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* Humboldt University

« History

» Master's and bachelor's students
* Realisation: 1-time

2 SWS

* Number of students: 18

ENVIRONMENT:

My course on research-based learning took place in the summer semester of
2020 under the title Little Research Value: Seeking to understand migrant labors'
past and how it affects the present at Humboldt University in Berlin. It was
organised as part of a Q-Team and aimed at both Bachelor's and Master's
students. The focus was on the history of Africa and the rest of the global South,
but students interested in economic history or postcolonial studies or who wanted
to learn new ways of analysing historical data were also welcome.

The course environment was profoundly affected by the COVID-19 pandemic,
which necessitated a switch to online teaching. This switch allowed extensive
interactions with scholars from different geographical regions, including southern
Africa. Digital adaptability was paramount, with unconventional tools such as
WhatsApp being used for communication. Flexible scheduling of sessions
accommodated the different time zones. Guest lectures, including one by a
professor from Namibia, were integrated into the online course. Another
important feature of the seminar was the creation of a website to publish the
research results.

/
— — * A long-term or structural problem
* A personal impact from my environment

REASON:

The primary motivation for conceiving, developing and applying to teach this
course stems from my experience as an undergraduate student at the University
of California, San Diego (UC San Diego). During my time there, | was privileged to
learn from exceptional educators and acquire a vast amount of knowledge.
However, | found that my exposure to hands-on research, especially when it came
to examining primary sources or conducting interviews, was relatively limited, with
one notable exception: While at UC San Diego, | volunteered for the Shoah
Foundation, an organisation dedicated to documenting the accounts and
experiences of Holocaust survivors during World War Il and the Holocaust in
Europe. Through this volunteer work, | developed personal relationships with
survivors in the San Diego area. This experience significantly deepened my
understanding of history and provided insights beyond the conventional academic
perspectives of historians, regardless of their academic credentials. This effected
how | wished to approach my future career in academia. My doctoral research
project, which focused on the lives of workers in colonial Africa, required an
approach rooted in ‘history from below', similar to the principles of subaltern
studies.
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It also led me to reflect on the dynamics between academia in Europe and
academia in Africa. In particular, | became acutely aware of the ongoing flow of
formal academic works from the global North to the global South, even in the
context of African history studies. It was this awareness that fuelled my desire to
make a personal contribution to breaking this pattern.

My vision for meeting this challenge was to foster meaningful interactions
between students and professors, both in Berlin and in southern Africa. |
envisioned a course that would go beyond mere academic engagement to
facilitate mutual learning and relationship building. In practice, it would serve to
bridge academic and geographical divides and to enliven the study of particular
regions and subjects by linking them to the lived experiences of individuals. This
desire served as the starting point for my endeavour to design and develop this
course.

Another reason for choosing this format was to encourage my students to present
scientific results and insights to the public and demonstrate their relevance to
others. Research based learning was thus a fitting choice, as it demands the
publication of results. In this context, | set the seminar's goal to publish a website
with the outcomes, allowing both the students and myself to explore an alternative
form of scientific publishing and communication.

» 1 semester

* Own research project

* Extracurricular & optional offer

» Research process: demand-oriented support by teachers
» Feedback: peers & teachers

* Research result: public
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IMPLEMENTATION:

The seminar focused on colonial records of migrant labour. It aimed to critically
analyse these records and explore how they can inform contemporary scholarship. It
also examined their creators, their motivations and the influence of contemporary
social and intellectual movements such as decolonisation of the university and
critical race theory.

The seminar was inspired by the work of Dr. Ellen Ndeshi Nambhila of the University
of Namibia, in particular her book Little Research Value: African Estate Records and
Colonial Gaps in a Post-Colonial National Archive. Namhila's research focused on
African estate records rediscovered at the National Archives of Namibia in the
2010s. | transcribed some of these files into a database known as the WBL
Namibian Worker Database, which played a crucial role in my dissertation.

The course explored challenging questions about the use of such files, the biases of
their creators, and the best methods of interpretation. Our findings had the potential
to improve academic methods of analysing colonial records beyond the field of
history.

In addition, the project aimed to address criticisms of cliometrics, a methodology that
applies complex analytical techniques to large historical datasets, by encouraging
deeper critical analysis and offering insights that are applicable not only to history,
but also to cliometrics, political science, economics, and other fields. In doing so, |
emphasized the need for my students to interact with both scholars and the civil
population of southern Africa.

The course was characterised by the fact that | gave the students a lot of freedom
and participation, we discussed together in which direction our research project
should develop and the students brought in their different ideas. Despite this
participation and openness of the course, guidance from me was important to avoid
confusion in the research. The different phases of the research were therefore
structured by me and can be divided into seven different aspects:
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Introduction: | started with a general overview of research-based learning and the theme of
the course, followed by an introduction of the participants. | also introduced the basic work
plan and timetable, emphasising its adaptability based on participants' progress. The
session encouraged participants to ask questions, which were answered to the best of my
ability.

Identify possible research questions: In this context, | introduce the main overarching
questions related to the general topic. As a group, we consider whether we should address
these questions directly or whether participants would prefer to develop their own questions
within the given thematic framework. For example, the following research questions were
formulated: How can new methods of research, especially in relation to oral history which
are being practised in Southern Africa, including Namibia, improve and further global
academic best practices? How can we build and maintain more equal lines of
communication and knowledge exchange between students and scholars in Europe and
Southern Africa?

