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We begin by outlining four terms that have become useful for this project: belongings, re-worlding, underlife, and museological common sense. We then ground these concepts in collaborative work developed between museums and art schools. Meanwhile, a slideshow of project events and works produced by colleagues, collaborators, and graduates will loop on screen.

Abstract
This paper examines how African belongings held in museum collections can be encountered as invitations to re-worlding. Re-worlding names practices that reconnect museum-held belongings to the relational worlds from which they were separated, without presuming those worlds can be restored. Drawing on the collaborative projects Prisoners of Love and Reconnecting Objects, we explore how handling sessions, digital modelling, and speculative art practices generate modes of engagement that exceed conventional museological frameworks. Rather than discrete objects, these materials are approached as belongings embedded in technopolitical and social infrastructures disrupted by colonial extraction.
We argue that dominant museum practices are structured by “museological common sense,” extending Stuart Hall’s account of common sense as sedimented ideology. This framework naturalises extraction, classification, and preservation as neutral acts of care while obscuring the conditions through which African belongings are obtained and contained. Obtaining and containing form a continuous technopolitical operation: extraction initiates separation, while institutional containment reorganises that separation as knowledge, value, and care. What appears as preservation is thus a stabilisation of disrupted relations rather than their repair.
Drawing on Clapperton Mavhunga’s work on technopolitics and Erving Goffman’s concept of underlife, we foreground forms of relational persistence that endure within institutional capture and at times unsettle its classificatory order. Through collaborative, sensory, and speculative practices, participants engage belongings as active nodes within ongoing worlds. These engagements enable modest acts of refusal and world-building that redistribute interpretive authority without resolving structural limits.
We suggest that such practices open alternative trajectories for African art and museological futures by shifting emphasis from preservation and interpretation toward relationality, distributed authority, and ongoing processes of world-making.

Introduction
The term “belongings” reflects a broader shift toward relational understandings of material culture in response to critiques of colonial collecting and increased attention to Indigenous perspectives. This paper examines how African belongings held in museum collections can be encountered not as inert objects, but as invitations to re-worlding. Rather than discrete entities awaiting interpretation, these belongings are relational forms embedded in worlds disrupted by colonial extraction and sustained through their continued institutional containment.
As David Joselit argues, cultural objects circulate within global systems in which heritage functions as value, while debt names the unresolved conditions of extraction that underwrite that circulation. Museological common sense thus operates not only as an epistemic framework but as a mechanism for stabilising value within institutional and global infrastructures.
Re-worlding offers a different orientation. It reconnects belongings to the relations from which they were separated and approaches them as participants rather than objects. Following Clapperton Mavhunga, these belongings can be understood as nodes within distributed technopolitical infrastructures encompassing knowledge, labour, governance, and cosmology.
To account for how such relations persist within institutional capture, we adapt Erving Goffman’s concept of underlife to describe the relational and cosmological continuities that endure within museum regimes and occasionally unsettle their classificatory order. In handling sessions, for instance, participants generate situated interpretations that bypass or contradict curatorial frameworks. As Ajamu X and Onyeka Igwe suggest, tactile and sensory disobedience can interrupt the rules governing archival encounter through practices of touching and being touched. Underlife, in this sense, names the improvised, affective, and sensory practices through which belongings exceed institutional containment.
We argue that African belongings in museums are not simply misclassified objects but incompletely contained relational infrastructures, and that re-worlding names the partial, contested practices through which those infrastructures are reactivated. This argument is developed through collaborative projects involving artists, students, and museum practitioners in the UK and Ghana. Through handling, storytelling, digital modelling, and remaking, participants engage belongings as collaborators in ongoing processes of relation, loosening curatorial control over meaning while remaining within the constraints of institutional authority.

Relational Belongings, Technopolitics, and Underlife
The term belongings foregrounds relation rather than objecthood. It signals that materials held in European museum collections were once participants in social, cosmological, and technopolitical worlds. While approaches such as object biography and new materialism have traced the multiple lives of objects, they often leave intact the institutional frameworks that stabilise them as bounded entities. Re-worlding instead attends to the worlds disrupted by colonial extraction and to the relations that persist within and beyond museum containment.
