Reparative Museology
and Its Limits

Colin Sterling

Introduction: What Is Reparative Museology?

Two large tapestries face each other across a small, darkened space, wood-
paneled and carpeted to create a feeling of intimacy. The tapestries are
spotlit and bordered with bright colors: pink for one, yellow the other.
Both show groups of people surrounded by and holding objects histori-
cally coded as ethnographic, including masks, skulls, and what appear to
be musical instruments. Both are clearly based on black-and-white group
portraits enlarged to life-size, so that the photographed subjects directly
return the viewer’s gaze. The clothing and formality of the yellow-
bordered image betrays its earlier date: 1915. The later image, from 1973,
is more relaxed: some of the people photographed recline on the floor.
Nevertheless, the similarity in theme and composition across almost sixty
years speaks to an affective continuity—an enduring confidence in the
rightful place of certain things in the world and the authority of some
people to own, handle, and control such things. In the center of the room,
a circular bench offers an invitation to sit and contemplate the tapestries.
Signs outside the space encourage visitors to remove their shoes and sit
barefoot on the carpet or bench. The desired effect is one of quiet obser-
vation and reflection. If visitors wish, an audio walkthrough and guided
meditation is also available to deepen the sanctuary-like experience.

The Healing Pavilion by British-Kenyan artist Grace Ndiritu was
shown at Wellcome Collection in L.ondon from November 2022 to April
2023 (see fig. 1). Emerging from a long-term body of work entitled Healing
the Museum and Ndiritu’s personal experience living in Buddhist monas-
teries and other spiritual communities, the pavilion in this context car-
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Figure 1. Grace Ndiritu, The Healing Pavilion, November 24, 2022-April 23, 2023. Gallery photos
by Steven Pocock. Source: Wellcome Collection. Attribution 4.0 International (CC BY 4.0).

ried a dual function, at once a space of contemplation and a material-
symbolic reckoning with Wellcome’s colonial foundations. The two
tapestries—Repair (1915) and Restitution (1973)—were created from pho-
tographs found in the Wellcome’s archive and the collection of the Eth-
nologisches Museum in Berlin respectively. The walls of the space were
constructed from walnut panels previously used in the Medicine Man gal-
lery, which focused on Henry Wellcome as a collector and—in the words
of the museum—perpetuated a version of medical history “based on rac-
ist, sexist and ableist theories and language.”! A series of physical and
representational mutations therefore defined the pavilion—photographs
become tapestries, exhibition walls salvaged and repurposed, the museum
itself transformed into a meditative temple.? In hushed tones these subtle
metamorphoses documented the institution’s willingness to confront its
own complicity in histories of violence and marginalization. But in so
doing they also gestured toward something else, toward a set of contradic-
tions and ambivalences that seem to haunt “the reparative” as an emerg-
ing framework for critical work in museums. It is these contradictions
that animate the present text, which aims both to map and to critique the
recent turn to repair in museological discourse and practice.

This “turn” is really more of a kaleidoscopic reordering with many
different starting points and constituent elements. Accordingly, the argu-
ment I put forward here moves from material conceptions of repair work
through psychoanalytic notions of the reparative and on to decolonial
mobilizations of repair as a worldmaking project.? Typically these threads
have been treated separately in the literature on repair. My reading of
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the reparative in relation to museums suggests that such divisions are
increasingly unstable, with repair shifting from a “humble” task chiefly
associated with the kinds of care work carried out in conservation labs to
a moral mantra for the museum field as a whole.* Ndiritu’s pavilion is a
case in point here, with issues of object restitution, the dismantling of an
exhibition space, the need for “healing” at different scales, and the rema-
terialization of the archive in textile form all foregrounded within the
installation. The reparative remit of the pavilion encompassed all these
material and discursive gestures and more, expanding the work of repair
in multiple directions at once.

As a strategy of museological critique, repair has numerous qualities
that are worth elaborating more fully: this is one of the main aims of the
present essay. As I want to argue, however, problems emerge when muse-
ums embrace reparative ideas and principles as a way of resisting calls for
systemic or structural change in favor of less transformational processes
of reform and redemption. From this perspective repair may be seen as an
obstacle to liberatory museum work.> As Steven Jackson famously argued,
repair always emerges in and responds to conditions of rupture, malfunc-
tion, and breakage. The work of repair thus occurs in an aftermath, when
“bridges from old worlds to new worlds are built, and the continuity of
order, value, and meaning gets woven, one tenuous thread at a time.”® It
is precisely this idea of continuity that motivates my critique of repair as it
relates to the museum, especially as many of the institutions, spaces, and
organizations falling under this banner seem to exist in a state of perpetual
rupture and malfunction. In this context repair has become a galvanizing
force for the field—a way of advocating for ongoingness in the face of pro-
found disquiet. By picking at the threads of repair I do not simply mean to
undermine such work; rather, I mean to establish an alternative horizon of
repair, one that reaches far beyond the continuity of specific institutions
or practices to foreground the transformative possibilities of the reparative.

The moralizing and ultimately reformist nature of repair is also
embodied in Ndiritu’s pavilion. In naming the tapestries Repair and Res-
titution and setting them within a meditative space, Ndiritu’s work explic-
itly seeks to “bridge” the old and new worlds of colonial violence and
postcolonial healing. Yet the aftermath addressed by the work is one the
museum itself created through hostile processes of accumulation and sub-
jectification. Indeed, the recognition of these injuries sets the ground for
staging the work in the first place. Positioning itself as an agent of repair,
the museum nevertheless implicitly defers any deeper structural question-
ing of its existence, even as the construction of the pavilion (partially)
depended on the disassembly of an existing exhibition. Such material and
symbolic gestures disclose the ambivalences and contradictions of repara-
tive museology.
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Thinking with and against the museum as an agent of repair means
questioning the logics of maintenance, restoration, healing, and mending
that have come to define the reparative as a critical project. Over the past
decade, repair has emerged as an integral though understudied compo-
nent of social life, a prerequisite for living in “an almost-always-falling-
apart world.”” Building on Marxist feminist scholarship of the 1970s
and 1980s,8 work in this vein typically addresses repair as a material and
highly asymmetrical process embedded within broader structures of care
and (re)productive labor.? Scholars in fields as diverse as queer theory,
design and media, psychoanalysis, postcolonial theory, political philoso-
phy, and STS have contributed to these debates, revealing the aesthetic,
ecological, psychosocial, and political dimensions of reparative work.!® My
own turn to repair grows from and responds to these calls while also posi-
tioning the museum as a vital and hitherto underappreciated interlocutor
in reparative debates.

