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1. Introduction – Cultural Heritage is a Concept 

We Cannot Do Away With 

The journey to Aurich, Zeven, and Cuxhaven – three small towns in northern 
Germany – is most conveniently made by car. Although public transportation is 
available, it is disproportionately time-consuming and thus impractical. This is a 
common experience for both residents and visitors to provincial regions and is well 
documented in political discourse, media coverage, and academic research. Equally 
widespread, however, is the longstanding assumption that rural Germany, unlike 
its metropolitan centres, is largely homogeneous, shaped little by immigration, and 
lacking in cultural and ethnic diversity. 

A visitor strolling through the streets of Cuxhaven, a small German town on 
the North Sea coast, on a sunny day in May might therefore be surprised to en
counter a procession of 200 people, led by a statue commemorating the apparition of 
Mary in Fatima, Portugal, in 1917. German and Portuguese are spoken in the proces
sion, along with some Spanish, and a group of young adults wearing traditional Por
tuguese dance attire march as members of one of the town’s two rancho folk dance 
associations. In Zeven, a small inland German town in Lower Saxony, the annual ar
rival of the Dutch Sinterklaas at the town hall each December is a commonly seen 
event for local residents. He parades through the crowds of the Christmas market 
accompanied by Black Peters handing out sweets – a tradition that has been the 
subject of heated debate in the Netherlands over its racism. Some six months later, 
numerous local associations and school classes gather for communal hikes, accom
panied by a military brass band that travels from the Netherlands to celebrate the 
Four Evening Marches – a tradition introduced by a former Dutch military garri
son stationed in the town. In Aurich, located in the heart of East Frisia, identifying 
as Frisian – a legally recognised ethnic minority in Germany – is in fact a majority 
position. Upon entering the town centre, one is greeted by signs of Frisianess ev
erywhere, from East Frisian coffee houses to Frisian legal clinics and children’s play
grounds. Once a year, on May 1st, residents gather to raise a decorated tree, celebrat
ing spring and new beginnings, the so-called Maibaum (maypole) tradition. All three 
towns thus bear witness to publicly visible forms of cultural and ethnic diversity. 
Moreover, they are shaped by histories of migration that long predate the so-called 
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14 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

‘summer of migration’ in 2015, when large numbers of Syrian refugees arrived in 
Germany and were, at times, relocated to provincial areas, making their immigra
tion experiences and cultural differences a highly debated topic in both media cov
erage and academic research. This book examines the dynamics of heritagisation in 
the pluralised arenas of Cuxhaven, Zeven, and Aurich which are explicitly not ‘new 
immigrant destinations’ but have long been shaped by (international) mobility. It 
explores how these dynamics are shaped by global heritage discourses, while simul
taneously unfolding in ways that differ from the expectations such discourses often 
imply. 

The research project is an empirically founded theoretical contribution to the 
contemporary discourse on ethnicity-related cultural heritage both in and separate 
to its relation to migratory experiences. It examines ethnicised festivals and associ
ations within three small provincial towns in northern Germany as ordinary settings 
for the (e)valuation of culture and production of membership and belonging. Fur
thermore, it serves as a testament to my journey of becoming a researcher striving 
for a doctoral degree. 

I explore a territory that has remained relatively unaffected by official heritage 
initiatives, international regimes, and institutions such as the United Nations Edu
cational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO). Consequently, the notion 
of cultural heritage and an explicit heritage vocabulary are notably absent in the lo
cales in which my research was conducted. 

The term ‘cultural heritage’ is a slippery term that traverses the realms of aca
demic discourse and public policy. Some view it as an analytical tool, constituting in 
Foucauldian terms a particular ‘technology of governance’ wherein the heritage ob
jects and citizen subjects are constructed through knowledge written into cultural 
policies (Coombe and Weiss 2015; Geismar 2015). Conversely, for others, cultural her
itage represents a means to comprehend processes of ethnic membership forma
tion and recognition, particularly in the context of societal pluralisation, for example 
those which result from migration (Ashworth, Graham, and Tunbridge 2007; Byrne 
2002; Dellios and Henrich 2020). In cultural policy-making, membership, more fre
quently articulated as ‘identity’, is portrayed as positively linked to heritage. It is 
posited that heritage fosters collective identity and social cohesion by fortifying cul
turally diverse ethnic communities, shifting away from the nation’s homogeneity to
ward diversity. This is exemplified in the European paradigm of ‘Unity in Diversity’ 
or influential instruments like the 2003 UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage Con
vention (2003), ratified by Germany in 2013, which extends the protection of intangi
ble cultural practices and knowledge alongside material and natural heritages.1 In

1 There are, of course, studies which show that neither UNESCO (Brumann 2018) nor the EU 
(Groth 2016) are monolithic actors with only one concept of culture circulating in their do
mains; moreover, as these international institutions are increasingly being challenged and 
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1. Introduction – Cultural Heritage is a Concept We Cannot Do Away With 15 

cluding intangible cultural elements in UNESCO conventions represents a paradig
matic shift in cultural policy that has evolved since the 1980s.2 Everyday cultural 
practices and rituals are increasingly harnessed to promote tourism and heritage 
industries (Yúdice 2004:2). Furthermore, in times of the neo-liberalisation and dis
mantling of social infrastructures, they are invoked as remedies for societal conflicts 
and crises by recognising cultural diversity and sustainable economic development 
(Karaca 2009). 

