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Abstracts
The challenge of decolonization in the modern world has seldom been articulated from 
a management perspective. Cultural management as an agent for the decolonization of 
PXVHXPV�KDV�JHQHUDOO\�EHHQ�QHJOHFWHG��7KLV�SDSHU�RɣHUV�DQ�LQVLGH�H[�SRVW�UHÀHFWLRQ�
on the decolonization transition process the Belgian Royal Museum for Central Africa 
�50&$��XQGHUZHQW��%\�H[SODLQLQJ�KRZ�WKH�VSHFL¿F�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FKDUDFWHU�RI�PXVHXPV�
PDNHV�FKDQJH�DQG�WUDQVLWLRQ�GLɤFXOW��WKLV�DUWLFOH�DLPV�WR�DGG�D�PXFK�QHHGHG�FXOWXUDO�
management perspective to the literature on the decolonization of museums. The paper 
makes four suggestionsto implement decolonizing strategies on all levels of museum 
management thereby fostering an understanding of the decolonization of museums as 
a holistic transition process and change project.

Die Herausforderung der Dekolonisierung in der gegenwärtigen Welt ist selten aus 
einer Managementperspektive thematisiert worden, Kulturmanagement als Agent für 
die Dekolonisierung von Museen wurde im Allgemeinen vernachlässigt. Dieser Beitrag 
ELHWHW� HLQH� ([�SRVW�,QVLGHU�5HÀH[LRQ� HLQHV� 'HNRORQLDOLVLHUXQJVSUR]HVVHV�� GHQ� GDV�
Belgische Königliche Museum für Zentralafrika (RMCA) durchlief. Mit einer Analyse, 
ZLH�GHU�VSH]L¿VFKH�LQVWLWXWLRQHOOH�&KDUDNWHU�YRQ�0XVHHQ�:DQGHO�XQG�7UDQVIRUPDWLRQ�
erschwert, ergänzt der Beitrag die vorhandene die Entkolonialisierungsforschung im 
Hinblick auf Museen um eine Kulturmanagementperspektive. Der Artikel unterbreitet 
vier Vorschläge, um Strategien zur Dekolonisierung von Museen auf allen Management-
Ebenen umzusetzen und trägt so zu einem Verständnis von Dekolonisierung als 
umfassender Transformationsprozess und Veränderungsprojekt bei.
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1. Introduction
1

Institutions anchor meanings, habits, and cultural and social conven-
tions in a society. The museum is one such institution. Performing an 
important stabilizing function in nation-states, museums have tradition-
ally functioned as places of instruction. Yet, as Tony Bennett (1985) has 
argued, the museum should be understood not just as a place of instruc-
tion but also as a reformatory of manners where a wide range of regu-
lated social routines and performances take place. Museums, then, are 
at the center of modern relations between culture and government and 
between government and society. 

Society is changing ever more quickly. Globalization and digital tech-
nologies have increased the scope and speed of societal change, and by 
GH¿QLWLRQ� VRFLDO� FKDQJH� FDXVHV� IULFWLRQ�ZLWK� LQVWLWXWLRQV�� 7KH� DQFKRU-
ing of meanings, habits, customs, and social agreements is put under 
pressure. In the case of museums, activists often drive this friction, and 
(new) media amplify their message. Climate activists’ protests against 
certain sponsors of museums provides a good example of how the rela-
tion between museums, government, and society works. The actions of 
DFWLYLVWV�GR�QRW�XVXDOO\�DɣHFW�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FRUH�RI�WKH�PXVHXP��WKH�
museum itself (its collection, exhibitions, research, activities, etc.) is not 
questioned. In the case of the above-mentioned climate activists, only 
RQH� VSHFL¿F� VSRQVRU� KDV� EHHQ� FRQWHVWHG��:KHQ�� E\� FRQWUDVW�� WKH� FRUH�
of an institution is targeted, revolution, disruption, or even destruction 
can take place. Iconoclasm and book burning are extreme examples of 
this; less extreme are changes of ownership, such as the expropriation 
of churches and monasteries under Napoleon’s regime and of nobility- 
and bourgeoisie-owned art collections after the communist revolution in 
Russia. Other changes resulting from fundamental substantive criticism, 
such as the civil rights movement’s demand for proportional attention to 
Black artists in American museums, have only become a reality over the 
course of several decades.

For some years now, ethnographic museums, especially those located 
in former colonizing countries, have faced a demand for radical change 
under the banner of decolonization. The concept of decolonization is 

1 The author wishes to thank RMCA director Guido Gryseels, the exhibition commission-
ers, and the Public Services team for contributing to the ideas developed in this essay, 
as well as Marie-Gabrielle Verbergt for her critical assessment and Jaclyn Arndt for the 
¿QDO�ODQJXDJH�HGLWLQJ�
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EURDG�DQG�LWV�GH¿QLWLRQ�YDULHV��7KH�FODVVLFDO�HQF\FORSHGLD�GH¿QLWLRQ�LV�
“the process by which colonies become independent from the colonizing 
country” (Encyclopaedia Britannica: July 20, 2020). Initially indicating 
a political phenomenon, the meaning of decolonization soon extended 
to include all elements incurred in the colonial experience, “whether 
political, economic, cultural or psychological” (historian David Gardi-
nier cited in BETTS 2012). In the museological context, decolonization 
thus minimally refers to the “process that institutions undergo to ex-
pand the perspectives they portray beyond those of the dominant cultur-
al group, particularly white colonizers” (SCHOENBERGER 2020 citing 
The Washington Post) and describes “resisting the reproduction of colo-
nial taxonomies, while simultaneously vindicating radical multiplicity” 
(L’Internationale online, cited by FIORIN/MUGNAINI/ROSSI 2020). 
%RWK�GH¿QLWLRQV�OHDYH�LQWDFW�WKH�GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ�SRZHU�RI�PXVHXP�SUR-
fessionals. This understanding is, however, often expanded to include a 
more radical questioning of structures of power in general:

Decolonisation can be thought of as a set of practices and processes that seek to 
reckon with the consequences of colonial encounter, dismantle the coloniser/co-
lonised binary and rectify the material, social, political and cultural dispossession 
of people and the histories to which they belong. Power is central in understanding 
what decolonisation means; not only does this process seek to make visible the invi-
sible structures that determine relationships between the Global North and South, 
it endeavours to destroy those relationships of power and exploitation all together. 
(OLUFEMI 2019) 

:LWK�VXFK�D�GH¿QLWLRQ��HWKQRJUDSKLF�PXVHXPV�DUH��E\�WKHLU�YHU\�QDWXUH��
seen as perpetuators of exploitative colonial power relations. Not only is 
the Eurocentric perspective problematic, but so is the very mission of the 
museum to show and preserve objects or works of art that do not belong 
to it, be it in a moral or a legal sense. For many European museums, the 
VRFLDO�PRYHPHQW� WKDW� GHPDQGV�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ� LV� WKHUHIRUH� D� GLɣHUHQW�
and farther-reaching appeal than any other social movement since the 
postwar democratization and emancipation movement. Similar issu-
es have been dealt with by museums in the US, Canada, Australia, and 
New Zealand regarding collections related to Indigenous Peoples (see, 
e.g., bicultural governance at the National Museum of New Zealand Te 
Papa Tongarewa: HENARE 2004). A clear overlap thus exists between 
current decolonial demands in Europe and the demands of Indigenous 
people in these countries. Though this issue certainly requires our at-
tention, this paper will focus on European ethnographic museums, and 
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PRUH�VSHFL¿FDOO\�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�5R\DO�0XVHXP�IRU�&HQWUDO�$IULFD�LQ�7HU-
vuren, Belgium.

In Belgium, the appeal to decolonize is related to its particular colo-
QLDO�KLVWRU\�DQG�VSHFL¿FDOO\�KRZ�WKH�0XVpH�GX�&RQJR��UHQDPHG�WKH�5R\-
al Museum for Central Africa (RMCA) in 1960, serves as a crystallization 
of colonial ideology and propaganda. Congo was from 1885 an indepen-
dent state (Congo Free State) under the personal sovereignty of King 
Leopold II, who in 1908 was forced to render ‘his’ Congo to the Belgian 
state following international accusations and national investigations of 
large-scale atrocities and severe violence. Congo remained a Belgian col-
ony until its independence in 1960. After World War I, Rwanda-Urundi 
also became a Belgian protectorate, lasting until 1962 when Rwanda and 
Burundi obtained their independence. 