What happens when a museum advocating for repair is also impli-
cated in the hurt or damage to be “fixed”? To what extent might the pri-
oritization of repair in museums short-circuit more radical approaches
to justice and institutional transformation? While I cannot cover every
museum function in this article, in answering these questions I do want
to highlight the proliferation of reparative discourses across diverse areas
of contemporary museological practice. Indeed, while this essay primar-
ily focuses on European museums (with a brief detour to New York), the
framework I sketch out here should resonate with comparative projects
in other contexts. Repair has rapidly become an organizing principle for
many cultural spaces and actors globally: This essay asks what the limita-
tions are of this emerging agenda and advocates for an expanded notion
of the reparative, one that might address the profound ruptures of the
present without relying on the continuity of certain institutions, orders
and values.

Repair in this reading surfaces as both a process and a program; it
may unfold through specific forms of labor (both human and nonhuman),
but it also acts as a rallying cry, mobilizing diverse actors to rebuild and
restore broken relations—material, emotional, and social. Such is already
clear from the case of The Healing Pavilion, which brings together issues
of colonial violence, psychological well-being, and institutional reform
in a single reparative intervention. More broadly, what I am calling the
reparative turn can be seen in many corners of the museum world, from
artist-led “Repair Labs” addressing questions of restitution and reconcili-
ation between the Netherlands and former Dutch colonies,!! to the Getty
announcing Repair as its annual theme for the 2025-26 Getty Scholars
Program.!? This interest in repair tracks a wider reparative turn across
artistic and cultural discourse. Kader Attia’s curatorial vision for the 2022
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Berlin Biennale—which built on his ongoing investigations into repair as a
mode of cultural resistance—is an obvious touchstone here, but we might
also mention the international conference Repair: A Method for the Twenty-
First Century? organized by Art History and World Art Studies at the Uni-
versity of East Anglia in May 2021, or South Africa’s contribution to the
2024 Venice Biennale, which centered on “perpetual moments of repair,
where the dispossessed tap into ancestral ways of being with the land.”!?

Given the many different ways current environmental, political, and
economic systems seem to be “broken,” it is perhaps unsurprising that
the task of repair now animates so many cultural projects. There is a risk,
however, of repair becoming an empty signifier in such debates, a way
of signaling a vague desire to fix or reform certain objects or conditions
without engaging in meaningful change. Alert to this risk, the argument
I put forward here is built around a critical cartography of repair across
contemporary museum practice.!* Some basic questions structure this
mapping exercise: Who gets to define the object of repair in reparative
projects? What does it mean to see some things as “broken” and worth
fixing, and others as unworthy of such attention? Who is tasked with the
labor of repair, and who is left out of such processes? Crucially, these
questions are not limited to material practices of repair but rather open
onto a broad range of what we might call reparative museum functions.
Such functions include but are not limited to enacting restorative justice
through remembrance and reconciliation in museums; the restitution of
objects (especially those looted during the colonial era); ecological restora-
tion and remediation; initiatives focused on care, healing and well-being;
and historic and ongoing processes of repatriation and rematriation.?
Conservation practices clearly have a reparative dimension, but so, too,
might public engagement projects, collecting policies, new forms of gov-
ernance, or sustainability initiatives. As Ndiritu’s work attests, we might
also think about processes of reinterpretation and redisplay as reparative,
particularly where the function, appearance, or meaning of objects and
spaces is fundamentally reworked to serve a new purpose. Sometimes
repair will be explicitly mentioned in such projects; at other times it will
serve as an implicit justification for varied ameliorative acts. The point
here is not to define repair but to recognize how this concept is being
deployed, mobilized, co-opted, and reformatted toward diverse and some-
times contradictory ends.

In contrast to other models or frameworks of museological reform—
New Museology being the most obvious!'®—it is important to highlight
that the idea of reparative museology does not relate to a specific move-
ment or faction within the museum world. Moreover, while many of the
examples I draw on in this essay speak to the ongoing legacies and injuries
of colonialism, I also want to stress from the outset that decolonization and

Social Text 165 - December 2025

37

920z Alenuep oz Uo Jasn wepiaisy UeA Jaysianiun Aq jpd-Buleisee/yziesez/ce/(SoL) v/ey/ipd-aloie/xal-|eloos/npa ssaldnaynp peal//:djy woly papeojumoq



38

repair are not synonymous. Bringing museological discourse and practice
into dialogue with wider debates in critical and social theory, this article
shows how repair and the reparative open onto a broader set of ruptures
that extend beyond colonialism and coloniality. Indeed, I see the repara-
tive turn in museums as symptomatic of a profound uncertainty about
the purpose and meaning of such institutions in a time of rapid ecological
breakdown and increased societal fragmentation, with resurgent conflicts
reshaping geopolitics and new technologies threatening already precari-
ous labor relations. Faced with these intersecting crises, many museums
have adopted a reparative approach to highlight the importance of cultural
spaces to processes of restoration and healing. Repair, however, cannot be
reduced to a simple calculus of harm and remedy. From palliative rituals
of care to insurgent demands for abolition, the reparative ideas and prac-
tices I discuss in this article cover a broad moral-operational spectrum.
The provisional sketch of reparative museology that emerges here should
thus not be seen as a manifesto so much as an incomplete atlas, situating
current museum debates and themes in relation to wider social, ecological,
and political forces. The case studies I draw on represent a slice through
this atlas, documenting in some small way the socio-technical, psycho-
analytic, and political stakes of reparative museology.

