailed visits to various German and Swiss 
museums, where participants could access the collections, and held a ceremony – as 
was the case for the Mapuche from Chile at the Ethnological Museum in Berlin-
Dahlem.4 The aim of Beyond Restitution was to understand how far restitution is 
never only about giving back an ‹object›, but about broadening the understanding 
of cultural heritage, the meaning and the importance of restitution for the commu-
nities, and creating a space for exchanging existing examples of successful ways 
of dialogue and restitution with museum curators. During the presentations and 
discussions, however, it became apparent that what is considered to be knowledge, 
science, and meaning, heritage, preservation, or curation, mean different things for 
museum cultures and the cosmologies of heritage communities.

The following text recollects the discussions and demands brought forward by 
their representatives. Whereas the contributions respectively followed different 
agendas, there was also a common wondering: Why and what do you need them 
for? – ‹you›, the European museums, ‹them›, the belongings of Indigenous communi-
ties. Whereas the function and the need in European collections have changed from 
colonial plundering to scientific knowledge, to cut a very long story short, the need 
for the communities is defined in very different terms. There is a living connection 
to these collections, they are part of their cultures of knowledge and ancestors, their 
cosmology, ecology, territory, and social relations. Mama José Shibulata Zarabata 
Sauna, an important spiritual authority (mamo or mama) of the Kággaba, made 
clear that this need extends even far beyond their ‹own› community: they are needed 
for the balance of the world that has been violated when their heritage was stolen. 
And there was another issue that was raised more than once. Museums have not been 
good ‹conservators›. The toxification for reasons of hygiene and preservation, the 
suffocation of living entities in vitrines, the pulverizations during the Second World 
War, as well as the mislabeling and inaccessibility were addressed in particular.5 
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The idea of curatorial work is almost irreconcilable with these issues, since it should 
never be about the maintenance of an object, but of a whole social system that entails 
healing – understanding the term curation in a much broader and wider sense. Taking 
care of can also mean re-burying, according to the needs of the ancestors, which even 
leads to a completely different understanding of ‹culture›:  not an object-oriented 
approach of preservation, but a holistic life-oriented and circular cosmology that 
has an existential dimension for the wellbeing of the communities and the planet.

From this point of view, perhaps the most radical demand was made: if they, 
the museums, pretend to preserve ‹culture›, why do they not respect the life of 
Indigenous culture, and make it possible for them to maintain their practices? Why – 
this was a pressing question and at the same time a claim – do they maintain the 
idea of preserving Indigenous heritage while threatening Indigenous ways of living 
by asserting a claim to the heritage and thus contributing to an imbalance of the 
world? If museums seek to preserve culture, they should actively fight for restitution, 
the protection of Indigenous rights and their territorial rights. This complicates the 
idea of the museum as a ‹neutral› institution, as Carla Jaimes Bentancourt pointed 
out on the second day of the workshop in a summary of the presentations and 
discussions of the first day.

While these were shared perspectives, the single contributions presented dif-
ferent approaches, and not all entailed a complete restitution of objects, but foremost 
changing perspectives about what is considered to be knowledge and science. With 
an orientation towards knowledge produced in the Indigenous territories, Francy 
Baniwa (fig. 1) pursued a practice-oriented approach that also involves a «new 
methodology» for «how to transport the object’s meaning within the museum’s 
display».6 Museums superimpose narratives onto objects through generic and tech-
nical information about size, provenance, and so on. But for her, this has very little 

1  Francy Baniwa during her talk at the Conference Beyond Restitution. Indigenous Knowledge, Museums, 
and Heritage, with Fernanda Pitta (left), 7 and 8 February 2025, Leuphana Universität Lüneburg. © Julia Knop
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to do with the meaning of objects who live with and through the community and 
serve social functions. Of particular importance is the collective fabrication during 
which stories are told. For her and her community, the objects are still alive, despite 
the fact that they are in museums. They contain knowledge that has «passed from 
generation to generation», but this knowledge is cut off when the social relations 
and a relation to the territory are not part of how the objects are narrated. Francy 
Baniwa referred especially to the crafting of baskets. «The fabrication, touching, 
sensing of the objects is an essential part of what is called knowledge», that also 
means a shift in what is accepted as knowledge and science, and she invited muse-
um representatives to «come and learn to know the objects, to know them in prac-
tice, to touch them, to produce them». She makes a case for a reversal: «The approach 
from the territory should be taken to the museum, not the other way around».

