
 

 

Interview with Tuuda Haitula from the 
Museums Association of Namibia 
 

As a result of the Berlin Conference in 1884, the region of today’s Namibia became the German 

colony known as “German South-West Africa." Diverse communities coexisted with unique 

customs, languages and different cultural practices. German colonial policies led to 

disturbances in the social settings of the local communities which caused economic, land and 

general strife among these communities, sparking uprisings by the Herero and Nama, 

escalating into a devastating war of extermination from 1904 to 1908, resulting in the 

genocide. 

 

After World War I, and as part of the Treaty of Versailles, Germany lost all her colonies and 

South Africa occupied "South-West Africa," later integrating it into the Union of South Africa. 

Namibia gained independence in 1990 after a hard-fought liberation struggle. 

 

Today, Germany collaborates with Namibia, emphasizing cultural heritage preservation 

through restitution and project support. In an exclusive interview, Tuuda Haitula from the 

Museums Association of Namibia sheds light on the significance of cooperation with Europe. 

 

 

 

 

Tuuda Haitula, you are a Museum Development Officer for the Museums Association of 

Namibia. Please tell us a bit about your work. 

 

As a Museum Development Officer, my role encompasses a diverse range of responsibilities 

aimed at fostering the growth and preservation of our nation's cultural heritage.  

 

I work closely with museum professionals in local museums and cultural institutions to enhance 

their capacity. This involves organizing training workshops and providing guidance on 

museum management, collection care, and conservation techniques.  I also actively seek out 

grants and funding opportunities to support museums in Namibia. This involves identifying 

suitable grants, assisting with grant applications, and ensuring compliance with funding 

requirements. 

 

Then, exhibition development plays a large role. I collaborate with museums to create engaging 

and educational exhibitions. This includes researching and curating exhibits and ensuring the 

proper display and handling of museum exhibitions. 

 

Another important task is Community Engagement, I work to strengthen the connection 

between museums and the communities they serve. This involves organizing outreach 

programs, educational activities, and events that promote cultural awareness and appreciation. 

 

 



In essence, my role as a Museum Development Officer in Namibia is dedicated to nurturing 

the growth and resilience of our museums, ensuring that they remain vital institutions that 

celebrate and safeguard our rich cultural heritage for generations to come. 

 

 

 

 

In some of the Namibian museums you collaborate intensively with the local communities. 

What does this look like?  

 

In many Namibian museums, intensive collaboration with local communities is indeed a 

fundamental aspect of our work. This collaboration takes various forms and is crucial for 

several reasons: 

 

We actively engage local communities in the curation process of museum exhibits. This means 

seeking input and knowledge from community members when selecting artefacts, interpreting 

their cultural significance, and designing exhibitions. This ensures that the exhibits accurately 

represent the community's heritage and stories. The communities and museum stakeholders 

develop the museum narrative, and it is an actual reflection of their cultural heritage. Moreover, 

in working with the communities, we can preserve Indigenous Knowledge. Collaborations 

allows us to work with the local communities who then share their intangible cultural heritage 

that is usually associated with cultural objects, which then allows us to document the responses 

thus preserving their associated cultures and passing down cultural heritage to future 

generations. Museum practices that are directly linked to local communities are more likely to 

stay relevant and meaningful to the people they serve.  

 

Additionally, this approach helps museums to engage their collections and exhibitions with 

cultural sensitivity. It also ensures that the portrayal of cultural practices, rituals, and beliefs 

respects the community's traditions and values. Museums engage in community outreach and 

educational programs, such as museum visits, workshops, lectures, and cultural events, to 

promote cultural awareness and appreciation. Collaborative efforts enable museums to tailor 

these programs to the specific needs and interests of the community. 

 

Collaboration with local communities in Namibian museums is vital for ensuring the relevance, 

and sustainability of cultural heritage. It empowers communities to take an active role in 

preserving their heritage, fosters mutual respect, and enriches the cultural experiences offered 

by museums.  