Compromised Continuities

In June 2021 the Amsterdam Museum opened a new temporary exhibi-
tion focused on a single object—a “Golden Coach” created in the late
nineteenth century for Queen Wilhelmina and decorated with an image
representing people from the Dutch colonies paying tribute to the Neth-
erlands.'” Following five years of meticulous (and costly) conservation
work, the coach was put on display in a glass enclosure in the courtyard of
the museum. Six galleries around the courtyard highlighted diverse per-
spectives on the coach, placing it in social and historical context, explor-
ing its symbolism and aesthetics, and inviting artists, prominent Dutch
figures, and members of the public to offer their own interpretations. In
this sense the exhibition epitomized and enacted progressive museologi-
cal principles of multivocality, polyphony, and critical (self-)reflection,
using the contested status of the object to spark conversation and debate.
This approach, however, also served to further fetishize the coach, implic-
itly suggesting that such debates could only take place in response to the
preserved and carefully repaired thing. Directing varied flows of atten-
tion and critical concern toward the shimmering spectacle of the coach,
the exhibition effectively reinvested the museum with a renewed purpose
centered on an ideal of democratic subjectification, one that echoed the
civilizing mission of the object itself (see fig. 2).'®* Mobilizing the space
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Figure 2. The Golden Coach in the Amsterdam Museum. Photograph by Moniek Vermeulen.
Source: Amsterdam Museum.

of the museum—and the restoration of the contested object—to repair
the social bonds ruptured by colonialism, this tactic left little space for
imagining a world in which the very apparatus of violence embodied by
the coach might be allowed to decay so that something else could emerge,
some other way of being in the world.

I highlight this exhibition here not only because it clarifies how dis-
tinct material and discursive threads of repair may be woven into a sin-
gle reparative project, but also for the different readings of continuity
that emerge from this reparative work. Put simply, the continuity of the
coach and the museum are self-reinforcing in this context: The material
repair of the former justifies the broader reparative approach of the lat-
ter, and vice versa. Writing in his book S/l Life: Ecologies of the Modern
Imagination at the Art Museum, STS scholar Fernando Dominguez Rubio
reminds us that the Latin root of repair “refers to the work required to
bring something forth (paro) again (re-), that is, to the ongoing work of
regenerating something to keep it alive.”!® Repair from this perspective is
chiefly concerned with the ongoing creation of sameness: It is “the labor
that makes it possible to sustain the identity of some-thing as a particular
kind of object: to keep your house as a house, your street as a street, or
your cell phone as a cell phone.”?® Thinking of repair in this way helps
us to understand why it has become such a powerful organizing principle
for many contemporary museums. Viewed as an ongoing process enacted
through distinct forms of labor and reliant on specific infrastructural con-
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ditions, a focus on repair implicitly (and somewhat tautologically) justifies
the continued existence of the museum as a privileged space of reparative
praxis. The fact that repair also builds duration into the world, staving
off decay and collapse to maintain “the material, symbolic, and affective
orders that we inhabit,”?! offers a justification for museological work in
a time of environmental and social fragmentation. Museologist Robert
Janes’s most recent book captures this feeling in its stark title: Museums
and Societal Collapse: The Museum as Lifeboat.?? What better way to repair
a broken world than to look to spaces and institutions that have long posi-
tioned themselves as bastions of slow and meticulous reparative work?
The logic of ongoingness underlying repair as a “metaphysical” proj-
ect of continuity and duration also scaffolds broader reparative agendas
in contemporary museology.?> Understanding what is being carried for-
ward and “kept alive” through reparative processes gives rise to a series of
urgent questions: Why are some things deemed worthy of repair and oth-
ers left to fall apart? How might different strategies of repair obscure or
reveal certain injuries (material, emotional, and social)? To what extent do
reparative practices leave space for radical change? As Dominguez Rubio
makes clear, these questions have long been central to the conservation
and restoration work undertaken in museums, demonstrating the ethi-
cal, aesthetic, and political stakes of this “mundane” labor.?* The repara-
tive turn, however, extends these lines of inquiry to other settings, from
processes of restitution to decolonial curatorial programs and well-being
agendas. The case of The Golden Coach shows how different modalities of
repair—material and object-focused, on the one hand, and sociocultural,
on the other—may bolster and undermine each other in complex ways.
French-Algerian artist Kader Attia’s sustained engagement with
repair offers a particularly illuminating analysis of the limitations of con-
tinuity and ongoingness in any reparative project. Across a number of
multimedia works produced over the last two decades—most notably the
vast installation The Repair from Occident to Extra-Occidental Cultures
(first shown at Documenta in 2012) and the film and sculptural work
The Object’s Interlacing (2020)—Attia attends to a broad range of mate-
rial practices concerned with repair, from surgeries carried out follow-
ing facial injury to subtle forms of architectural conservation.?> The cen-
tral argument put forward across these intricate works, which often bring
together found objects, site-specific interventions, original video, sculp-
ture, and collage, is that any process or enactment of repair must remain
visible so that the irreparability of certain scars and traces remains part of
any future for the object of repair—be it a building, a body, an institution,
or a social collective. In documenting and manifesting this visibility, Attia
sets up a dichotomy between Occidental processes of repair, which try to
“put things back in order” and repair in the non-Occidental world, where
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broken objects are often given “a different form, creating a new aesthetic
vocabulary.”?® Ongoingness thus signals a kind of compromised endurance
for Attia, with ruptures and discontinuities understood not simply as pre-
ludes to repair but as the very marrow of reparative thought and labor.