Glicéria Tupinambá (fig. 2) focused on the Tupinambá clubs (bordunas).7 As an 
activist, she took part in a restitutional process of a feather mantle that was given 
back by the National Museum of Denmark to the National Museum in Rio de Janeiro 
in 2023. The clubs might be known to a European audience not only through mu-
seum visits, but also from Hans Staden’s travel accounts and woodcuts about the 
Tupinambá from 1557. The clubs have no museological record in Brazil, but are all 
kept in Europe. Having access to the clubs is fundamental to the Tupinambá mem-
ory, as a «way of reconnecting with their identity and history».8 Glicéria Tupinambá 
insisted that they are no «objects», but «ancestrality». When entering a museum, 
according to the description of her experience, she feels a «cosmos agony». For her, 
it was a fundamental question, how to communicate with this ancestrality and how 
to translate this experience for audiences and visitors. 

The process of conception and production of the objects is – and in this respect 
she followed her colleague Francy Baniwa – more important than its use, since it 

2  Glicéria Tupinambá during her talk at the Conference Beyond Restitution. Indigenous Knowledge, 
Museums, and Heritage, 7 and 8 February 2025, Leuphana Universität Lüneburg. © Julia Knop
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contains crucial information ranging from the chosen materials (wood and tools) 
up to the question who made them. This information is a way to understand the 
social organization of her people, and especially to learn about the important role 
of women in the processes of fabrication. But the way museums display, prepare, 
and preserve them makes it hard to read the signature that would tell about these 
processes. Her claim was that museums should display the items in a way in which 
their practical meaning is made accessible. There needs to be space and possibilities 
for Indigenous researchers to do their work in museums, to research and get fund-
ing. Also, she asked for a reversal of perspectives: science «needs to be practiced 
from Indigenous perspectives», instead of Indigenous people being the «objects of 
science». Museums need to get rid of the idea that they hold «the originals», and that 
objects that are made now in the territories are some sort of replica. Uniqueness, 
from this perspective, is never an objective category but stems from the situation 
it was made for and made within, and the purpose it had.

In terms of replica, Carlos Alberto Carilao Sanzana, one of the family members 
of the Mapuche group, was very pragmatic: most of the things are still being fabri-
cated.9 If museums want them, they could just come and buy them legally, which 
would also support the local economy. But the restitution of something stolen is an 
unavoidable necessity – simple as that. The Mapuche family (fig. 3), involving Fran-
cisco Huichaqueo, Catalina Alvarado-Cañuta, Carlos Alberto Carilao Sanzana, Leti-
cia Alejandra Rucal Railao, Brayhan Alexander Carilao, Belen Carolina Carilao Quid-
uleo, Hector Alejandro Carilao Rucal, and the two-year-old Rayen Monserrat Carilao 
Rucal, found a very clear language for what has happened to their cultural heritage: 
it has been «kidnapped». Carilao Sanzana considered it not only «as a theft of objects 
but an epistemic theft». In their talk about their experience at the Ethnological 
Museum in Dahlem, they stated that on the one hand it was good to see these objects 

3  Leticia Alejandra Rucal Railao with Rayen Monserrat Carilao Rucal, Hector Alejandro Carilao Rucal, 
Carlos Alberto Carilao Sanzana, Francisco Huichaqueo, Belen Carolina Carilao Quiduleo, Catalina 
Alvarado-Cañuta, Brayhan Alexander Carilao (from left to right) during their talk at the Conference 
Beyond Restitution. Indigenous Knowledge, Museums, and Heritage, 7 and 8 February 2025, Leuphana 
Universität Lüneburg. © Julia Knop
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again, to be reunited for the short time of their visit. But on the other hand, a lot of 
negative emotions arose, pain, anger and helplessness, when encountering «evidence 
of violence that had happened to our ancestors – and therefore to us». They espe-
cially highlighted jewelry they saw on a table, which the museum had displayed for 
their visit. They could tell from the way it was fabricated that this jewelry had been 
made for babies and young women, and that these pieces that are never given away 
as gifts. «We cannot even imagine the way in which they have been obtained.» 