Clapperton Mavhunga’s work is central to this shift. He understands technology not as a discrete apparatus but as a distributed, improvisatory practice inseparable from land, labour, spirit, and political life. His concept of the “mobile workshop” describes infrastructures in which knowledge, environment, and cosmology are co-constitutive. What museums stabilise as objects were once nodes within such systems. Their extraction thus constitutes not only material dispossession but a contraction of relational worlds into manageable forms.
Museological common sense operates as the institutional grammar that renders this contraction as care. Museums function as regulatory infrastructures in which access is controlled, touch restricted, and authority concentrated. Belongings become doubly captured: first through colonial extraction, and again through their incorporation into classificatory regimes that reorganise separation as knowledge and preservation.
To account for what exceeds this capture, we draw on Erving Goffman’s concept of underlife. Belongings cannot be fully stabilised as objects because they continue to participate in relations that exceed the museum’s frame. These relations persist not only as survivals but as minor disruptions that unsettle classificatory and interpretive order.
This resonates with Fred Moten and Stefano Harney’s notion of “study” as a collective and improvisatory practice. Within the projects discussed here, engagement with belongings takes place through shared activity—handling, conversation, movement, and making—rather than individual interpretation. Re-worlding can thus be understood as a form of collaborative study: a process of thinking with and through belongings that redistributes authority while recognising them as participants in ongoing practices of rehearsal, reenactment, and speculation.

Collaborative Practice and the Pitt Rivers Museum
Our work with the Pitt Rivers Museum brought together artists, students, and museum practitioners across the UK and Ghana through a series of collaborative engagements with African belongings. Participants selected items from the collections and worked with them through shared sessions combining research, handling, storytelling, and making. These encounters prioritised situated and relational forms of knowledge.
Students and researchers from the University of Ghana contributed cultural and historical perspectives that frequently exceeded the interpretive frameworks available within the museum. These exchanges operated laterally rather than hierarchically, unsettling distinctions between institutional expertise and lived or inherited knowledge. Interpretive authority emerged as distributed and negotiated rather than fixed.
Digital methods formed part of this process. Through photogrammetry and 3D modelling, selected belongings were translated into digital formats that could circulate beyond the museum. These workflows extended what Clapperton Mavhunga describes as the “mobile workshop,” enabling distributed and collaborative forms of knowledge production.
Different belongings elicited distinct modes of engagement. Some invited handling, others sounding, movement, or collective narration. Participants attended to weight, texture, scale, and resonance through embodied interaction, shifting attention away from visual classification toward shared sensory encounter.
Handling sessions were particularly generative. Participants often selected belongings that resonated with diasporic histories, producing moments of recognition, estrangement, and reinterpretation. A corn-cob doll labelled as “fetish,” for example, was recontextualised through recollections of childhood play, introducing situated knowledge that unsettled its classificatory framing. In such moments, belongings shifted from specimens to points of address, prompting dialogue that moved laterally among participants rather than through curatorial mediation. What emerged were provisional interpretations that did not depend on institutional authority for their legitimacy.
These engagements did not produce consensus. Participants brought uneven forms of knowledge, and disagreements emerged around questions of revival, refusal, and appropriate modes of engagement. Re-worlding, in this context, did not restore coherence but generated situated and sometimes conflicting negotiations that introduced friction into the institutional demand for interpretive stability.
At the same time, these practices remained embedded within institutional structures that shape access, ownership, and conditions of participation. While collaboration redistributed aspects of interpretive authority, museums retained material and legal control. Re-worlding thus operates within a tension between relational experimentation and structural constraint—a condition that both enables and limits what such practices can do.

Collaboration and Situated Knowledge
In many of the cultural contexts informing this work, visiting is a practice through which knowledge, memory, and social bonds are renewed. Like the fire around which communities gather, belongings share their energy in shaping collective processes of (un)learning and reorientation, inviting participants toward different temporalities and modes of attention.