The Object’s Interlacing explores these questions with specific reference
to the museum. The installation includes seventeen objects—wooden and
3D nylon-printed copies of African artefacts—arranged before a projected
film in which philosophers, legal experts, anthropologists, economists, and
psychoanalysts discuss the restitution of items looted from the African con-
tinent and now held in European museums. Within the gallery space the
objects cast their silhouettes onto the projected film, subtly intervening in
the conversations unfolding on screen. Across seventy-eight minutes, these
wide-ranging conversations do not offer a simple solution to the question of
return. Instead, Attia’s interlocutors highlight the impossibility of revers-
ing centuries of colonial violence through restitution, no matter how com-
prehensive this process may be. As with Attia’s wider account of repair,
The Object’s Interlacing argues that the scars of colonial theft and appro-
priation—scars that emerge from and are deeply inscribed within certain
museological practices—will never be erased through symbolic or material
gestures of return. Indeed, any attempt at such an erasure would constitute
a further violence toward such objects and their social-ecological worlds, an
active forgetting of a past that for many is far from closed.

Across diverse contexts and material practices, what emerges most
strongly from Attia’s far-reaching work on repair is a moral-ethical com-
mitment to ambivalence. This approach admits that the continuity of
social and material worlds will always be compromised—there are no
clean breaks and no smooth transitions, only (dis)continuous ruptures
and repairs. As Dominguez Rubio makes clear, repair never results in a
“perfect” replication of things or relations precisely because it operates
through “substitutions, additions, subtractions, and adjustments, which
leave scars, a difference, behind them.”?” This material conceptualization
of ambivalence is being tested as museums more broadly seek to engage
with repair and the reparative as critical modes of museological praxis. To
understand how notions of compromised continuity play into the wider
moralizing work of museums, we need to step outside the material to con-
sider the psychosocial dimensions of repair—a bridge Attia’s practice
already helps us to build.

Beyond Reform and Redemption

Writing in the journal Psychoanalysis, Culture, and Society, art histori-
ans Maria Walsh and Alexandra Kokoli argue that Attia’s approach to
“reparative art” is emphatically not a “redemptive or restorative practice,
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but rather one that honors the complexity of feeling that follows from
the destructive events of colonialism, both psychical and social.”?® This
reading of Attia’s work builds on Melanie Klein’s notion of the reparative,
in which damage is never undone or reversed but rather carried forward,
“maintaining the ambivalence of negative experiences, such as anger and
fear of annihilation, alongside positive feelings, like hope.”?
pretation a focus on irreparability and the need to make past wounds
visible provides the ground for future-oriented forms of resistance and
care. I want to argue that while this thinking underlies many reparative
projects in the museum world (The Healing Pavilion and The Golden Coach
being good examples here), when applied to institutions such an approach

In this inter-

ultimately depends on a “libidinal investment” in museum structures that
leaves little space for anything beyond reform and redemption.?° A convic-
tion in the educational and emancipatory potential of ethnographic col-
lections (now commonly recoded as “world culture museums”) is perhaps
the strongest indication of this liberal reparative logic at work, but—as the
examples ’ve highlighted so far indicate—the reasoning also applies to
other museological settings, from social history collections to contempo-
rary art spaces. Put simply, this logic sees institutional continuity as vital
to the work of repair, a commitment that then determines the limits of
reparative museology. L.essons from psychoanalysis and queer theory can
shed light on the problems inherent to this approach.

Beyond the world of museums, the liberal reformist model sketched
out above has been sharply critiqued by Patricia Stuelke in her book The
Ruse of Repair, which documents the hidden links between the repara-
tive turn in cultural criticism and the failed struggle against US impe-
rialism and neoliberal capitalism in the 1970s and 1980s.3! The core
of Stuelke’s argument circles around a sustained engagement with Eve
Sedgwick’s well-known definition of reparative reading—a mode of cri-
tique that draws on the work of Klein to find hope in the “fragments
and part-objects she [the reader] encounters or creates.”?? Contrasting
reparative reading with “paranoid reading,”?* Sedgwick famously sought
to find nourishment, comfort, love, and tools for survival in the texts of
capitalism and empire, unearthing “the many ways selves and communi-
ties succeed in extracting sustenance from the objects of a culture—even
of a culture whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain them.”3
The reparative from this angle seems primarily to offer “relief from the
burden of histories that hurt”3*—an assessment that should give immedi-
ate pause to many of the reparative approaches currently emerging across
the museum field. As Stuelke puts it, a commitment to the reparative
“can sometimes seem to stave off the difficult work of imagining possible
worlds that break definitively with this one.”3¢

While Sedgwick’s delineation of the reparative is oriented toward a
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much broader sweep of cultural production and praxis than the museum,
the main lessons to be drawn from Stuelke’s critique are crucial to under-
stand the limits of repair within and beyond the museum field. Important
to note in this regard is the genealogy of Kleinian repair that Stuelke offers
based on the work of David Eng and Carolyn Laubender.?” As these authors
make clear, Klein’s theorization of the reparative first emerged against the
backdrop of debates as to whether Germany should pay reparations for
the First World War, and then matured in the shadow of a second geno-
cidal global conflict. “We might describe Klein’s theory of reparation,” Eng
writes, “as an attempt to provide a new language for love and repair in order
to rescue a besieged liberal human subject in the midst of utter destruc-
tion.”?® Although grounded in specific psychoanalytic case studies, Eng
and Laubender both argue that Kleinian logics of love, healing, repair, and
cure are inextricable from a “broader cultural struggle over what might
constitute justice, amends, and repair in a time of colonial violence, geno-
cidal fascism, and war.”*® From this liberal foundation, Eng and Stuelke see

1133

the reparative as enacting “‘a closed circuit of injury and repair,” one that
equates ‘justice’ with the ‘liberal redistribution of love and life,” rather than
with the return of stolen land, compensation for stolen labor, or the abo-
lition of racist settler colonial capitalist institutions.”® Later evocations of
Kleinian repair (epitomized by Sedgwick in this reading) are consequently
framed as “short-circuiting rather than successfully realizing attempts to
break with the world as it is in order to create equality.”!