7KH� 50&$� ZDV� IRXQGHG� LQ� ����� E\� /HRSROG� ,,�� ZKR� ¿QDQFHG� LWV�
FRQVWUXFWLRQ�ZLWK�ODUJH�SUR¿WV�PDGH�LQ�&RQJR��PDLQO\�IURP�UXEEHU�DQG�
ivory as well as income from land concessions. The museum’s founding 
followed the 1897 World Exhibition in Brussels, which included a zoo 
humain and tapped into the widespread fascination with the “exoticism” 
of European colonies. The RMCA’s initial function was one of propagan-
da for the colonial project, displaying the way “Belgians brought civiliza-
tion to the Kongo” (as read the title of one of the statues in the original 
museum’s grand entrance hall). Still today, the museum has the world’s 
largest collection of Congolese ethnographic objects, approximately 
three times more than Congolese museums currently hold. Within this 
FRQWH[W��,�GH¿QH�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�DV�WKH�FRQWLQXRXV�SURFHVV�RI�FKDOOHQJLQJ�
and erasing colonial ideologies and power structures.

2. Outline and Methodology 

This paper investigates at both an empirical and an analytical level how 
PXVHXPV�DV�VWDELOL]LQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�FDQ�HɣHFWLYHO\�DFW�XSRQ�GHFRORQLDO�
critiques. So far, scholars in museum studies and museology, taking in-
spiration from art history, history, anthropology, sociology, and – to a 
OHVVHU�H[WHQW�±�SROLWLFDO�VFLHQFH��KDYH�GRPLQDWHG�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�GHFRORQL-
]DWLRQ�ZLWKLQ�WKH�PXVHXP��7KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ�LV�RIWHQ�XQGHUWDNHQ�E\�VFKRO-
ars and professionals outside those museums. Museum management 
OLWHUDWXUH�KDV�SXW�VLJQL¿FDQW�HɣRUW�LQWR�UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�FKDQJH��EXW�VR�IDU�
not on decolonization as a driver of it (BLACK 2012; JANES 2009, 2013; 
SANDELL/JANES 2007; SIMON 2010), with Janes/Sandell (2019) be-
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LQJ� WKH�¿UVW� WR�DGGUHVV� µPXVHXP�DFWLYLVP�¶�7KLV�SDSHU� LV�ZULWWHQ� IURP�
the perspective of inside the museum and aims to add insights from 
cultural management and institutional practice to the question of how 
museums can decolonize. Decolonizing a museum is, indeed, a manage-
ment problem. By focusing on the case of the RMCA, this paper provides 
four suggestions to museum professionals faced with – and willing to re-
spond to – decolonial criticism: (1) decolonizing as a strategy should be 
regarded as a transition process, in addition to being a change project; 
(2) a mission statement that introduces a value-centered approach to the 
institution is crucial; (3) decolonization implies sharing power and con-
cerns the strategic core of the institution, making a stakeholder partner-
ship policy essential; and (4) the previous suggestions are bound by the 
inherent slowness of museums and institutions as well as by practical 
and political contingencies, hence the importance of (a) quick wins and 
from-scratch methods, such as hiring a new leader and major renova-
tions, and (b) agility in dealing with paradoxes and compromises.

7KH�SDSHU�FRQVLVWV�RI�WZR�SDUWV��,Q�WKH�¿UVW�SDUW��,�VNHWFK�WKH�RULJLQV�
DQG� �VRPH�RI�� WKH�GH¿QLQJ� IHDWXUHV�RI�GHFRORQLDO� FULWLFLVP�DV�SHUWDLQV�
to the current European museum world. I give a brief overview of how 
the literature on museums and decolonization has up to now dealt with 
management issues, and I explain why a cultural management approach 
is at this moment much needed. In the second part, I focus on the RMCA 
and develop my core suggestions for museums challenged by transition 
management. The overarching point is to think of transition not as a 
change but rather as a transformation, a move to the next level. Decol-
RQL]LQJ�D�PXVHXP�LV�QRW�OLNH�UHEUDQGLQJ�D�KRWHO�E\�¿[LQJ�XS�URRPV�DQG�
introducing a new booking system; it is about embracing an entirely 
new idea of what the museum is. If the above hoteliers had undergone 
such a process when rethinking their business, they would have invented  
Airbnb. 

Methodologically, the case study’s starting point is a published ex 
DQWH�UHÀHFWLRQ�RQ�KRZ�WKH�50&$�DSSURDFKHG�PDQDJLQJ�WKH�FKDQJH�SUR-
cess (GRYSEELS/LANDRY/CLAESSENS 2005), as well as some inter-
nal strategic and planning documents, such as the museum’s mission 
statement and the 2016 operational plan for its public services. This last 
document dates from the year I joined the RMCA as operational director 
of public-oriented services. The research advantage of being among the 
PXVHXP¶V�H[HFXWLYH�VWDɣ�LV�WKDW�,�KDYH�¿UVWKDQG�H[SHULHQFH�DV�D�PDQDJ-
er and access to all internal documents and information. This informa-
WLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�SURFHVVHG�RYHU�VHYHUDO�\HDUV��DQG�VSHFL¿FDOO\�IRU�WKLV�SDSHU�
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I have revisited the most important internal documents. For this paper, I 
have also tried to actively engage with several researcher biases that can 
HQVQDUH�PXVHXP�SURIHVVLRQDOV�VXFK�DV�P\VHOI��FRQ¿UPDWLRQ�ELDV��FXO-
WXUH�ELDV��DQG�WKH�KDOR�HɣHFW��7R�RɣVHW�WKHVH�ELDVHV�DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH��
WKH�GDWD�FRQFHUQLQJ�WKH�RXWFRPH�RI�WKH�PXVHXP¶V�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�HɣRUWV�
were gathered from published academic articles, essays, and theses, as 
well as from discussions with scholars2 and museum professionals3 who 
have visited the museum since 2018 (with emphasis on the most criti-
cal contributions). These discussions and conversations with museum 
professionals also focused on management challenges. I have tried to 
challenge my culture bias by debating and conversing with African and 
Afro-Belgian experts, activists, and associations.4 Finally, the conclu-
sions of this ex post evaluation were discussed in an informal working 
JURXS�FRPSULVLQJ�VWDɣ�IURP�DJRQLVWLF�PXVHXPV�LQ�)ODQGHUV5 and as part 
of three panels6.

3.  Twenty Years of Critical Reflection –  

But Little Reflection on Managerial Praxis

To better understand the current call for the decolonization of museums, 
it is necessary to dig a little deeper into the origins of decolonial thought. 
Indeed, as the topic has been hotly debated in recent years – this issue 
of the Journal for Cultural Management and Cultural Policy being a 

2 Master’s and PhD students and professors in history, anthropology, critical studies, Af-
rican studies, and museum studies from the University of Ghent, Catholic University 
of Leuven, University of Antwerp, Université Libre de Bruxelles, Sandberg Instituut 
Amsterdam, University of Pittsburgh, Europäisches Kolleg Jena, and University of Am-
sterdam.

3 Colleagues from the European Ethnology Museum Directors Group, the SWICH-net-
work, WereldCulturenMuseum Nederland, Rijksmuseum Amsterdam, Humboldt Fo-
rum Berlin, British Museum, Linden-Museum Stüttgart, Royal Pavilion and Museums 
Brighton and Hove, Smithsonian African Art Museum, and Musée des Civilisations 
Noires Dakar.

�� 6SHFL¿FDOO\��members of COMRAF, Groupe de six, AfricaTube, and BAMKO/CRAN.
5 Members include the directors of Museum Dr. Guislain Gent, Red Star Line Museum 

Antwerpen, In Flanders Fields Museum Ieper, Kazerne Dossin Mechelen, Royal Muse-
um of Central Africa, Design Museum Gent, Industriemuseum Gent, MoMu Antwer-
pen, Museum Hof van Busleyden Mechelen, and FARO.

�� 6HPLQDU�Ã7KH�(QG�RI�(PSLUHµ�DW�WKH�British Museum Association Conference (October 
4, 2019), Ä*URRW�RQGHUKRXG�)$52�RYHU�PHHUVWHPPLJKHLG�HQ�FRQÀLFW³��1RYHPEHU�����
2019), and Museums Galleries Scotland (January 29, 2020).
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clear example – one wonders why it took so long for decolonial critique 
to arrive in museums. 

During a workshop at the RMCA in July 2019, Capucine Boidin (In-
stitut des Hautes Etudes de l’Amérique Latine – Sorbonne Nouvelle 
Paris 3; for an early version of her overview, see BOIDIN 2009) provid-
ed an overview of the origins and routes of post- and decolonial critical 
thinking. In the 1980s, academia was very much in a postmodern mode. 
3RVWFRORQLDO� FULWLTXH� ZDV� JDLQLQJ� WUDFWLRQ�� PDLQO\� LQ� OLWHUDWXUH�� ¿OP��
and cultural studies. The main issue revolved around giving a place to 
cultural production from former (British) colonies, without recourse to 
metanarratives or essentialism. Mimicry, hybridity, and irony were key 
elements. In this intellectual and multicultural context, museum theory 
saw the development of what is now known as New Museology. The idea 
that museums should embrace participation was supplemented by a dis-
course around the social and political roles of museums, which encour-
aged new communication and new styles of expression in contrast to 
classical collections-centered museum models (MAIRESSE/DESVAL-
LEES 2010). This New Museology discourse originated at International 
Council of Museums (ICOM) conferences in Santiago de Chile in 1972 
and roundtables in Quebec, Canada, in 1984 and encompassed multi-
SOH�GHPRFUDWL]DWLRQ�SUDFWLFHV��VXFK�DV�GLYHUVL¿FDWLRQ�RI�WDUJHW�DXGLHQFHV�
and meaningful participation (e.g., in curatorial practices, by stakehold-
ers, nonprofessionals, and (source) communities). 