Thematic, theoretical and methodological introduction: Throughout the course we
explored the theme of colonial migrant labour, particularly in southern Africa. We read
relevant articles and examined sections of Nambhila's book about estate files in Namibia and
their links to colonial labour. Armed with this knowledge, we looked at theories such as the
decolonisation of archives and education. We discussed methodological frameworks in
small groups and considered their suitability. We evaluated the digitised original WBL
Namibian Worker Database sources and database and assessed their usefulness for our
project. We then finalised our methodological framework, discussed potential applications
and brainstormed research topics and questions and the groups presented their findings for
further discussion.

Planning and clarification of the research project: In this phase we reviewed our
progress and results, discussed the practical applications of our methods, improved the
precision of our research project, formed smaller research groups and set specific
milestones for our website project. In this phase we also organized guest lectures or
interviews with different actors from African countries, e.g. Zimbabwe or Namibia.
Completion of small research projects: We held discussions with individuals, groups or
the whole Q-team as required, addressing their progress, challenges and questions.
Additional materials were provided as needed for further project development. This phase
also served as a platform for informal discussions and presentations of milestone results.
Presentation of results, creation of website: The next step was the discussion of our
findings in group presentations. We focused on how to effectively integrate these findings
into our website page, ensuring coherence and a logical flow of information. Finally, we
worked on assembling the finished website and explored the possibility of presenting the
website.

Reflection: At the end of the seminar we conducted a reflection process and gathered
feedback from the participants. We carefully reviewed our website and put the finishing
touches to it. We then shared the final product with colleagues and friends. Importantly we
were also able to present the project at Namibian Research Day in Basel and later a the
Africa History Colloquium at the University of Leipzig.
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— — Tensions between demands for...
_— — « Individual and social learning

» Workload and formally calculated time required from students
» Workload and resources available to teachers
» Changing role of teachers and the existing teaching tradition

TENSIONS AND CONTRADICTIONS:

The biggest tension in my seminar was, of course, the Covid 19 pandemic. My course was
entirely online due to the pandemic, and because of restrictions we were not able to meet
face-to-face, which caused me some anxiety, especially during the preparation for the
semester. However, this situation encouraged us to think globally and set up an international
project with participants from southern Africa. The realisation that technology enabled us to
do this was a silver lining and motivated both the students and me.

Despite this positive attitude and trying to make the best of the situation, | think that
face-to-face meetings would be of great benefit. Particularly for small group collaboration,
brainstorming and discussion of the readings, face-to-face interaction is much more
effective, but we used these challenges to our advantage. We had many international
students, some of whom had to return home for various reasons. Thanks to the digital
format, we were able to continue our work seamlessly throughout.

Another tension arose from the fact that the seminar took up a lot of time resources, both for
me and for the students, beyond the time originally planned for it. In addition to the intensive
research, the presentation of the results also took up a lot of time. We had to familiarise
ourselves with the presentation of scientific articles in a website format and overcome
various technical difficulties. This cost both the students and me a lot of extra effort and
hassle. Although the time involved was disproportionate, | believe that the students learned
a lot about science communication by publishing their results on the website and (despite
the extra effort) felt that their project was more important because of the publication. As a
teacher, | also learned a lot about blogging and was able to deepen my knowledge by
presenting the results. Therefore, | think that this tension is bearable and that in the end
everyone has added value from presenting the results on a website.

In addition to these points, my role as a teacher can certainly be discussed. As mentioned
above, it was important for me to give the students as much freedom as possible and to
actively involve them in the decision-making process. By doing this, | opened up the seminar
structures and created an environment where there was less hierarchy and | took on more
of a moderating role, offering tips and help. | actually liked this role and felt very comfortable
in it, but it was still unusual for me to lead a seminar in this way, as it was very different from
traditional seminar structures. As a teacher, | also had to get used to it and think carefully
about how and in what way | could best help the students to research.
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— » Develop and increase inquiring curiosity

——_ e Interdisciplinary work

\l/

OBJECTIVES &
VALUES

EFFECTS:

The biggest impact of the seminar, in my opinion, was that the students began to get
excited about research and to understand the diversity of research - For one thing, |
often got feedback about how much the students enjoyed pursuing a particular
research question on their own and having a say in the design of the course. This had
the effect of increasing their engagement and willingness to invest time in the seminar.
Another important aspect in this context was that the students understood that research
can have a connection to the world and to people - especially in the historical sciences
we often forget how alive history can be and how rewarding it is not only to search
through old documents but also to get in touch with other people. In my opinion, the
exchange with people from Zimbabwe or Namibia had a stimulating effect on the
students, inspiring them and creating a completely different connection to the subject.
But | also the learning in the group and the joint research project led to students
working together on something, exchanging ideas and reflecting on issues or problems
in a completely different way than would have been the case in a traditional seminar.
Furthermore, the creation of the website had a great impact on the students and me.
On the one hand, we all put a lot of energy into the research project, and on the other
hand, we thought and discussed a lot about how to present our results to the public. |
think it was this transfer work and our own communication of science that gave the
students a different value of research and also inspired me to think about science
communication.

An unintended effect, which became apparent after the end of the seminar, is that
without having additional university financing, a website like we created necessitates
having advertising. It would be preferable without this, but it is also valuable that the
website is still accessible without ongoing costs. Perhaps in the future | can attain
permanent funding to remove advertising from the website.

More information about the project can be found on the
project website.

Link:https://southernafricanperspectives.wordpress.com/
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