The relevance of this analysis for museums has recently been argued
with considerable sophistication by Nicole Ritchie, who contends that
Kleinian psychoanalysis “uniquely suits museology” due to the organiza-
tion of the field around the “‘epistemophilic impulse,” our founding desire
for meaning-making that constitutes our ‘first and basic relation to the
outside world and to reality.””*2 In Klein’s account these relations proceed
through two major positions or phases during childhood development:
the paranoid-schizoid position and the depressive position. The former is
characterized by fear and anxiety brought on by the satisfaction or frus-
tration of certain desires, which leads to a splitting of the external world
into “good” and “bad” objects. The latter position emerges as good and
bad objects are reconciled and ambivalence and conflict tolerated, lead-
ing to whole-object relations. Klein defines this developmental process
as reparative precisely because “the child constructs the object’s injury
according to its own expectations and desires, its own ability to position
itself as the agent of repair.”*?

Substitute museum for child here and the limitations of repair as a
moral mantra for the field become clear. Taking particular aim at the
“prescription” of museum visits for social and personal well-being,
Ritchie suggests that museums effectively curate their own sense of real-
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ity and their own sense of how things ought to be by engaging in such initia-
tives.* Drawing on Klein, Ritchie labels this position “manic reparation,”
wherein the museum retreats into a fantasy about its own capacity to care
for and repair the world. While “substantive reparation” recognizes the
limits of any one subject to repair good and bad objects, reparation in
its manic form “reflects an inadequate means to deal with the guilt and
melancholia of depressive anxiety.” For Ritchie, those who wish to see
museums endure in some manner—and in particular those who see the
continuity of such institutions as vital to the work of repair—are prone to
engage in “an insatiable discourse of reform™®¢ precisely because this is
the only way to resist the dissolution of the self.

How might museums move beyond this framework to foster substan-
tive reparation? To begin to answer this question it may be useful to briefly
foreground the museological side of the conceptual scaffold I am trying
to build here. As noted in my introduction, the idea of reparative museol-
ogy responds to an upsurge in reparative practices and debates across the
field in recent years, encompassing issues of conservation, interpretation,
public engagement, education, and research. The reparative turn can be
seen in the proliferation of museums supporting processes of restorative
justice,*” in the return and restitution of objects within broader processes
of symbolic repair,*® and in the prioritization of care and healing across
diverse museum worlds. Indeed, it is clear that reparative museology is not
beholden to any one conceptual framework or mode of practice but rather
unfolds through expansive networks of care, attention, desire, and praxis,
with no guarantee of consensus across specific material interventions or
broader ideological programs.

For this reason, I do not speak of The Reparative Museum in this
essay, preferring the broader term museology over the definite article.*® At
the same time, this framing explicitly seeks to open the door to categories
of reparative work that might go beyond liberal reform, leaving space for
the possible dissolution of “the museum” in diverse strategies of social,
material and ecological repair.

This approach—which I outline in more detail below—Dbuilds on the
work of museologist Friedrich Waidacher, who argued some time ago that
museology and the museum are connected but distinct concepts, with the
former being both applied and epistemological. As an applied discipline
museology comprises “the description, classification and explanation of
all theoretical principles and practical procedures, methods, technologies
and auxiliary means relevant to the museum phenomenon.”® An episte-
mological reading, however, recognizes that museology is also concerned
with locating “the common motive” for the existence of this phenomenon
in the first place. Crucially, this characterization recognizes that museo-
logical concepts and practices may extend far beyond the museum as a
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distinct apparatus. As Waidacher puts it in a passage that is worth quot-
ing in full,

The basic museum functions...—selection, collecting, conservation, resto-
ration, documentation, research, exhibiting, interpretation, publication—can
also be found in varying contexts without a museum. They appear alone and
in any combination and for a variety of purposes. These activities simply do
not have by themselves an exclusively museum quality, even the knowledge
linked to them is not restricted to the museum. None of these activities is
museum specific in itself.... The museum, as a concrete institution of our
times, is just one dynamic form among many possible alternatives. This form
has been created under certain historical circumstances and it had predeces-
sors of a different nature. It will inevitably change in the future.”

This insight is important for two reasons. On the one hand, the idea that
basic museum functions do not have an “exclusively museum quality”
is a useful reminder that practices of care, storytelling, public engage-
ment, and collecting always exceed the frameworks established by “the
museum” as a distinct spatial form or ideological apparatus.’?> On the
other hand, the inevitability of change and the “dynamism” of museologi-
cal systems highlights the simple fact museums have evolved enormously
since their inception in Renaissance princely cabinets and Wunderkam-
mer. These changes may encompass the kinds of liberal reform I have
described so far, but other more radical transformations are also pos-
sible under the umbrella of museology. Somewhat paradoxically, this may
include the wholesale suspension of “the museum” as a central locus of
museological thought or practice. As Waidacher puts it, ““The museum
itself cannot be museology’s subject of cognition” because it “is not a goal
but only the means through which an idea is expressed.”> In the context
of reparative museology, this understanding suggests that the presence
or continuity of the museum need not set the limits for certain strategies
of repair, especially those which aim to heal, fix, or mend injuries caused
by museums themselves. Can we imagine reparative museology beyond
libidinal investments in museological reform and redemption? Answering
this question means decentering the museum as an agent of repair—a task
I take up here in relation to abolitionist notions of worldmaking that both
underline and push against the need for reparative praxis.