In this context of New Museology and poststructuralism, the decol-
onization of museums can be understood as a next, more radical, turn. 
In the 1980s, postcolonial critique, fueled by Indian and Indian En-
glish scholars such as Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Homi Bhabha, 
UHÀHFWHG�RQ�RWKHULQJ��K\EULGLW\��DQG� ORJLFV�RI�SRZHU� LQ�UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ�
practices and challenged the traditional model of collection organiza-
tion (FIORIN/MUGNAINI/ROSSI 2020). Led by Latin American schol-
ars at US universities, in the 1990s decolonial studies developed out of 
sociology, economics, and philosophy. Rooted in the history of the six-
teenth-century colonization of South America, with a more Marxist and 
critical thinking approach, this branch proclaimed a metanarrative of 
emancipation and an Indigenous philosophy (BOIDIN 2009). Knowl-
edge, economy, and society – and not culture – were seen as central to 
societal change, and colonization became linked to ideas about so-called 
epistemicide and cultural and knowledge theft (DE SOUSA SANTOS 
2014, 2018; GROSFOGUEL 2007). 
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,Q�P\�¿HOG�H[SHULHQFH��WKH�FXUUHQW�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�PXVHXP�GLUHFWRUV�
DQG�VHQLRU�VWDɣ�WKDW�HPEUDFH�WKH�SULQFLSOHV�RI�1HZ�0XVHRORJ\��JUDGX-
ated in the last decades of the twentieth century and were educated in 
postmodern and poststructuralist critique. Allergic to big stories, great 
ideologies, and ideas about ‘true’ and ‘right’ causes, these managers are 
RSHQ�PLQGHG� UHODWLYLVWV�� 7KH\� DFNQRZOHGJH� GLɣHUHQFHV� DQG� FRQGHPQ�
colonization as a result of an ideology gone wrong. The way out of this 
wrong world is embracing multiculturalism and the multiplicity of opin-
ions and beliefs. This is often conceived in ways that focus on dialogue 
and consensus, inspired by Jürgen Habermas’s understanding of de-
mocracy, and to a lesser extent Hannah Arendt’s. 

In the meantime, the (museum) world has evolved from being mul-
ticultural to radically global. Economic inequality persists, while global 
KRPRJHQHLW\�SXWV�UHDO�FXOWXUDO�DQG�UHOLJLRXV�GLɣHUHQFHV�XQGHU�SUHVVXUH��
Political activists explain how, even for the generations that thought 
they could lay bare the ideas and concepts of the world, a substructure 
of power remains at work. The colonization of knowledge (la coloniali-
dad del saber) still needs to be tackled. Democracy is also increasingly 
being conceived of as a system with room for agonism and dissent (as 
GHVFULEHG�E\�VFKRODUV�VXFK�DV�&KDQWDO�0RXɣH���

Not only does this historical evolution show how it took some twenty 
years for (activists and) museums to take up the issue of decolonization, 
it also explains why it is still so painful for institutions to do so. To decol-
RQL]H�LV�QRW��RU�QRW�RQO\��DERXW�DFFHSWLQJ�GLɣHUHQFHV�DQG�GLVDVVHPEOLQJ�
colonial constructs; it is also about accepting fundamental dissent when 
sharing (and thus losing) power. The pressure on the (ethnographic) 
museum as an institution moreover increases when such voices are cited 
within museum communities. On the website of the museological con-
ference MuseumNext, Elisa Schoenberger (2020) writes:

Artist and curator Shaheen Kasmani explains in her MuseumNext presentation 
³+RZ�&DQ�:H�'HFRORQL]H�0XVHXPV´�WKDW�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�HɣRUWV�PD\�IDLO�DQG�VR-
metimes help replicate colonial behaviors and attitudes. She aptly notes that de-
colonization is not the same as diversity. She instead posits that decolonization is 
“the upfront challenge of white supremacy, de-centers the Eurocentric view, values 
QDUUDWLYH�RI�WKDW�>ZKDW@�KDV�EHHQ�PDGH�2WKHU��,W�GLVPDQWOHV�V\VWHPV�RI�WKRXJKWV�
>WKDW� SODFH@� WKH� VWUDLJKW�ZKLWH�PDQ� DV� VWDQGDUG�´� ,W¶V� QRW� MXVW� DERXW� LQYLWLQJ� LQ-
digenous and other marginalized people into the museum to help the institution 
LPSURYH�LWV�H[KLELWLRQV��LW¶V�DQ�RYHUKDXOLQJ�>RI@�WKH�HQWLUH�V\VWHP��2WKHUZLVH��PX-
seums are merely replicating systems of colonialism, exploiting people of color for 
their emotional and intellectual labor within their institutions without a corollary 
in respect and power.
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Exactly because decolonial demands are so radical, museums have not 
reached consensus on how to deal with them. In Giblin/Ramos/Grout 
(2019)’s report on initiatives by the British Museum that enact and re-
ÀHFW�XSRQ�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ��WKH�DXWKRUV�DFNQRZOHGJH�WKDW��LQ�FRQWUDVW�WR�
WKH� SRWHQWLDO� UHDFK� RI�PXVHXP� GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�� ³LW� LV� KDUGHU� WR� GH¿QH�
what decolonizing should involve in museum praxis, and there is no con-
sensus across the museum sector.” They argue that, instead, “over the 
past twenty years, museums have selectively engaged in a range of more 
manageable options that are now being concentrated and coordinated 
under the banner of decolonization. Prominent among these options 
are the introduction of more critical object-centered representations of 
(XURSHDQ�HPSLUHV�´��*,%/,1�5$026�*5287������������6SHFL¿FDOO\�
referring to the case of the RMCA, Marouf Hasian (2012) also underlines 
the manageability of and pressure on museum employees when asked to 
implement ideological changes. He notes that radical requests do not al-
ways take into account the constraints that impede museological change 
and that change will likely be incremental. 

Like many other articles, publications, and webinars on decolonizing 
museums, Giblin/Ramos/Grout (2019), Schoenberger (2020), and Ha-
VLDQ��������GR�QRW�RɣHU�DQ\�FRQFUHWH�PDQDJHPHQW�WLSV�RQ�KRZ�WR�GHFROR-
nize a museum. However, this does not mean that museum professionals 
have not been engaging with the questions of how to build more inclusive 
museums and how to decolonize their institutions. Schoenberger, in her 
MuseumNext article, provides an overview of attempts and actions to 
decolonize museums in North America, Australia, Britain, and Scandi-
navia. During the four year European Commission-funded collaborative 
project Sharing a World of Inclusion, Creativity and Heritage (SWICH), 
some twenty European ethnographic and world culture museums ex-
changed inclusive and decolonization approaches and experiences de-
veloped over the course of 2014–18. This project resulted in the publi-
cation Matters of Belonging, presenting several critical contributions on 
how these museums locate themselves within societal discussions and 
their societies’ futures (MODEST et al. 2019). Though the contributors 
rarely write in the language of ‘cultural management,’ they do often im-
SOLFLWO\�VSHDN�WR�LVVXHV�DQG�GLɤFXOWLHV�RI�PDQDJLQJ�WKH�WUDQVLWLRQ�WRZDUG�
GHFRORQL]DWLRQ��1LFKRODV�7KRPDV���������IRU�H[DPSOH��UHÀHFWV�RQ�WKH�LP-
pact that changes in the social contexts and societal environments of eth-
nographic and world culture museums have had on their strategies and 
stakeholder management. Laura Peers, who co-coined the term ‘source 
communities’ (PEERS/BROWN 2003), elaborates on how to bring the 
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operational collaboration between these museums and their source 
communities to a higher, more extensive level of power sharing. Her call 
for such a transition touches on governance, stakeholder management, 
(shared) leadership, and reputation management. She argues that the 
acquisition and subsequent inappropriate use of ethical capital risks be-
ing seen as a form of what the 1960s civil rights movement referred to 
DV� µWRNHQLVP¶��3((56��������%\�UHÀHFWLQJ�RQ�HYHQWV�SURJUDPPHG�DQG�
promoted by Vienna’s Weltmuseum that resulted from collaborations 
with local migrant communities and embassies, Barbara Plankensteiner 
�������DOVR�UHÀHFWV�RQ�PDQDJHPHQW�VWUXFWXUHV�� ,Q�TXHVWLRQLQJ�KRZ�WR�
build more inclusive museums, she also touches on the inevitable pas-
sage every museum curator has to make through the marketing depart-
ment. She further questions governance matters within the institution, 
DVNLQJ��³:KDW�VKRXOG�EH�WKH�PXVHXP¶V�UROH��WR�HQDEOH�VXFK�SXEOLF�>H[-
RWLFL]LQJ�RU�VHOI�H[RWLFL]LQJ@�SHUIRUPDQFHV��WR�LQWHUSUHW�WKHP��WR�PHGLDWH�
or to curate, taking charge and responsibility?” and “Who should have 
the authority to control what happens?” (PLANKENSTEINER 2019: 65).