For UK-based participants, the project created a temporary social space in which to explore decolonial approaches to artistic practice. Participants were encouraged to shape the terms of engagement and develop their own collaborative and critical methodologies. 
A central tension within these methodologies concerns the distribution of power and labour. While this paper foregrounds relationality and distributed authority, these practices remain embedded within institutional structures that determine access, ownership, and conditions of engagement. Museums retain legal and infrastructural control, meaning that collaboration often operates as managed inclusion rather than substantive redistribution. 
[bookmark: _Int_lua9VD5J][bookmark: _Int_Vwy737aW]The labour of re-worlding can be understood as part of the technopolitical infrastructure in which these belongings continue to operate. Following Mavhunga, such infrastructures are not confined to discrete objects or sites but emerge through distributed practices of making, sensing, and knowing across bodies, environments, and institutions. The handling, narration, modelling, and remaking of belongings therefore constitute forms of technopolitical labour through which relational worlds are partially reactivated. At the same time, these practices generate value within the institutional frameworks that host them. As Joselit suggests, heritage operates as a system of value production, while debt names the unresolved conditions of extraction that sustain it. The labour of participants—artists, students, and community collaborators—enters into this economy as a source of cultural and epistemic value, contributing to exhibitions, research outputs, and institutional narratives. Yet the conditions of its recognition and circulation remain unevenly controlled. So, re-worlding risks reproducing the asymmetries it seeks to unsettle: while it does redistribute aspects of interpretive authority, the value generated through technopolitical labour continues to be differentially accumulated, extending rather than resolving the conditions of debt.
This labour is not only interpretive but affective, epistemic, and relational, involving forms of sensing, remembering, and making that exceed conventional categories of museum work. These dynamics are further complicated in transnational contexts, where digital connectivity does not dissolve asymmetries. Re-worlding thus enables a partial redistribution of interpretive authority without a corresponding shift in material power. This tension underscores the limits of collaborative practice in the absence of structural transformation. 
Digital Remaking and the Limits of Technopolitical Redistribution
Digital practices extend the spatial reach of museum collections, enabling distributed forms of engagement across diasporic contexts. Through photogrammetry, 3D modelling, and online circulation, participants encounter belongings beyond the museum’s physical constraints, contributing situated knowledge that often exceeds institutional catalogues.
Photogrammetric models reconfigure material forms into data, prioritising surface while flattening other sensory dimensions—weight, texture, temperature, smell, and use. What circulates is not the belonging itself, but a computational iteration shaped by the constraints of imaging systems. Digitisation risks reproducing the reduction of belongings to informational objects that museological common sense already performs.
The infrastructures through which these models circulate are also uneven. Access to hardware, bandwidth, software, and technical expertise remains asymmetrically distributed, shaping who produces, manipulates, and controls digital representations. While files may move laterally, the conditions of their production do not.
Digitisation can also introduce new forms of enclosure. Even where open-access models are adopted, digital objects become embedded within regimes of platform governance, intellectual property, and data ownership. Custodial authority is not dissolved so much as redistributed across new, and often opaque, infrastructures.
Participants expressed ambivalence toward these dynamics. Digital tools enabled connection and collaborative interpretation but also introduced distance. The ability to manipulate a model did not compensate for the absence of embodied encounter, nor restore the relations from which belongings were separated. Instead, digital engagement operated as a partial and unstable proximity—both connective and distancing.
Digital practices do not simply extend access to museum-held belongings; they generate forms of illegitimate proximity, distributed authorship, and temporal recombination that exceed institutional protocols of encounter, even as they introduce new modalities of abstraction and control. These digital encounters are an extension of underlife, in which forms of engagement emerge that are not fully legible to, or governable by, institutional protocols.
We describe these as para-infrastructural relations: forms of engagement that operate alongside and partially outside institutional infrastructures, generating modes of proximity, authorship, and temporal recombination that museums can mediate but not fully govern. In this sense, digital circulation does not simply extend engagement with belongings; it renders visible the incompleteness of museological capture.