 

How is provenance research important to Namibia’s culture?  

 

Provenance research plays a significant role in preserving and enriching Namibia's culture in 

several ways, beyond the eventual return of the cultural material, and it contributes in the 

following ways: 

 

Provenance research helps uncover the history and origins of material cultures. This process is 

essential for reconnecting present-day Namibian communities with their historical roots, 

reinforcing a sense of cultural memory and identity. It enables people to better understand 

where they come from and the traditions that have shaped their identity and fill up the gaps that 



currently exist within their cultural practices. Understanding the provenance of objects 

provides critical historical context. It allows Namibians to comprehend the circumstances 

surrounding the creation and use of these artefacts. This knowledge contributes to a deeper 

appreciation of their cultural heritage and the significance of various practices and traditions. 

 

Provenance research often reveals the interconnectedness of Namibia's cultural heritage with 

the wider continent, and the world at large. It highlights the exchanges, influences, and 

interactions that have shaped the country's traditions over time. It also helps to complement 

oral traditions and stories passed down through generations. It provides tangible evidence that 

supports and validates these oral narratives, strengthening the preservation of cultural 

knowledge. 

 

Provenance research also generates educational resources that can be used in schools and 

museums to teach Namibian history and culture. These resources contribute to a more 

comprehensive and accurate portrayal of the country's heritage. The research process often 

involves collaboration with international institutions and experts. This fosters dialogue and 

information exchange between Namibian cultural institutions and the global community, 

promoting a broader understanding of Namibia's culture. 

 

There are also matters of legality and ethical considerations: this type of research helps assess 

the legal and ethical dimensions of cultural objects, ensuring that they were acquired and held 

by international guidelines and agreements. This knowledge can inform decisions about 

repatriation and restitution. An important task linked to this process is the reconnecting of 

dispersed artefacts, over time, cultural artefacts may have been dispersed across different 

museums and collections worldwide. Provenance research aids in tracing and reuniting these 

objects, contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of Namibia's cultural heritage. 

 

In summary, provenance research is a vital component of Namibia's cultural preservation 

efforts. It helps restore cultural memory, provides historical context, strengthens cultural 

identity, and facilitates international dialogue and collaboration, while at the same time 

restoring lost memories within the communities.  

 

You’re currently working on the “Action for Restitution to Africa” project, which is 

looking at objects of Namibian heritage outside Namibia, of interest to us are the 

Namibian objects in German-speaking countries. At this point, you have knowledge 

about these objects. Is the aim to repatriate all those objects to Namibia? 

 

The "Action for Restitution to Africa" project, with a focus on locating Namibian objects 

located in German-speaking countries, has multifaceted aims. While the ultimate disposition 

of these objects may vary depending on individual circumstances, the initial purpose of the 

project is to develop a database encompassing all Namibian heritage objects located outside 

Namibia, including those in private collections, institutions, and museums. 

 

This database serves as a crucial foundation for further research and analysis, which includes 

provenance research. By documenting and researching the history, acquisition, and movement 

of these objects, the project aims to shed light on their origins and circumstances of removal 

from Namibia. This process is essential for understanding the cultural and historical context 

surrounding these objects. 

 



While the project acknowledges the importance of restitution and repatriation where objects 

meet the criteria for return, it also recognizes that the decision regarding each object must be 

based on a combination of community engagement, legal, ethical, and historical considerations. 

Additionally, the project promotes cultural exchange, public engagement, and collaboration 

between stakeholders in Namibia and German-speaking countries to ensure a comprehensive 

and balanced approach to addressing the issue of Namibian heritage objects. 

 

Some of the roles of the project include documentation and research, exhibitions and cultural 

exchange, capacity building. Another aspect of the project is public engagement, the aim is to 

engage the public in both countries to foster awareness and appreciation of the cultural heritage. 