None of texts included in Matters of Belonging take cultural man-
agement as their theoretical or conceptual basis. This is surprising, since 
the contributions make clear that decolonization issues in the museum 
are, ultimately, management issues. In relation to the goal of this pa-
per – to probe what can be learned from the case of the Royal Museum 
for Central Africa in Tervuren from a cultural management perspective 
– it is important to note that the case of the RMCA was not included 
in any of the Matters of Belonging�UHÀHFWLRQV��7KH�50&$�KDG�YHU\�H[-
plicit colonial ambitions from its origins in 1898 until the late twenti-
eth century, when the Belgian government and the museum started to 
EH�FULWLFL]HG� IRU� WKH�SHUVLVWHQW� MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�RI� LWV� FRORQLDO�SDVW�DQG� IRU�
concealing atrocities that were committed (academic reports making 
this critique include AYDEMIR 2008; BODENSTEIN/PAGANI 2014; 
EWANS 2003; HASIAN/WOOD 2010; SAUNDERS 2001, 2005; SIL-
VERMAN 2015). The RMCA is seen as a living example of ‘cloistered 
remembering’ (CEUPPENS 2014 referring to STORA 1998) or ‘colonial 
aphasia’ (STOLER 2011, being referred to by FOLSOM 2015; SCHUL-
JIN et al. 2017; VAN DER SCHUEREN et al. 2019). Following a building 
renovation and reorganization process, the RMCA had its long-awaited 
UHRSHQLQJ�LQ�'HFHPEHU������DQG�QRZ�PDNHV�DQ�LGHDO�FDVH�IRU�UHÀHFWLQJ�
on how decolonizing museums implies changes in management.
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4. The Case of the Royal Museum for Central Africa

,Q�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��,�ZLOO�UHÀHFW�IURP�ZLWKLQ�WKH�50&$�PDQDJHPHQW�SUD[LV�
on how societal change that touches the core of a museum can or cannot 
be transposed into institutional change. It is of course easier to describe 
the “museum frictions” (KARP et al. 2006) that arise through societal 
change and global transformation than to actually incorporate them into 
an institution’s strategy and management and subsequently evaluate the 
outcome. Additionally, an interesting paradox for the ex post evaluation 
of long-durational institutional change (the RMCA’s remodeling easily 
ODVWHG�¿IWHHQ�\HDUV��LV�WKDW�VRFLHW\�LWVHOI�FKDQJHV�RYHU�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKH�
institution’s transformation. In fact, the RMCA had developed all its 
intentions and concepts well before the terminology of, and academic, 
activist, and public pressure for, decolonization became as widespread 
as it is now. On the contrary, African diasporic communities in Belgium 
were at that time, in the early 2000s, surprised by Westerners’ obsession 
ZLWK�&RQJROHVH�ZKR�GLHG�LQ�FRORQLDO�FRQÀLFWV�RQH�KXQGUHG�\HDUV�DJR��$I-
ro-Belgians were far more concerned with changing museum visitors’ in-
GLɣHUHQFH�WR�PLOOLRQV�RI�&RQJROHVH�ZKR�SHULVKHG�LQ�WKH�WZR�UHFHQW�&RQJR�
wars and the ongoing violence, including sexual violence as a weapon of 
war, in eastern Congo (CEUPPENS 2014). This observation shows how a 
change project evaluation based on the societal backdrop present when 
the project was conceived becomes pointless. 

7KLV�H[�SRVW�UHÀHFWLRQ�LV�WKXV�QRW�D�SURMHFW�HYDOXDWLRQ�WKDW��LQ�PDQ-
agement terms, checks whether the change has met the objectives; rath-
er it is an evaluation of how the institution itself has transitioned. Has 
it been able to cope with new criteria that at the time of planning were 
yet to be conceived? This challenge is central to strategic management, 
DV�VWUDWHJ\�LV�HVVHQWLDOO\�D�ZD\�WR�VXVWDLQ�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�RI�WKH�¿UP�RU�RU-
ganization over time (i.e., to survive) within an always changing envi-
ronment. It is also the core idea of innovation management, the goal of 
ZKLFK�LV�WR�WUDQVIRUP�D�¿UP�RU�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�LQ�VXFK�D�ZD\�WKDW�LW�VHHV�
LWVHOI�QRW�DV�D�SURGXFHU�RI�VSHFL¿F�SURGXFWV��VHUYLFHV��RU�H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�D�
VSHFL¿F�PDUNHW�EXW�UDWKHU�DV�D�FUHDWRU�RI�VXVWDLQDEOH�YDOXH�WR�FXVWRPHUV�
RU�DXGLHQFHV�� UHJDUGOHVV�RI� WKH� VSHFL¿F�SURGXFWV�� VHUYLFHV��DQG�H[SHUL-
HQFHV�RɣHUHG��
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4.1  The RMCA and Its Transition Management Challenges 

Fifteen years ago, when the renovation of the Royal Museum for Central 
Africa was conceptualized, RMCA general director Guido Gryseels and 
WZR�PXVHXP�VWDɣ�WULHG�WR�DQVZHU�H[�DQWH�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��³+RZ�GRHV�RQH�
actually go about instating change in an institution such as the RMCA?” 
They discussed the following steps as a possible recipe for reform: de-
¿QLQJ�FRUH�EXVLQHVV��PDNLQJ�EOXHSULQWV�IRU�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��UHEUDQGLQJ��
raising awareness and dialogue, and making plans and programs for 
renovation and a new permanent exhibition. The new RMCA wanted to 
make “an introspection of choices the institution had made in its past.” 
It introduced the ‘turning the page’ metaphor, whereby recognizing 
the painful past comprises a step toward a better future (GRYSEELS/
LANDRY/CLAESSENS 2005; GRYSEELS 2014).

7R�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GLɣHUHQW�DVSHFWV�RI�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�FKDQJH�
DQG�WUDQVLWLRQ�WKDW�WKH�50&$�XQGHUZHQW��,�ZLOO�¿UVW�GLVFXVV�KRZ��ZKHQ��
and with what motivation choices were made or not made. The choices 
relate to:

1. GH¿QLQJ�WKH�FRUH�EXVLQHVV��D�QHZ�PLVVLRQ�VWDWHPHQW��

2. not closing, but slowly changing, the museum until complete ren-
ovation is possible (awareness raising)

3. making a new permanent exhibition concept (planning)

4. restoring the building to its original state (building)

5. rebranding (marketing)

6. involving people of African descent (participation)

I review these six strategic choices set out in 2001–05 and discuss how 
the RMCA approach them in the period up to 2018. Then, in section 2.2, 
,�UHÀHFW�RQ�WKH�PDQDJHPHQW�FKDOOHQJHV�RI�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�WKHVH�VWUDWHJLF�
choices. 

5HJDUGLQJ� WKH�¿UVW�SRLQW�RI� FKDQJH�� WKH�50&$�FKRVH� WR�GH¿QH� WKH�
museum’s core business by writing a mission statement in 2001, serving 
as guidance for activities and projects in, the museology, publications, 
research, and collection management departments. It reads:

The RMCA must aspire to be a world center of research and knowledge dissemi-
nation on past and present societies and natural environments of Africa, and in 
SDUWLFXODU�&HQWUDO�$IULFD�� WR� IRVWHU�±�DPRQJ�WKH�SXEOLF�DW� ODUJH�DQG�WKH�VFLHQWL¿F�
community – understanding of and interest in this area and, through partnerships, 
to contribute substantially to its sustainable development. Thus the core endeavors 
of this Africa-oriented institution consist of acquiring and managing collections, 
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FRQGXFWLQJ�VFLHQWL¿F�UHVHDUFK��LPSOHPHQWLQJ�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�WKLV�UHVHDUFK��GLVVHPL-
nating knowledge, and mounting selected exhibitions of its collections. <www.afri-
FDPXVHXP�EH�HQ�DERXWBXV�PLVVLRQBRUJDQLVDWLRQ!�>0D\���������@

In 2016, an extensive operational plan for the museum’s public servi-
ces was developed. Target groups were expanded to people of African 
descent, and sustainable development was stressed as a core value – 
in line with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. New standards 
also included decolonization and co-creation approaches. Finally, three 
PDLQ�SXEOLF�VHUYLFH�SURJUDPV�ZHUH�GH¿QHG��SUHVHQWDWLRQ��VKRZLQJ�DQG�
informing), education (transfer of knowledge with the aim of creating 
world citizenship attitudes and behaviors), and discussion (forum for 
dialogue).