Reparative Abolition and Worldmaking

The popularity of reparative modes. . . is concerned with the problem of how
to live and survive in a world that remains terrible even after one has learned
to critique it from whatever positions of power or disenfranchisement one
occupies, even after one has gained the knowledge and skill to name the
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thing that is wrong, and then learned that that capacity hasn’t done as much
to change the world as one might have hoped it would. This is the dead end
against which the turn to the repair feels good, feels like relief, freedom, and
creative possibility.>*

For ten weeks in 2021, Strike MoMA—an initiative led by the Strike
MoMA Working Group of the International Imagination of Anti-National
Anti-Imperialist Feelings (IIAAF)—organized a series of actions to high-
light the intersecting structures of violence represented by the board of
the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The protest included perfor-
mances, online talks, demonstrations outside the museum, and walking
tours connecting MoMA to sites across the city associated with extractiv-
ism, (neo)colonialism, and gentrification. L.ooking beyond issues of rep-
resentation and funding (the usual purview of museological activism), the
protest drew attention to the transnational impact of the various corpo-
rations owned and financed by individuals leading the museum. At the
same time, the IIAAF made clear that the removal of such individuals
would not satisfy their wide-ranging demands. Across various proposals,
statements, frameworks, and calls to action assembled in the Strike MoM A
Reader, published at the end of the initial ten weeks, we find a common
refrain, perhaps best captured in the “Fuck MoMA” pamphlet issued by
Decolonize This Place:

Board members are not the problem. They only make the problem visible.
MoMA in its entirety is the problem. Perhaps it’s time to abolish MoMA. . ..
MoMA was founded with the oil wealth of the Rockefellers. Since then, the
museum has been a clearing house for capital, a showcase for domination,
and an ecocidal machine....If left unchallenged, MoMA will continue to
pose a danger to humanity and the planet at large.>®

Labeling such an uncompromising position as “reparative” may seem
counterintuitive—misleading, even. Certainly, read in relation to Stuelke’s
necessary critique of repair, the Strike MoMA action clearly moves beyond
a liberal reformist model of reparative practice. What I want to suggest
here, however, is that the revolutionary tenor of Strike MoMA’s demands
speak to a broader reparative agenda, one that looks past the reform or
redemption of individual institutions to actively pursue diverse tactics of
worldly repair. As the IITAAF’s Framework and Terms for Struggle put it:
“Why strike MoMA? So that something else can emerge. ... Whatever
comes after MoMA, it must preserve and enhance the jobs of museum
workers, and enact reparative measures for communities harmed by the
museum over time.”>® In this context abolishing the museum may be
understood as an act of socio-ecological repair, a way of returning, restor-
ing, and—crucially—enhancing the world beyond the museum’s walls.
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Indeed, framing MoMA as a “monument” to “stolen land, stolen people,
stolen labor, stolen wealth, stolen worlds, stolen horizons,” the ten weeks
of protest explored the possibility for reparative acts to take hold in the
aftermath of historical and ongoing violence: “We need a just transition
to a post-MoMA future. MoMA has been a toxic force, but there can be
growth and healing in the aftermath of toxicity. May a thousand mush-
rooms bloom in the ruins of the modern museum.”>’

It is not my intention here to ask whether Strike MoMA’s demands
are reasonable or hyperbolic. Instead, what interests me is the way this
abolitionist framework returns to reparative vocabularies and themes even
as it rejects a reformist approach to institutional change. Destroying the
museum in this context is seen as a prerequisite for repairing, healing,
and preserving something else, something that precedes and exceeds the
museum as a “monument” to art and culture. Indeed, for Strike MoMA one
of the main reasons to abolish the museum is so that the cultural artefacts
inside might be “unleashed and wielded in the world, to breathe life into
these works anew.””® As the Framework and Terms of Struggle insist: “Our
memories, our art, our aesthetics exist, before, beyond, and in spite of
MoMA, and the empty, linear, homogenous time of colonial modernity.
The ancestors are all around us. When we strike MoMA, we’re mak-
ing the worlds our ancestors deserve(d).”*® Faced with such a demand,
why hold on to the terms repair and reparative? What I would like to call
reparative abolition answers this question by centering rather than ignor-
ing the ambivalences and contradictions of repair. Abolition does not aim
for simple destruction or erasure. It seeks to remind people of the actu-
ally desirable structures of social life erased or marginalized by centuries
of slow violence.®® Just as abolishing the police does not mean abolish-
ing public safety, so abolishing the museum would not mean eliminating
the varied practices of education, care, or cultural production they cur-
rently embody.®! Indeed, it might mean repairing these systems to a more
egalitarian state. As the above quote affirms, (re)making the world also
means acknowledging and remembering the profound ruptures that have
befallen previous worlds. The work of repair is vital to Strike MoMA’s
abolitionist framework because it focuses attention on what might still be
restored, despite the violent discontinuities of capitalist modernity.

To understand the stakes of this approach it is worth revisiting
Potential History: Unlearning Imperialism, Ariella Aisha Azoulay’s searing
indictment of the colonial foundations of historical knowledge produc-
tion.%? While Azoulay’s critique is primarily addressed toward “the ontol-
ogy of the document” and the tyranny of archival truth within “the tech-
nology of history,”®® her argument resonates with corresponding processes
in museology.®* Most notably, Azoulay draws our attention to the contin-
ued authority of bodies of knowledge and institutional practices that his-

Social Text 165 - December 2025

47

920z Alenuep oz Uo Jasn wepiaisy UeA Jaysianiun Aq jpd-Buleisee/yziesez/ce/(SoL) v/ey/ipd-aloie/xal-|eloos/npa ssaldnaynp peal//:djy woly papeojumoq



48

torically depended on the physical subjugation of the enslaved, generating
progress, wealth, and knowledge through intimidation, appropriation, and
extraction. As Azoulay contends, the work of repair and reparations can-
not be undertaken while such systems endure, precisely because a com-
mitment to their ongoingness causes us to lose sight of something beyond
these systems and structures, something we might call the “perseverance
of the worldly condition.”®® The challenge then becomes one of abolition,
wherein certain “devices, skills, knowledge, rights, and technics” are seen
to occupy a “threshold of unacceptability.”®® As Azoulay asserts, “We
cannot atone for disaster-generating regimes without substantial trans-
formation and repair of the world.”®’