From this perspective, digital practices are not solutions but sites of tension within re-worlding. They can extend the mobile workshop by enabling distributed collaboration, while simultaneously reproducing forms of abstraction and control. The task is not to resolve these contradictions, but to work within them: to use digital tools to open relational possibilities while remaining attentive to the ways they reshape and constrain those relations.
Akan Gold Weights and the Redistribution of Value
Among the belongings selected for collective engagement were Akan gold weights—small forms historically used to measure gold dust as currency in precolonial and colonial Ghana. These objects became focal points for both historical inquiry and contemporary experimentation.
In a subsequent workshop in London, participants scanned objects of their own choosing, which were then 3D printed and translated into bronze through an experimental casting process. These remade forms were exhibited alongside documentation of their transformation, foregrounding processes of translation, circulation, and material reconfiguration.
[bookmark: _Int_CyDkk2w2]A series of 3D-printed “gold-weight peanuts” were displayed in large quantities with an open invitation for visitors to take them. This gesture subtly disrupts transactional logic, redistributing value through acts of sharing instead of accumulation. The work intervened—however modestly—in the conditions through which value is produced and circulated.
[bookmark: _Int_Do9huWM1]This gesture can be read through Joselit’s distinction between heritage and debt: while gold weights historically functioned within systems of exchange and value, their reproduction and dispersal here interrupts accumulation, redistributing value in ways that foreground the unresolved histories of extraction that continue to structure their circulation.
Speculation, Futurity, and Counter-Infrastructures
[bookmark: _Int_CQRYjBhe]An early collective visit to the Hayward Gallery exhibition In the Black Fantastic, accompanied by a discussion with curator Ekow Eshun, informed subsequent engagements with museum collections by encouraging practices oriented toward futurity. The exhibition foregrounded the fantastical as a mode of re-worlding, in which belongings function in unexpected and generative ways that exceed taxonomic classification.
[bookmark: _Int_LtXLOyAL]Exhibitions associated with the project extended this work into speculative performance. The Summer 2024 Prisoners of Love residency, held in the vaults of a former bank in the City of London, functioned as a site for developing new work. Adanma Nwankwo staged a River Goddess walking barefoot through the City along the route of the culverted River Walbrook, enacting a counter-mapping of imperial urban space. Dawn Codex generated AI-based future selves situated within a decaying digital London and uploaded these profiles to a dating app. These works proposed alternative technopolitical sovereignties within urban and algorithmic infrastructures shaped by colonial modernity.
If museums tend to situate African belongings within an ethnographic past, such speculative practices insist on futurity and ongoing world-making.
Conclusion
Re-worlding does not resolve the conditions of colonial dispossession, nor does it replace the demands of restitution. Its force lies in unsettling museological common sense: the assumptions that render belongings as objects, preservation as neutral, and storage as care. Rather than extending existing interpretive frameworks, re-worlding reorients the conditions under which belongings are encountered, shifting them from objects of knowledge to participants in relational and technopolitical processes.
Across the practices discussed here, African belongings emerge as participants in ongoing processes of relation, negotiation, and speculation. These engagements redistribute aspects of interpretive authority while remaining constrained by institutional structures that continue to govern access, ownership, and circulation.
The tensions explored throughout this paper—between relation and containment, distribution and control, connection, and abstraction—are not failures of re-worlding but conditions of its operation. Digital practices extend relational possibilities while introducing new forms of mediation and enclosure; collaborative work redistributes meaning while leaving material power unevenly held. Digital circulation produces para-infrastructural relations: modes of engagement that operate alongside institutional infrastructures, generating forms of proximity, authorship, and temporal recombination that are not fully governable within museological frameworks. Re-worlding takes place within these contradictions rather than outside them.
What is at stake is not simply a reform of museological practice but a shift in what constitutes the object of museum knowledge. If belongings are understood as distributed and ongoing infrastructures rather than discrete artefacts, then the epistemic foundations of the museum—its modes of classification, preservation, and display—are no longer adequate to the relations they seek to contain.
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