 

 

As soon as the preliminary work has been done and completed, Restitution and Repatriation 

measures can then be engaged. Material cultures that were collected within the colonial 

occupations will be candidates for repatriation. However, not all of them may meet the set 

criteria for restitution as agreed on by Namibian communities. 

 

 

The vast majority of objects in European museums are not on display but hidden away 

in storage. How has the knowledge about Namibian cultural heritage changed during the 

last decades? And what do you still hope to find? 

 

There have been efforts from the European museums in terms of Digitalization and 

Accessibility: Museums are digitizing their collections to make them more accessible online, 

ensuring access to Namibians. In terms of Repatriation and Restitution, efforts to return cultural 

objects to Namibia are growing due to increased recognition of indigenous rights and general 

interest from the Namibian communities. 

 

There are also Collaboration and Knowledge Sharing platforms that have been established 

whereby Museums are working closely with Namibian experts to better understand and 

preserve the cultural significance of objects in their collections. Researchers are aiming to 

uncover lost artefacts, gain new insights, and preserve oral traditions to enhance our 

understanding of lost Namibian cultural heritage. 

 

 

What is happening to repatriated objects in Namibia? Do you put them into a museum? 

 

The handling of repatriated objects in Namibia varies depending on the specific circumstances 

and agreements between the communities involved, for example, the power stone of the 

Oukwanyama Kingdom returned to Namibia in 1995. Whereas the Power Stone for the 

Ondonga Kingdom only returned in 2023 and is still under the care of the National Museum of 

Namibia (NMN), which is the national repository institution for all repatriated artefacts. 

 

Ideally, the material culture would be returned to the communities from which they were 

removed, however, given the colonial context in which they were taken, we first need to do 

provenance research to establish such communities, which is not always possible. The material 

culture rests at the NMN until provenance research has been completed, and then the 

communities can decide on the next life of such material. Consideration is also given to the 

type of item, if it possesses national value, then there is a possibility of keeping such at a 



national institution, such as the National Archives of Namibia, for the wider population to have 

access to such. 

 

 

What are the biggest obstacles for your work? What are your wishes for the future?  

 

There are multiple challenges that we face as museum professionals, which include limited 

access to information, there is limited access to electricity and the internet in remote areas, 

which can hinder efforts to provide information and resources related to cultural heritage. 

Infrastructure is another challenge in the sense that not all institutions in Namibia have the 

necessary infrastructure to care for the material culture, especially those that have spent a lot 

of years in European museums and have been introduced to multiple chemicals and exposed to 

different weather conditions. 

 

Cultural sensitivity is another challenge as the majority of the work that we do involves colonial 

encounters that constantly remind us of the traumatic periods that our ancestors experienced. 

 

 

For the future, Efforts should be made to improve access to information and resources related 

to cultural heritage for all Namibian communities, especially those in remote areas. This may 

involve expanding internet infrastructure, providing offline resources, or establishing 

community centers with access to educational materials. There is also a need to foster open and 

equal collaboration between German and Namibian institutions. This will allow the 

communities to ensure that repatriated objects are accessible and properly cared for.  

 

 

 

We met through MuseumsLab 2023, a program supporting collaboration between 

African and European museum workers. What can we learn from each other?  

 

The MuseumsLab 2023 program served as a catalytic platform for the inception of forthcoming 

collaborative initiatives. The program effectively facilitated the union of diverse individuals, 

fostering networking opportunities and the exchange of innovative ideas. It is now our 

responsibility, as program participants, to assume the role of responsibility for the stewardship 

of future European and African museums. This entails the practical application of the 

knowledge and insights garnered during our participation in the program. This present 

interview signifies a promising inaugural step toward the realization of these pivotal 

developments. 

 

The interview was conducted by Wiebke Henning from Deutsches Museum in September 2023.  



 

Wiebke Henning and Tuuda Haitula in Nairobi, Kenya, 2023.  