The “and” here is crucial, suggesting a model of repair that might
take us beyond ongoingness and ambivalence to open space for a radical
remaking of the world: reparative abolition is the name I give the productive
tension contained in this “and.” Of course, transformation and abolition are
not coterminous. It is entirely possible to imagine transformative processes
built on furthering rather than resisting oppression and dehumanization
(indeed, many communities around the world live through such transfor-
mations daily). An abolitionist approach, however, foregrounds the need to
dismantle harmful practices and institutions while also imagining—and,
crucially, building—nonviolent, nonoppressive systems of care, healing, and
justice.®® Reparative abolition in this sense collapses the gap between two
seemingly disparate agendas: on the one hand, the obvious and urgent need
to repair diverse social, material, and ecological ruptures; and, on the other
hand, the plea to reject and dismantle precisely the kinds of institutions now
positioning themselves as agents of repair. To borrow from Ruth Wilson
Gilmore, “It is perhaps time to consider how the unfinished work of radical
abolition might help us in practical as well as theoretical ways to get out of
the trap of reformist reform.”s°

A final example may help to clarify the contours of this approach. In
2024 the Dutch pavilion of the 60th Venice Biennale presented a new work
by the Congolese artist collective Cercle d’Art des Travailleurs de Planta-
tion Congolaise (CATPC) titled The International Celebration of Blasphemy
and the Sacred. Developed in collaboration with Dutch artist Renzo Mar-
tens and curator Hicham Khalidi, the installation was the latest manifes-
tation of CATPC’s long-term mission to reclaim and replenish plantation
lands once owned and managed by Unilever. Working out of Lusanga (for-
merly Leverville) in the Democratic Republic of Congo, CATPC uses pro-
ceeds from its artistic practice to buy back confiscated lands and regenerate
the Sacred Forest, ultimately fostering a more peaceful coexistence between
humans and nature. The reparative dimensions of this project thus move
far beyond the walls of any individual gallery or museum, directly address-
ing (post)colonial landscapes of dispossession and extraction.
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CATPC’s work draws explicit connections between European muse-
ums and the lingering effects of colonial violence. In the Venice exhibi-
tion this was expressed most clearly in the film The Fudgement of the White
Cube, which documented an imaginary trial in the forests of Lusanga.
Here, CATPC have erected their own white cube exhibition space, draw-
ing out the material and symbolic threads that bind such landscapes to
sites of cultural consumption in the Global North (including, of course,
the Venice Biennale itself). Outlining their case against the white cube
(a synecdoche for the art world more broadly in this setting), the plain-
tiffs and witnesses in the film argue that many European museums were
built with revenues stolen from colonized lands and peoples, naming Tate
Modern, the Stedelijk, the Van Abbemuseum, and the Lady Lever Art
Gallery as beneficiaries of such extraction. As one witness states, “We are
contributors to the construction of museums. We are the ones that made
the museum possible.” Crucially, this narrative also rejects any assur-
ances that such museums might decolonize themselves or, indeed, that
the primary aim of decolonization should be institutional transforma-
tion. Instead, the film decenters the museum as a locus of reparative work
by focusing on the communities and landscapes harmed by colonialism
rather the institutional actors complicit in such harm. The satirical “white
cube” in this context thus embodies the work of reparative abolition,
pointing toward a possible future where existing cultural infrastructures
may be wholly repurposed and resituated rather than simply reformed to
support durable strategies of social and ecological repair.

In this light, we might read The Fudgement of the White Cube—and
CATPC’s approach more broadly—as an example of what Olufémi O.
Taiwo calls “constructive reparations.” This framework explicitly seeks
to build a “historically informed view of distributive justice, serving a
larger and broader worldmaking project.””® For Taiwo, distributive jus-
tice recognizes that building “the just world to come” will involve bene-
fits and burdens: a forward-facing view of reparations considers how to
distribute these fairly, based partly on the unequal distribution of past
injustices (including slavery and colonialism). Enacting constructive rep-
arations would thus first depend on a clear sense of the different ways
in which advantages and disadvantages—economic, social, cultural, and
otherwise—have accumulated in the world system, a system characterized
in Taiwd’s terms by a series of “inertias, gravities, pressures, and bottle-
necks” that shape the possibilities for action in the present.”! Thinking
of reparations as a constructive project may mean redirecting, expand-
ing, or destroying such systems, or—in other words—repairing through
abolition.

For many people, museums have come to symbolize precisely the
compound inertias Taiwo describes, representing a visible and all-too-
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material manifestation of the cumulative advantages that have built up
in some places and not in others. Such advantages are about more than
simply the amassing of things (although the presence of objects in one
place rather than another does matter); advantages and disadvantages also
relate to the systems of knowledge, commerce, and cultural and real capi-
tal that have accumulated around these things, in concert with universi-
ties, states, city administrators, and other less formal networks of care
and domination. Museums in this sense may be read as “bottlenecks” in
the flow of distributive justice but also, therefore, as valuable points for
potential redirection; this, indeed, is the underlying premise of reparative
museology. The problem of course is that most museums cannot imag-
ine redirecting or destroying their own structures in the pursuit of jus-
tice (distributive, reparative, or otherwise). It is no coincidence that T/e
Fudgement of the White Cube was not shown in a black-box space within the
Dutch pavilion but rather was mounted directly against the glass walls of
the building, becoming part of its structure and forcing audiences at the
biennale to confront their own reflections—and therefore their complic-
ity in the story being told—while watching the film (see fig. 3). Repairing
colonial harm may mean tearing down such walls to reveal a shared set of
connections and concerns beyond any individual space or institution and
then redistributing such infrastructures toward lasting justice.