Secondly, the RMCA chose in 2001 to adopt a twofold implementa-
WLRQ� VWUDWHJ\�� 7KH�¿UVW� LQYROYHG� VKRZLQJ� LWV� QHZ�GHFRORQL]HG�SRVLWLRQ�
WKURXJK�VSHFL¿F� LQWHUYHQWLRQV�� VXFK�DV�FROODERUDWLQJ�RQ�DFWLYLWLHV�ZLWK�
Afro-Belgian associations and organizing a landmark exhibition on co-
lonial history (The Memory of the Congo: The Colonial Era, 2005). The 
other was the announcement of a long-term goal: to refurbish and re-
new the building. Renovating the museum building was an unsurprising 
move, since the museum was old and needed repair. That there should 
be a museum on Central Africa at all was not contested at the time. While 
anthropologist Jean Muteba Rahier, at a conference at the University of 
Ghent in 1999, urged a reorientation of the museum’s thematic focus 
(RAHIER 2003), immediate closure was not an option. Later, curator 
Toma Muteba Luntumbue did defend permanent closure: “The most 
courageous decision would certainly have been to close the museum. Be-
FDXVH�WKLV�PRGHO�QR�ORQJHU�¿WV�ZLWK�FRQWHPSRUDU\�VRFLHW\´��',(7/�������
LUNTUMBUE 2015).

To address the third point, in addition to other acts of blueprinting 
such as establishing new policies for its publication, research, collection 
management, and public service activities, the RMCA in 2002 began 
conceiving a new museum exhibition. The museum decided not only to 
renovate the building quite early on in the process, but also to renew 
and reconceptualize its permanent presentations. Eventually, the RMCA 
chose to thoroughly change the content and design of its permanent 
exhibition. Acknowledging the power of storytelling and of interdisci-
plinary creation, the displays now put more focus on the creativity and 
knowledge present in contemporary Africa. Additionally – and continu-
ing the new openness of the 2005 Memory of the Congo exhibition – the 
RMCA developed a new (i.e., far more explicit) presentation of Belgian 
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colonial history and its displays without shying away from the abuses of 
power and propaganda politics of King Leopold II, the Belgian state, its 
authorities, and the museum itself. The revised narrative explains that, 
even if Africa’s history is largely unknown, its past is very rich. The mu-
seum also wants to convey that languages spoken in Central Africa are, 
including in comparison to European languages, highly complex and re-
¿QHG��7KH�VDPH�JRDO�LV�VHW�IRU�WKH�UHJLRQ¶V�FXOWXUH�DQG�FUDIWVPDQVKLS��DV�
well as early economy and agriculture. 

A new room deals with the concept of representation. At the explicit 
request of the African diasporic communities in Belgium, an evolving 
and interactive zone devoted to the diaspora’s history and contribution 
to sports, culture, and society in Belgium is included in the permanent 
exhibition. Special care is taken to have African and Afro-descendant 
H[SHUWV�� SURIHVVRUV�� VFKRODUV�� DQG� RWKHU� VXFK� ¿JXUHV� SURYLGH� H[SODQD-
tions to visitors through multimedia. With a strong belief that, along-
VLGH� VFLHQWL¿F�� DFDGHPLF�� DQG� UDWLRQDO� LQWHUSUHWDWLRQV�RI� WKH� FROOHFWLRQ�
and history, a poetic approach is needed, the RMCA also invited artists 
of African origin to contribute. Their interventions stress the power of 
QDUUDWLRQ��%HVLGHV�VLWH�VSHFL¿F�LQVWDOODWLRQV�WKDW�FRXQWHUEDODQFH�WKH�H[-
plicit colonial architecture of the building, artistic interventions include 
a commemoration song written for the museum personnel choir and a 
new Santa Claus narrative, replacing the Black Pete stereotype with a 
friendly Black Saint Maurice (for critical academic reviews of the new 
permanent exhibition, see DEBLOCK 2019; HASSETT 2020; HOCH-
SCHILD 2020; VAN BOCKHAVEN 2019).

To the fourth point, the RMCA decided to restore the building as 
close to its original state as possible. Restoration took place between 
2013 and 2018, during which time the museum was closed.

Fifthly, the museum rebranded itself, concurrent with adopting the 
new mission statement in 2001. The old logo, with the colonial museum 
building at its center, was replaced with a logo of the words ‘Africa’ and 
‘Tervuren.’ The word ‘Africa’ was mirrored, as this mirroring was felt to 
EHVW�UHÀHFW�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�RI�WKH�PXVHXP��$�VHFRQG�UHEUDQGLQJ�RFFXUUHG�
a few months before the reopening in 2018: the logo now consists of 
the word ‘Africa,’ stylized with new fonts loosely inspired by abstract 
JHRPHWULFDO�¿JXUHV�IRXQG�RQ�SRWWHU\�DQG�WH[WLOHV�LQ�WKH�PXVHXP¶V�FRO-
lection, to which the word ‘Museum’ was added. The brand name ‘Af-
ricaMuseum’ is now used for the museum activities of the Royal Muse-
XP�IRU�&HQWUDO�$IULFD��ZKLFK�UHPDLQV�WKH�RɤFLDO�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�QDPH��$�
communication strategy accompanied the 2018 rebrand that aimed at 
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identifying the museum as a welcoming place for people with an (emo-
tional) bond with or interest in the museum and/or Central Africa. The 
campaign focused on visitors with varying opinions on the colonial past 
RI�%HOJLXP�LQ�&HQWUDO�$IULFD�DQG�UHÀHFWHG�RQ�KRZ�WR�DGGUHVV�WKHVH�GLI-
fering contemporary attitudes toward the shared history and common 
future of Europe and Africa.

)RU�WKH�¿QDO�VL[WK�SRLQW��WKH�50&$�FKRVH�WR�LQYROYH�SHRSOH�RI�$IUL-
can descent in its processes. In 2003, it created an African organizations 
council, named COMRAF, and later a group of six Afro-Belgian experts 
dedicated to conceiving the scenography of the new permanent exhibi-
tion. Additionally, one of the two chief exhibition commissioners and 
another commissioner were an Afropean anthropologist and a linguist 
working at the museum. For many museum zones, collaboration and in-
put was sought from (academic and nonacademic) African and Afropean 
experts.

4.2  Discussion: Management Issues and Obstacles  

 When Implementing Changes

Now that I have touched on the RMCA’s core activities of change since 
������ ,�ZLOO�GLVFXVV� WKH�GLɤFXOWLHV� WKDW� FRQIURQWHG� WKH�PXVHXP�ZKLOH�
LPSOHPHQWLQJ�WKHVH�FKDQJHV��7KLV�UHÀHFWLRQ�LV�EURNHQ�LQWR�VL[�WKHPHV��

1. the contribution of a new mission statement to a value-centered, 
instead of activity-centered, institution, and to the strengthening 
of organizational culture

2. VSHFL¿F� LQWHUYHQWLRQV� DQG� LQIUDVWUXFWXUDO� UHQRYDWLRQ�DV� WULJJHUV�
for transition

3. WKH�LQKHUHQW�VORZQHVV�RI�WKH�PXVHXP�DV�D�PHGLXP��DQG�¿QDQFLDO�
considerations 

4. the ways in which opportunities are missed, compromises made, 
and paradoxes dealt with

5. marketing room for dissent

6. coping with institutional resistance to the sharing of power with 
‘outside’ people of African descent and with changing demands 
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4.2.1  A New Mission Statement: Introducing a Value-Centered           

   Approach in the Context of a Weak Organizational Culture

0DQDJHPHQW�WH[WERRN�ORJLF�FOHDUO\�FRPPDQGV�VWDUWLQJ�Rɣ�ZLWK�D�YLVLRQ�
and mission. The new mission statement of the RMCA laid the founda-
tions for an approach that enabled not only change but also transition. 
Interestingly, the institution for a long time did not feel the need to have 
a mission statement, let alone a value-centered one. It was a museum, 
DQG�XVLQJ�WKH�,&20�GH¿QLWLRQ��ZLWK�LWV�FROOHFWLRQ�PDQDJHPHQW��DFTXLVL-
tion, research, and presentation functions, seemed to do the job. This in-
stitutional and self-evident approach was very common in (Belgian) cul-
tural institutions until the end of the twentieth century: it was thought 
that museums-as-institutions did not need explicit missions to explain 
their existence and activities. These ‘self-evident’ institutions managed 
WKHLU�DFWLYLWLHV��EXW�QRW�VR�PXFK�WKH�YDOXH�WKH\�FUHDWHG���0HWD��UHÀHFWLRQ�
on the value of museums in contemporary society was therefore lacking 
at the RMCA.