Their presentation made it very clear that the separation from their ancestrality 
is not something from a so-called past, but has a meaning for contemporary life, in 
a spiritual and a physical dimension, to the extent that also the collected pieces are 
traumatized. Already the guided tour through the depot of the Ethnological Museum 
in Dahlem resembled «a non-bodily experience, which felt wrong». And they asked 
the fundamental questions: «What do we preserve? What do they preserve?« «They», 
i.e, the museums, preserve culture without considering territorial implications. 
«They have a spirit, and they keep existing […] with all their fractures and trauma». 
Working with images of fracture and rupture is extremely important, since it sym-
bolizes collective colonial trauma – «a trauma that has many layers that manifest 
not only in the mind but also in the body». Insofar, restitution is «not a project but 
a life mission». Recognizing the necessity to improve language skills to gain more 
influence in «white people’s work / curatorial processes», for the Mapuche, it was 
crucial to stay persistent in order to be heard and to follow their protocol including 
consultation with a healer as an advisor.

These existential dimensions were also brought forward by Mama José Shibulata 
Zarabata Sauna and José Manuel Sauna Mamatacan, who spoke as delegates of the 
Organización Gonawindúa Tayrona that represents the Kággaba vis-à-vis the 
Colombian state and society.10 (fig. 4). For them, the living entities, that what is usually 

4  Mama José Shibulata Zarabata Sauna and José Manuel Sauna Mamatacan during their talk at the 
Conference Beyond Restitution. Indigenous Knowledge, Museums, and Heritage, together with Ernesto 
Coba Antequera from the organization delasierra and Laura Felicitas Sabel (from left to right), 7 and 
8 February 2025, Leuphana Universität Lüneburg. © Julia Knop
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called objects or cultural belongings, are also part of the territory, which means that 
every part that was lost weakens the community that is also part of the territory. 
Restitution can never merely mean restitution of objects, but also of land. «Reclaim-
ing means defending the right of mother earth, the right of water, the right of wood, 
the right of mountains», and they need to be where they belong in order to serve 
their purpose. Also, restitution is not about ownership. It «is restauration mechanism 
of the mother earth, of the territory, and the human conscious in order to reach 
a balanced life on the planet.» They are needed to maintain the social system. Also, 
the objects need to be fed, in order to be able to fulfill their purpose, which is only 
possible via ceremonies, dances, songs, tributes (pagamentos) on the territory where 
they belong, and by authorized people (like the mamas) trained to work with them. 
«Authority does not start with us; it starts with the objects.» The imbalance brought 
about by the lootings affects not only their community, but everyone. «They see 
themselves as the oldest children of the spiritual mother who gave them the ances-
tral territory of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta (SNSM) or the Sierra Nevada de 
Gonawindúa, which they care for and protect in accordance with the law of origin 
Ley de Se Seyn Zare Shenbuta, which is why they see themselves as the guardians of 
the earth.11» And they reminded us, that it is the same water, that we all share, and 
that they take care of, while criticizing ongoing extraction of minerals as ongoing 
harm. The overarching goal must be a mutual agreement – «mutual understanding 
is the way to connect». Such an understanding must reach across museums, insti-
tutions, politicians, and governments. It «means to stop living in the history of 
colonization» which lasts as long as the spiritual beings are not back. They suggest-
ed to the museums to share their knowledge in the form of videos, images, and 
other ways of documentation for historians and anthropologists. But there is no 
way around restitution as restauration. As for the Mapuche, also for the Kággaba 
the spiritual beings are broken as long as they are in European museums and ex-
hibited as dead objects. They need to be integrated and healed. 

As multifaceted as these approaches have been, all participants regarded the 
acquisition of objects as an act of violence. However, one question persisted: if you 
have a museum and you are conscious about the context of colonial violence and 
looting, why would you not work with the communities directly? When Indigenous 
communities are invited to go into dialogue with museums and cultural institutions, 
it is often under European pretexts and protocols. In this respect, restitution has 
to be extended towards curatorial presentations: Indigenous knowledges, visions, 
dreams, and storytelling need to be part of this process, and Indigenous people ought 
to be at the top of this process, not within the hierarchical relation of gratitude that 
is expected from the communities. One claim was to give decision-making power 
to Indigenous communities whose autonomy needs to be respected.