The worldly orientation of both Azoulay’s and Taiwo’s engagements
with repair extends far beyond the purview of any particular museum, or
indeed museology more generally. I would like to suggest, however, that
museums do have a potentially vital role to play in fostering an abolitionist-
constructive approach to reparations as a worldmaking project. The jus-
tification for this claim rests on the worlding capacities already demon-
strated by such institutions. As museologist Sharon Macdonald notes, the
emergence of the museum in the early modern period played a key role in
the worldmaking (and world-sundering) practices of an Enlightenment
ontology that “not only chopped the world into nature and culture” but
also “helped solidify a human- non-human divide, and locked objects up,
making them immobile and passive.” While Macdonald acknowledges
the profound disorder this approach has caused to social and ecologi-
cal systems, she maintains some hope that museums might offer “alter-
native ways of being in the world.””? What might this alternative look
like? The dynamism that Waidacher spoke of in relation to museums and
museology suggests there will be no clear-cut answer to this question,
but we already find the seeds of such transformation in new museologi-
cal forms and initiatives emerging around the world. From the Museum
of Neoliberalism in LLondon to the Houston Climate Justice Museum in
Texas; from the Travelling Farm Museum of Forgotten Skills in Utrecht
to Museo del Estallido Social in Chile; from a museum made of plastic
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Figure 3. The Judgement of the White Cube, CATPC. Installation view. Photograph by the author.

bottles in East Java to the floating Museo Aero Solar: the worlding capaci-
ties of “the museum” are currently being tested and expanded in hitherto
undreamed-of directions. Such test cases move far beyond liberal reform-
ist models of institutional change to inaugurate wholly news ways of being
in and repairing the world through experimental, prefigurative museologi-
cal configurations.

To speak of repair as a worldmaking practice is to imagine a broken
object that reaches far beyond individual artefacts or even ruptured social
relations. It is to understand repair as a constructive process, which is to
say that it is chiefly concerned with “building and rebuilding actual struc-
tures of social connection and movement, rather than mere critique of
the ones we already have.””> Why hold on to the label “repair” in such an
analysis? If worldmaking is primarily oriented toward imagining, design-
ing, and constructing new worlds, what precisely is being “repaired” in
this formulation? Both Strike MoMA and the work of CATPC suggest
that repair s still vital to such worldmaking projects precisely because
of the relentless harm inflicted against diverse worlds over centuries of
colonial and capitalist violence. These projects center repair not in the
name of continuity but to highlight the need for alternative infrastructures
capable of healing and transforming the world.” Calls for abolition may
seem counterproductive in the current conjuncture—when the disman-
tling of institutions seems to be a prerogative of fascist and authoritarian
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regimes—but turning away from such an agenda risks ceding ground
to those committed to prolonging oppression in the name of profit and
power. For those in the United States and other contexts faced with the
destruction of any cultural programs coded as “progressive,” alternative
infrastructures of repair and transformation may in fact be needed now
more than ever.

Reparative abolition issues a call for dismantling as a generative act,
a way of building together that acknowledges already existing possibili-
ties for living otherwise. These latent worlds may be understood as “bro-
ken” and in need of repair precisely because they have been marginalized,
captured, suppressed, and expropriated by destructive forces unfolding
over broad temporal and spatial horizons. For museums, such a project
could extend beyond decolonization or restitution to inaugurate wholly
new forms of worlding or worldmaking, but this can occur only if the pos-
sibility of abolition remains present rather than subsuming repair within
logics of reformation or redemption.

As my critical reading of the reparative turn in museums has shown,
museological praxis offers ample opportunities to tease out the varied
ways in which repair constitutes a “political and moral intervention in
the world, with multiple dimensions.”” Some of the case studies I have
drawn on incorporate reparative discourse into long-standing projects of
liberal reform. Others highlight the emancipatory potential of a repara-
tive approach, even if this may mean the wholesale dismantling of existing
museum structures. Reparative museology encompasses all these perspec-
tives and more. The ambivalence and contradictions of repair are in many
ways written into the very concept, which somehow evokes both continu-
ity and change, durability and novelty. Thinking with repair in relation
to museums means constantly negotiating these contradictions while also
acknowledging the all-too-common imbalances of reparative labor. My
suggestion here, however, is that such initiatives would do well to recog-
nize that reparative agendas may encompass structural rather than simply
material or symbolic transformations, an approach that stretches the hori-
zons of repair as a moral-ethical project for the museum field. At stake in
this struggle is nothing less than the collective construction of a more just
world, with or without museums themselves.

Colin Sterling is a researcher, writer, and educator interested in the political and
ecological dimensions of heritage and museums. He is senior lecturer in heritage,
museums, and the environment at the University of Amsterdam. He has published
widely on museology, critical heritage, and ecological approaches to art and curating.
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53. Waidacher, “Museology,” 97.

54. Stuelke, Ruse of Repair, 29.

55. ITAAF, Strike MoMA Reader, 18.

56. IIAAF, Strike MoMA Reader, 23—-28.

57. IIAAF, Strike MoMA Reader, 28.

58. ITAAF, Strike MoMA Reader, 44. Here it is also worth noting that the call
to abolish MoMA was framed in relation to the 2017 People’s Cultural Plan, which
called for state funding for arts in New York to be returned to institutions in the outer
boroughs rather than flowing to well-funded museums in Manhattan.

59. ITAAF, Strike MoMA Reader, 27-37.

60. Nixon, Slow Violence.

61. On abolition as applied to museums and artistic production, see Dubrovsky
and Graeber, “Another Art World.”

62. Azoulay, Potential History, 559.

63. Azoulay, Potential History, 554—62.

64. Here it is worth noting that Azoulay contributed to the Strike MoMA
action in a number of formats over the ten weeks of protest.
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66. Azoulay, Potential History, 564.

67. Azoulay, Potential History, 542.

68. On the application of such ideas to museums see, among others, Adebayo,
“Carcerality of Museums”; Nganang, “Abolition of Museums of African Art.”

69. Wilson Gilmore, Abolition Geography, 195.

70. Taiwo, Reconsidering Reparations, 74.

71. Taiwo, Reconsidering Reparations, 21.

72. Macdonald, “Re:Worlding the Museum,” 184.

73. Taiwo, quoted in Demos, Radical Futurisms, 212.

74. On the need for “ameliorative” decolonial infrastructures, see LaDuke and
Cowen, “Beyond Wiindigo Infrastructure.”

75. McLaren, “In a Broken World,” 138.
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