In innovation management theory (e.g., the concept of value innova-
tion in KIM/MAUBORGNE 2005 and of value proposition in OSTER-
WALDER/PIGNEUR 2010), it is known that a value-centered approach 
is needed if the organization wants to expand its innovation beyond 
sheer improvement of the actual activities and services. Only value-cen-
tered management enables next-level or disruptive innovation. 

While the RMCA’s 2001 mission statement still refers to the well-
NQRZQ� ,&20�GH¿QHG� IXQFWLRQV� DQG� DFWLYLWLHV�� LW� DOVR� LQFOXGHV� YDO-
XH�EDVHG�REMHFWLYHV��³WR�IRVWHU�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�DQG�LQWHUHVW�>LQ�$IULFD��DQG�
LQ� SDUWLFXODU� &HQWUDO� $IULFD@� DQG�� WKURXJK� SDUWQHUVKLSV�� WR� FRQWULEXWH�
substantially to its sustainable development.” Partnerships (with African 
institutions, museums, and organizations) and sustainable development 
are values that make decolonization-oriented innovation possible. 

Another textbook advantage of a new mission is that it enables mem-
bers of the organization to understand, support, and apply the institu-
tion’s goals in their own work praxis. This can and should eventually 
strengthen the organizational culture, although it is often a long-term 
process. 

The RMCA developed its institutional logic as a museum and scien-
WL¿F�LQVWLWXWLRQ�IURP�LWV�IRXQGLQJ�LQ������EDVHG�RQ�D�FODVVLFDO�IUDPHZRUN�
of the (colonial) museum. Later, the ICOM-museum deontologies and 
positivism research (with obligatory guidelines such as peer reviews) 
became more dominant. Overall, these logics fostered a rather weak or-
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JDQL]DWLRQDO�FXOWXUH��%\�DQG�ODUJH��VWDɣ�PDLQO\�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�UH-
search and museum activities, and less on those activities’ contribution 
to the higher goals of the institution. The combination of the mantra of 
DFDGHPLF�IUHHGRP�±�YHU\�GRPLQDQW�LQ�VFLHQWL¿F�UHVHDUFK�FHQWHUV�±�ZLWK�
LQFUHDVLQJ�SUHVVXUH�RQ�SHUVRQDO�VFLHQWL¿F�DFKLHYHPHQW�WKURXJK�SXEOLFD-
WLRQ�RɣHUHG�OLWWOH�HQFRXUDJHPHQW�IRU�collaborative support for emerging 
societal values such as decolonization. 

Such a lack of collaborative support becomes especially detrimental 
ZKHQ�PDQDJHPHQW� DWWHPSWV� WR� LPSOHPHQW� GHFRORQL]DWLRQ� HɣRUWV� DQG�
announces this publicly. Just as universities can be confronted with ac-
DGHPLF� VWDɣ�ZKRVH� LQGLYLGXDO� RSLQLRQV� IXQGDPHQWDOO\� GLɣHU� IURP� WKH�
rector’s attempt to decolonize the university, the RMCA likewise was 
±� DQG� VWLOO� LV� ±� FRQIURQWHG�ZLWK� VFLHQWL¿F� FROODERUDWRUV�ZKR� LQ� SXEOLF�
discussions and fora, and in their own museum work, defend or apply 
FRPSOHWHO\�GLɣHUHQW�RSLQLRQV�DQG�HWKLFV�WKDQ�WKH�PXVHXP�FKDPSLRQV��
Changing attitudes through, for example, partnerships with African uni-
YHUVLWLHV� DQG� VFLHQWL¿F� UHVHDUFK� FHQWHUV� WKDW� WKH� FKDQJLQJ� LQVWLWXWLRQ�
wants to entrench or being explicit about provenance issues when study-
ing ethnographic objects, is not easily implemented within such an orga-
QL]DWLRQDO�DQG�GHRQWRORJLFDO�FXOWXUH��0RUHRYHU��PRVW�VHQLRU�VWDɣ�LV�RI-
ten ‘tenure track’ and has almost absolute autonomy and inviolability as 
civil servants. Because research and exhibition projects are only possible 
through external funding (which does not necessarily require the same 
focus on the institution’s new values and attitudes), the management’s 
¿QDQFLDO�SRZHU�LV�ZHDNHQHG��

The museum director therefore has little other pathway than the slow 
implementation of new directives, habits, and cultures through a new 
mission statement. Other factors that accelerate change are (1) recruit-
PHQW�RI�QHZ�VWDɣ�ZKR�HPEUDFH�WKH�QHZ�YDOXHV��ZKLFK�IRU�WKH�50&$�KDV�
EHFRPH�GLɤFXOW�DV�RI�������ZKHQ�WKH�%HOJLDQ�JRYHUQPHQW�LPSOHPHQWHG�
a major structural budget cut); (2) the organization of new events of high 
symbolic value, such as a ground-breaking temporary exhibitions, and 
(3) the use of more fundamental and structural interventions, like the 
complete renovation or new construction of the museum building. 

4.2.2  Specific Interventions and Infrastructural Renovation  

    as a Trigger for Transition

Transition plays out on various temporal levels. First, quick wins are 
important elements in change processes (KOTTER 1996). Already in 
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������WKH�¿UVW�HYHQWV�FR�RUJDQL]HG�ZLWK�$IUR�%HOJLDQ�DVVRFLDWLRQV�ZHUH�
KHOG��$IWHU� D� ¿UVW� FULWLFDO� H[KLELWLRQ��ExitCongoMuseum, in 2000–01, 
the 2005 exhibition Memory of the Congo: The Colonial Era was a 
clear sign that new times had arrived. Second, major change projects 
enhance transition. The choice to use an already needed infrastructural 
renovation to spur further and more fundamental considerations and 
reformulations of the museum’s raison d’être is not surprising. From a 
change management point of view, renovating a building, and thus in-
vesting lots of ‘new’ money into the institution, acts as a trigger for more 
thorough change. Examples from other museums (Weltmuseum, Vien-
na; Linden-Museum, Stuttgart; Humboldt Forum, Berlin; PAGANI 2013 
lists thirteen European ethnographic museums with major building pro-
grams) show that it is often only after the decision to invest in new or 
renewed infrastructure that conceptual change really becomes possible, 
or, within an institutional context, more widely negotiable. 

,Q�WKH�FDVH�RI�WKH�50&$��LW�LV�FOHDU�WKDW�WKH�UHGH¿QLWLRQ�RI�LWV�LGHQWLW\�
and the urge to renew infrastructure reinforced each other and facili-
tated the needed transition. Hoenig (2014) explains in depth how the 
RMCA was confronted with, on the one side, a growing public awareness 
of the dark side of Belgian colonial history through Adam Hochschild’s 
(1998) bestselling popular history book King Leopold’s Ghost, and, on 
the other, pressure from Belgians with family ties to the former colonies. 
,Q� WKH�DEVHQFH�RI� DQ\�SXEOLF� DSRORJ\� IRU� LQMXVWLFHV� LQÀLFWHG�RQ�&RQJR�
and its inhabitants under Belgian colonialism and those steering it,7 the 
RMCA needed to readdress its identity on its own. The best way to do so 
was an overall ‘work in progress’ and ‘closed for renovation’ approach.

4.2.3  The Inherent Slowness of the Museum as a Medium,   

    and Financial Considerations 

The renewal of the permanent exhibition was a two-step process. First, 
even before the arrival of new director Guido Gryseels in 2001, concep-

7 King Philippe of Belgium only expressed his “deepest regrets” for the country’s bru-
tal past in a letter to the president of the Democratic Republic of the Congo on June 
����������WKH�¿UVW�SXEOLF�DFNQRZOHGJPHQW�IURP�D�PHPEHU�RI�WKH�%HOJLDQ�UR\DO�IDPLO\�
(<www.rtbf.be/info/belgique/detail_le-roi-philippe-exprime-au-congo-ses-profonds-
regrets-pour-les-blessures-du-passe?id=10532781> (French version); <www.vrt.be/
YUWQZV�QO������������NRQLQJ�¿OLS�EHWXLJW�GLHSVWH�VSLMW�YRRU�EHOJLVFKH�ZDQGDGHQ�
in/> (Dutch version); passages of the letter translated into English: <www.thebulle 
WLQ�EH�GHHSHVW�UHJUHWV�EHOJLXP�LVVXHV�DSRORJ\�FRQJR�FRORQLDO�SDVW!� >6HSWHPEHU� ���
����@���
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tual notes on the new permanent exhibition were drafted. Later, in 2012, 
a project manager was hired and commissioners appointed. Over the en-
suing six years, blueprints were continually revised and changed. 

The new permanent exhibition’s development involved extensive in-
ternal discussions and resulting delays, characterized by commissioners 
and collaborators leaving the project disappointed when their ideas or 
concepts were not fully accepted. After the appointment of a steering 
committee of head commissioners and a well-established peer-review 
process (including experts of African descent appointed by COMRAF), 
WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�¿QDOO\� WRRN� LWV� LQWHQGHG� VKDSH��RQH�RI�GHFRORQL]LQJ� WKH�
(presented content of) the museum. After its opening, many discussions 
arose about whether some elements, texts, multimedia, and other inter-
ventions were far too, or not enough, in line with the expected outcome. 