Another issue was the lack of accessibility. Even if databases exist, and prove-
nance researcher Lynn Rother pointed out the lack of a global database, most of 
the entries and descriptions are in German and English, not even Spanish or Portu-
guese, let alone Indigenous languages. So, even if there was digital access, it would 
be impossible to find the items due to a completely different system of labelling and 
classification. There are very few examples where labels were written by Indigenous 
researchers, as mentioned during the workshop, but this is the exception and not the 
rule. While correct labelling would be a first step towards accessibility, real access 
goes beyond images, photographs, 3-D prints – it encompasses access to the actual 
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ancestors, actual in a very physical sense. But the consequences of mislabelling are 
not only a question of knowledge and accessibility. Wrong categorizations lead to 
wrong placements in archival cabinets: cultural belongings that are hostile to each 
other lie next to each other, bringing about harm. 

From the side of European researchers and museum curators – namely Christine 
Chávez from Museum am Rothenbaum (MARKK) in Hamburg, Stefanie Schien from 
the Ethnological Museum in Berlin, Frank Usbeck from the Ethnographic Collections 
Saxony and the Dresden State Art Collections, all of whom gave inputs during the 
second day – it was very clear how much is still missing: knowledge, funds, staff, 
bureaucratic and legal measures, collaborations that go beyond project-oriented 
approaches and which are usually confined to two to three years. And whereas in 
recent years, there has been much movement in the self-understanding of no longer 
called ethnographic museums, and there have been examples of equal collaboration 
and restitution,12 the common claim was that there is still far too little fundings, too 
little time, too little pressure, too little claims that reach politicians and lawmakers, 
by also underlining that through recent changes in restitution policies, the number 
of claims have risen to an extend that they cannot be handled by the museum staff 
without a significant rise of staff, that is usually not provided. There exist still different 
logics that are not – not yet, at least – reconcilable and go far beyond the agency of 
individual curators. But if one sees the necessity for the heritage communities, how 
does one explain that hands are bound? In the end, it is a political question of whose 
concerns are being taken seriously, and who has a lobby for their respective claims, 
a very tedious path for the communities. This is even more the case as the long distance 
between the communities and the ancestors in museums makes it difficult to exert 
continuous pressure. To turn back to the question of imaginability: it is about undoing 
several hundred years of collecting, giving up a Western idea of ownership, of value 
creation, preservation and destruction, and to invent new ways of knowing about 
each other beyond the legacy of plundering, to restitute balance, and repair relations.

Notes

*	 This text does not claim single authorship. 
It is based on notes taken during the conference 
Beyond Restitution by Susanne Leeb, the student as-
sistants Linn Felgendreher, Patricia Fritze, Frieder 
Jan, Floriane Kammel, Hanna Schwarzenberg, 
and Christine Kramer, head of communication of 
Leuphana Institute of Avanced Studies (LIAS) in 
Culture and Society. The quotes are transcriptions 
of the contributions – talks and discussions. The 
English translations of the talks, which were held 
in Spanish and Portuguese, were provided by 
a team of simultaneous interpreters. The summary 
for this issue was done by Susanne Leeb, who as 
co-director of LIAS was part of the organizing team 
of the conference. Videos of the conference can be 
watched here: Leuphana Institute for Advanced 
Studies (LIAS): Mediathek. Videos, in: Leuphana 
Universität Lüneburg, https://www.leuphana.de/
zentren/lias/mediathek/videos.html, last accessed 
on 2 March 2026.

1	 In the context of a contribution for the annual 
LIAS Magazine (in preparation).
2	 The conference was a collaboration between 
Fernanda Pitta and Bruno Moreschi, investiga-
tors of the Brazilian branch of the international 
research project Decay Without Mourning. Future 
Thinking Heritage Practices, Sebastián Eduardo 
Dávila, research assistant, Laura Felicitas Sabel, 
research assistant at the PhD training group Cul-
tures of Critique, by LIAS in Culture and Society, 
Lynn Rother, professor for provenance studies, 
and Susanne Leeb, all from Leuphana University 
Lüneburg.
3	 Since this was a relatively unique event, some 
words should be said about which research ini-
tiatives were bound together to make such an 
encounter possible. At the time, Bruno Moreschi 
was a fellow at the Institute of Advanced Stud-
ies in Culture at society and researcher at the 
Decay Without Mourning project, collaborating 

https://www.leuphana.de/zentren/lias/mediathek/videos.html
https://www.leuphana.de/zentren/lias/mediathek/videos.html


21Be
yo

nd
 R

es
tit

ut
io

n 
As

se
m

bl
y *

  
Th

e 
Ne

ce
ss

ity
 to

 R
ep

ai
r

with Fernanda Pitta, Francy Baniwa and Glicéria 
Tupinambá, among others; Francisco Huichaqueo 
had been previously invited to a  seminar at 
Leuphana University about Extractivism in Con-
temporary Art held by Susanne Leeb, what extend-
ed into a collaboration between him and Sebastián 
Eduardo Dávila, and has been continued as the 
collaboration with Catalina Alvarado-Cañuta for 
this issue; and Laura Felicitas Sabel is writing 
a PhD on Cultures of Transition about restitution 
processes to the Kággaba, and has been organiz-
ing and accompanying the visit to various muse-
ums. For the whole conference programme see: 
Leuphana Institute for Advanced Studies (LIAS): 
LIAS Workshop. Beyond Restitution. Indigenous 
Practices, Museums and Heritage, in: Leuphana 
Universität Lüneburg, https://www.leuphana.de/
zentren/lias/aktuell/termine/ansicht/2025/02/07/
lias-workshop-beyond-restitution-indigenous-
practices-museums-and-heritage.html, last ac-
cessed on 2 March 2026.
4	 See the contributions by Catalina Alvarado-
Cañuta and Francisco Huichaqueo in this issue.
5	 Toxic pesticides and gases were used inten-
sively in ethnographical museums until the late 
1980s to protect organic materials from pests. 
DDT, lindane, and ethylene oxide were the main 
substances used, which means that the objects 
are still highly toxic today. Furthermore, for the 
Mapuche, the so-called objects are living entities 
and suffocate when they are presented in vitrines.
6	 Francy Baniwa is an Indigenous scholar from 
the Baniwa people, born in the community of 
Assunção in the Upper Negro River, anthropolo-
gist, photographer, and a PhD candidate in Social 
Anthropology at the Museu Nacional of the Federal 
University of Rio de Janeiro, and part of the Decay 
without Mourning project. What follows are quotes 
from the transcriptions of her interventions (as 
note 1).

7	 Glicéria Tupinambá, also known as Célia 
Tupinambá, is a teacher, anthropologist, activist, 
researcher, film-maker, and leader in her com-
munity at Serra do Padeiro, in the Tupinambá 
de Olivença Indigenous Land, in Southern Bahia, 
Brazil. What follows are quotes from the transcrip-
tions of her interventions (as note 1).
8	 See project description in: Decay Without 
Mourning – Future Thinking Heritage Practices: 
Brazil Incubator, in: KTH Royal Institute of Tech-
nology, https://www.decay.proj.kth.se/incubators/
brazil/, last accessed on 2 March 2026.
9	 What follows are quotes from the transcrip-
tions of his interventions (as note 1).
10	 For more information about the cosmology 
and self-understanding of the Kággaba see the 
entry by Laura Felicitas Sabel written as a context 
note for the conference: Leuphana Universität 
Lüneburg (LIAS): Hintergrund Kággaba – Die indi-
gene Gesellschaft der Kággaba der Sierra Nevada 
de Santa Marta (PDF), in: Leuphana Universität 
Lüneburg, https://www.leuphana.de/fileadmin/
user_upload/Forschungseinrichtungen/lias/files/
laura_felicitas_sabel_hintergrund_Kaggaba_
Deutsch.pdf, last accessed on 2 March 2026. What 
follows are quotes from the transcriptions of the 
delegate’s interventions (as note 1).
11	 Ibid.
12	 Frank Usbeck was highlighting the following 
projects: The Power of Giving, a collaboration with 
Indigenous people from Vancouver Island, that 
entailed joint research, staff training, and support 
for the cultural center in 2011; Reinvention, which 
started in 2017 and has resulted in repatriation 
processes; and Labrador Inuit in 2019, which 
comprised community database from photos and 
3D scans of objects, support of intergenerational 
knowledge, exchange on museum practices, and 
preparation for the repatriation of ancestors. 
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