From 2000 onward, a few museum professionals, from both with-
in and outside the RMCA, determined it would be more thoughtful to 
restore not only the listed building but also the exhibition content and 
design to its original state. In short, they wanted to “freeze” the muse-
um the way it was at the end of the twentieth century, thus making the 
RMCA a museum of colonial imagination and a ‘museum of a museum,’ 
to which would be added, in a new building, a contemporary world cul-
tures museum (CAPENBERGHS 2001). Even if this proposal never in-
tended the RMCA to remain fully unchanged, that is, to be visited as a 
place of nostalgia or as a retrograde institution (GRYSEELS/LANDRY/
CLAESSENS 2005), the reason this option was never really considered 
was far more prosaic: it “proved unfeasible, if only because of the costs” 
(Gryseels quoted by RASPOET 2017). Acting as a manager, RMCA di-
rector Guido Gryseels evaluated concept proposals not only on their in-
WULQVLF�YDOXH�EXW�DOVR�RQ�WKHLU�SUDFWLFDO��¿QDQFLDO�LPSOLFDWLRQV��FRQVWDQW-
O\�FRQVLGHULQJ�FRVWV�DQG�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�IRU�DWWUDFWLQJ�VXɤFLHQW�QXPEHUV�
of visitors. Concepts and ideas can be intellectually challenging or even 
VRXQG�� EXW� UDUHO\� DUH� WKHLU� ¿QDQFLDO� LPSOLFDWLRQV� WDNHQ� LQWR� DFFRXQW��
Without enough public support, revenues from ticket sales, sponsors, 
and potentially even grants will drop, and the whole institution risks col-
lapse. 

7KH�GLɤFXOWLHV�ZLWK�WKH�VHHPLQJO\�HQGOHVVO\�FKDQJLQJ�SODQV�IRU�WKH�
permanent exhibition are related to the inherent slowness of a museum. 
Compared to other cultural expressions, museums are bound to their 
collections, which do not always match the desired narrative. The nar-
rative then needs to be enriched with loans, reproductions, audiovisual 
HOHPHQWV��DQG�WH[WV��ZKLFK�UHTXLUH�PDQDJHPHQW��¿QDQFLQJ��DQG�SHUVRQ-
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QHO�HɣRUW��7KUHH�VXSSOHPHQWDU\�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�QHHG�WR�EH�PDGH�IRU�WKH�
50&$��)LUVW��EHLQJ�D�VFLHQWL¿F�LQVWLWXWLRQ�±�ZKLFK�LPSOLHV�QRW�RQO\�SHHU�
review as a general practice but also, and de facto, a positivist attitude 
�WUXWK�RXJKW�WR�EH�QHXWUDO�DQG�FDQ�EH�REWDLQHG�ZKHQ�HQRXJK�VFLHQWL¿F�HY-
idence supports the thesis) – it took several months and sometimes even 
more than a year before an exhibition blueprint was fully endorsed. Sec-
ond, unlike temporary exhibitions that are curated and ‘signed’ by one or 
more people, a museum’s permanent exhibition is endorsed and ‘signed’ 
by the institution itself. Third, the sheer undertaking of setting up a new 
exhibition, certainly when confronted with limited budgets and few hu-
man resources, takes time. It sometimes took more than four months 
IRU�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ� WH[W� WR�JR� IURP�GUDIWLQJ�E\�D�PXVHXP�VWDɣ�PHPEHU��
to review by peers and African or Afro-descendant experts, to editing, 
translation, design, printing, and display. Some texts were approved 
before French President Emmanuel Macron publicly addressed the res-
titution issue in his November 2017 speech in Ouagadougou, Burkina 
Faso. These texts were therefore outdated at the exhibition’s opening in 
December 2018. When societal demands change at a speed higher than 
the slow museum setup allows, the museum is always behind.

4.2.4  Missed Opportunities, Compromises, and Paradoxes

The listed RMCA building is a beautiful example of nineteenth-century 
French architecture, and after ninety years since its inauguration and 
DOPRVW�¿IW\�\HDUV�VLQFH�LWV�ODVW�UHIXUELVKPHQW��LW�EHJJHG�IRU�UHVWRUDWLRQ��
The restoration of the original building seemed self-evident: the main-
stream ideology of architecture historians and government restoration 
RɤFLDOV�IDYRUHG�D�UHVWRUDWLRQ�DV�FORVH�DV�SRVVLEOH�WR�WKH�DUFKLWHFW¶V�RULJ-
inal intention. 

In a context where the museum management desires a major invest-
ment and change opportunity, any consideration that goes against the 
mainstream restoration ideology understandably risks postponing the 
¿QDO� �EXGJHW��GHFLVLRQ��(YHQWXDOO\�� WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\� IRU� FKDQJH� FDQ�EH�
lost. After the press opening of the restored building in April 2018, one 
architecture critic pointed out how the mainstream ideology prevented a 
major opportunity for decolonization (VAN SYNGHEL 2018). Indeed, by 
retaining and even accentuating the cracks in the marble and the rather 
FKHDS��XJO\��DQG�VXSHUÀXRXV�WZHQWLHWK�FHQWXU\�DGGLWLRQV��WKH�OHIW�DV�LV�
deterioration of the monument would have stood as witness to the dete-
rioration of colonial thinking in the late twentieth century. Yet, as a con-
sequence of the ‘original restoration’ ideology, the RMCA was obliged to 
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leave colonial and racist sculptures in their original places in the grand 
rotunda, leading to a stream of criticism after the reopening; the RMCA 
was accused of continuing to exhibit racist imagery. This situation cul-
minated in a mediatized remark in the United Nations Human Rights 
Council’s Report of the Working Group of Experts on People of African 
Descent (UNITED NATIONS HUMAN RIGHTS COUNCIL 2019). The 
criticism led the RMCA to commission an adaptive intervention by art-
ists Aimé Mpane and Jean Pierre Müller in 2020, whereby they hung 
printed veils before each colonial statute. 

Clearly, the full restoration of the building created a paradox: on the 
one hand, the building was restored to its original (colonial) glory, while, 
on the other, the new permanent exhibition aimed to make very clear 
WKDW�WKH�PXVHXP�LV�EHLQJ�GHFRORQL]HG��$W�¿UVW�VLJKW��WKHUH�VHHPV�WR�EH�QR�
way out of this situation other than accepting what is the quintessence of 
Belgian politics: the compromise. But instead of mere acceptance of the 
paradoxical situation of doing decolonization work in a restored colonial 
building, the RMCA came to realize, only one year before its opening, 
WKDW�LWV�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�HɣRUW�VKRXOG�QRW��RQO\��EH�VHHQ�DV�D�FKDQJH�SURM-
ect, but as a transition process. This insight made it easier to accept and 
work with criticism, and consequently to keep updating the permanent 
exhibition. 

4.2.5  Marketing Room for Dissent

The RMCA’s rebranding aimed at two goals. First, the new logo and 
internal and external communication plans support the institution’s 
decolonization values and enhance organizational culture, sending the 
message: “Let there be no doubt, this is the new direction this museum 
LV�WDNLQJ�´�6HFRQG��WKH�FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�VWUDWHJ\��VSHFL¿FDOO\�RI�������HQ-
hanced inclusivity for all visitors, target groups, and stakeholders. 

Over the last few years, the museum-as-an-institution has also tak-
en increasingly explicit stances against its old colonial and neocolonial 
DSSURDFKHV��)RU� H[DPSOH�� WKH�PXVHXP�QRZ� UHTXLUHV� LWV� VFLHQWL¿F� DQG�
museum projects to be produced in partnership with African-led orga-
nizations or at least to give people of African descent key roles. In the 
SHUPDQHQW� H[KLELWLRQ�� RɤFLDO� VWDQGSRLQWV� FRQGHPQ� FRORQL]DWLRQ� DQG�
racism, including the RMCA’s own past contributions to colonialism. 
The museum moreover supports provenance research and openness to-
ward restitution. 

In tandem with these policies and as a federal institution in a de-
mocracy, the RMCA’s target public needs to be as large as possible. In 
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WKH� FRQWH[W� RI� GHFOLQLQJ� ¿QDQFLDO� VXSSRUW� IURP� WKH� VWDWH�� WKH� QXPEHU�
of visitors is, moreover, an important institutional survival factor. The 
marketing and communication strategies thus stress that the new Af-
ricaMuseum remains a public institution for everybody, regardless of 
their opinion on colonial history and decolonization. This has, of course, 
attracted condemnations from decolonial activists who consider the mu-
VHXP� WR� EH� LQVXɤFLHQWO\� GHFRORQL]HG�� <HW� E\� FUHDWLQJ� DQG� HPEUDFLQJ�
room for dissent, the museum now aims to acknowledge and institution-
alize decolonization far more as a process�WKDQ�DV�D��¿QLVKHG��SURMHFW�

4.2.6  Institutional Resistance to the Sharing of Power with    

    ‘Outside’ People of African Descent 

Although praised as an example for other museums and initiated as early 
as 2003, the RMCA collaboration with the COMRAF council and other 
experts of African descent has not at all been an easy ride. Just before the 
museum’s reopening, the collaboration between some parties regretta-
bly turned sour (detailed descriptions of the relation between the muse-
um and Afro-Belgian diasporic communities can be found in DEMART 
2020; FIORIN/MUGNAINI/ROSSI 2020; SCHULJIN et al. 2017). 

Once again, the RMCA was confronted with a reaction to changing 
parameters over time. In 2003, the founding of COMRAF as a consul-
tative committee of interested people associated with organizations of 
the African diaspora in Belgium seemed to have been met with joy and 
enthusiasm, as diasporic community members felt recognition in be-
ing associated with the museum. Success was especially fueled by the 
fact that activities at the museum, such as the annual Africa-Tervuren 
events, were co-organized with several African-led organizations. 

By 2012, COMRAF had professionalized and released a self-evalu-
DWLRQ��7KH�FRPPLWWHH�ZDV�JHQHUDOO\�VDWLV¿HG�ZLWK�LWV�UROH��ZHOFRPHG�D�
new charter that changed its consultative role into more of a mediation 
role, and seemed to be willing to adapt a SMART goals approach. A part-
time employee of African origin to support COMRAF’s operations was 
hired. By 2017, however, COMRAF had become a formalized body with 
many of the same, but fewer, people meeting once every two months. 
At the same time, the committee proposed a new autonomous structure 
aimed at decolonizing the museum, claiming more power in the muse-
um’s decision-making processes, including the right to veto some of the 
institution’s decisions, have paid personnel present daily in the muse-
ums’ buildings to monitor processes, and so on. This proposal was re-
jected by the museum.
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,Q�WKH�ZRUGV�RI�0DU\�3UDWW��������DQG�-DPHV�&OLɣRUG���������&20-
RAF was an attempt to be a museum ‘contact zone’ that eroded over 
time. The involvement of six experts appointed by COMRAF to review 
the new exhibition, activists’ harsh criticism of the museum, and the 
RMCA’s inability to immediately comply with claims for more power, 
XQIRUWXQDWHO\��PDGH�LW�D�FRQWDFW�FRQÀLFW�]RQH��+RZ�GLG�WKLV�KDSSHQ"

The reasons why the RMCA could not meet the claims for more pow-
er for the Afro-Belgian diaspora were fourfold. First, the RMCA had orig-
LQDOO\�GH¿QHG�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�DV�D�GHFRQVWUXFWLYH�DFWLYLW\��ZLWK�D�FRQVXO-
tative and to a certain extent also co-creative character. The museum was 
not ready for decolonization as a full power-sharing process. Second, as 
&OLɣRUG� �������GHVFULEHV�� SUDFWLFDO� SUREOHPV�DULVH�XSRQ�GHFLGLQJ�ZKR�
LV�EHVW�TXDOL¿HG�WR�EH�LQYROYHG�LQ�WHUPV�RI�H[SHULHQFH��NQRZOHGJH��DQG�
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHQHVV��6SHFL¿FDOO\��WKH�50&$�ZDQWHG�WR�LQFUHDVH�LQFOXVLRQ�
of African experts living and working in Central Africa. Third, given the 
VSHFL¿F�sui generis structure of the institution, depending directly on the 
administration and ministry of science policy, the RMCA director does 
not have the authority to create new ‘real’ power-sharing bodies on their 
RZQ��)RXUWK�� WKH�PXVHXP�ZDV�DOVR�XQVXUH�DERXW�WKH�JHQHUDO�¿QDQFLDO�
and legislative feasibility of the proposal. Tony Bennett’s (2006) work 
lucidly explains why this reaction is typical for museums. He claims that 
museums can all too easily be regarded as public not in the ‘civic and 
governmental’ sense but in the ‘public sphere’ sense. To be a public insti-
tution in the public sphere is to be an institution that stands outside the 
state and functions as a means of criticizing it. Being part of the state, the 
50&$�KDV�IDU�PRUH�GLɤFXOW\�LQ�EHORQJLQJ�WR�WKH�SXEOLF�VSKHUH�

From a management perspective, the most important lesson to be 
OHDUQHG�IURP�WKLV�VRXUHG�FROODERUDWLRQ�VHHPV�WR�EH�WKH�GLɤFXOW\�RI�LP-
plementing stakeholder partnerships in a governmental institution. In-
deed, as Harrison/St. John (1996) prescribe, stakeholders who are stra-
tegically important should be managed as partners. The RMCA’s 2016 
operational plan for public services opened the door for sharing power 
with source communities beyond consultation or mediation. It neverthe-
less turned out to be impossible to implement a power-sharing instru-
ment outside the institution’s existing decision-making structures. The 
authority, attribution, and legitimization of and access to decision-mak-
ing power are very precisely anchored in institutions through selection 
procedures, sworn oaths, rules of delegation, decision-making proce-
dures, and so on. Adding external bodies with representational authority 
beyond consultation failed at the RMCA. The composition of an internal 
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H[SHUW�FRPPLWWHH��VXFK�DV�DQ�RɤFLDO�VFLHQWL¿F�FRXQFLO��LV��PRUHRYHU��GH-
cided at a governmental level and is subject to political considerations. 
5HFUXLWLQJ�QHZ�VWDɣ�XQGHU�D�SRVLWLYH�OHQV�WR�GHFRORQL]DWLRQ�LV�QRW�LPSRV-
sible, but it is inherently slow and painstaking, due to administrative, le-
JDO��¿QDQFLDO��DQG�SROLWLFDO�EXUGHQV��,Q�IDFW��LW�ZDV�RQO\�WKURXJK�FUHDWLQJ�
new internal procedures (an ethical code for the organization of museum 
activities and a policy for temporary exhibitions) that the RMCA is man-
aging to gradually include organizations and people of African descent 
in key positions.

5. Conclusion

In her blog post on decolonization, Schoenberger (2020) writes: 

All in all, the decolonizing project will have starts and stops as each museum, cul-
WXUDO�ZRUNHU�DQG�DXGLHQFHV�>ZLOO@�KDYH�GLɤFXOW�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�DQG�UHÀHFWLRQV�DERXW�
the meaning of museums and who the institutions are intended to serve. New mod-
els of decolonization will continue to arise and give inspiration to other institutions 
VWUXJJOLQJ�WR�¿JXUH�RXW�KRZ�WR�FKDQJH�WKHLU�RZQ�LQVWLWXWLRQV��

The decolonization of the Royal Museum for Central Africa is a radi-
cal and still ongoing transformation process that has not only required 
quick-win projects, partnering with stakeholders, altering exhibition 
content and narratives, and changing branding and communication. 
2Q�WKH�FRQWUDU\��WKLV�WUDQVLWLRQ�WUDMHFWRU\�VWDUWHG�Rɣ�ZLWK�D�QHZ�PLVVLRQ�
statement and a decision to transform museum infrastructure along-
side its thought structures. This shows that to decolonize museums, one 
needs strategic management pur sang, ultimately innovating the muse-
um institution in order to survive in a fast-changing society. 

On the basis of the RMCA’s experience, this paper thus makes four 
strategic management suggestions. First, decolonizing as a strategy 
should be regarded as a transition process in addition to a change proj-
HFW��7KH�WUDQVLWLRQ�SURFHVV�UHTXLUHV�FKDQJH�SURMHFWV��VSHFL¿F� LQWHUYHQ-
tions enable the institution to experiment and to test public reaction. 
Major ‘invasive’ projects, like a new or restored building, create manifold 
possibilities and momentum. Second, a mission statement that intro-
duces a value-centered approach is crucial. It can be used as a means 
to strengthen organizational culture and to focus everybody’s work on 
the new values. Moreover, when museum collaborators think in terms of 
value creation, they are more easily driven toward next-level innovation. 
Third, as decolonization implies sharing power and concerns the strate-
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gic core of the institution, a stakeholder partnership policy is essential. 
The path to this goal is messy, slippery, and long, but it needs to be tak-
en. Fourth, the three previous suggestions are bound by the inherent 
slowness of museums-as-institutions, as well as by practical and political 
contingencies. Quick wins and from-scratch methods help: a new lead-
er, openness to unexpected opportunities, and major renovations can be 
important change agents. In addition, agility in dealing with paradoxes 
and compromises is an essential quality of transition managers in mu-
seums. These management techniques and qualities enable the museum 
to embrace decolonization. They enable the institution to survive, as it 
will have learned to cope with as yet unknown societal change and global 
transformation.
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