As Mary N. Taylor (2009: 51) points out, the resurgence of culture as a conduit for 
accessing economic, social, and political resources is evident in the transition from 
a legal emphasis that opposes to one that supports culture to rights. Policies that 
oppose culture to rights assume collective identities to be private and outside of the 
realm of law, while those such as UNESCO’s heritage policies advocate ‘the right to 
culture’, binding collective identity to issues of human rights.3 This shift is paralleled 
by supranational organisations’ increased focus on minority rights since the 1980s. 
National heritage is now commonly acknowledged as being diverse within nations, 
encompassing various ethnic and cultural groups whose legacies warrant promo
tion and recognition (Bös 2025; Harrison 2013: 143). It is even arguable that cultural 
heritage, within specific discursive arenas, invariably pertains to ethnic heritages 
with local communities as their bearers. 

Significantly, heritage management has expanded beyond the state, with nu
merous non-state actors, notably local communities, NGOs, and big corporations 
assuming active roles in formulating and managing official heritage. This shift 
signifies an expansion in the range of elements with heritage potential within the 
cultural domain, thereby contributing to heritagisation ‘unfolding in daily lives’ 
(Bendix 2018:127). Some scholars argue that ‘doing heritage’ represents the most 
prevalent form of ‘doing culture’ in contemporary late-modern European societies 
(Tschofen 2012). Against this backdrop, this research project engages with small- 
town arenas situated outside the purview of official heritage regime operations, 
while still drawing from a global heritage framework. 

devalued by key actors such as the United States in the context of shifting global imperial 
power relations and intensifying geopolitical confrontation, it is likely that their approaches 
to cultural policy will also once again undergo significant transformation. 

2 The convention adds intangible heritage to the protection of material and natural heritages, 
which “means the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills – as well as the 
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith – that communities, 
groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage This intan
gible cultural heritage, transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly recreated 
by communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature 
and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus promoting 
respect for cultural diversity and human creativity ” (UNESCO 2003). 

3 See also Karaca (2009); Soysal (1997). 
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16 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

In comparing three ethnically marked festivals and associations in small-town 
arenas, a discursive space emerges in which ethnicised cultural things and people 
are negotiated by both individual actors and their social worlds (Clarke 2005: 77). An 
‘arena’ is a discursive site of negotiation and debate around a matter of concern to 
several different social worlds, that is, groups of various sizes that share a common 
interest which holds them together in organisational strategies. Through their in
teractions, the social worlds co-constitute the arena (2012: 89, 86). The social worlds 
that co-constitute the small-town arenas of Aurich, Cuxhaven, and Zeven are all in
volved in the (re)production of their ethnicised festivals and associations. 

The study is located within three provincial small towns in northern Germany 
at a time when almost 60 percent of people in Germany live in small- and middle- 
sized towns. The definition of what categorises a small town is debated in Small- 
Town Research. The town of Zeven located in the Rotenburg district between Ham
burg and Bremen, with 20.000 inhabitants, is small according to official German 
categories of spatial planning. I define Cuxhaven, a coastal town in Lower Saxony 
and Aurich the administrative capital of the region of East Frisia, with about 50.000 
inhabitants, as small towns according to more recent discussions in spatial plan
ning and research. These approaches renew small town categorisations against the 
background of their origin in the 19th century, processes of urbanisation, alongside 
a diverse array of indicators such as their centrality (Herrenknecht and Wohlfarth 
2005b: 89; Kolb 2007; Timpe 2023). Small towns are of central importance to cultural 
development in peripheral areas; they provide anchor points and spaces for cultural 
institutions (Steinführer n.d.). Anette Kolb (2007: 13) describes small towns socio
logically as places with specific cultural heritage and places that already show many 
qualities that are central to circulating ideas of future cities, such as short distances 
or mixed-use development. 

The three towns with either Portuguese, Dutch or East Frisian minority popu
lations chosen for this study were guided by the principle of comparability: all have 
ethnicised festivals, such as the Portuguese Fatma procession, the Four Evening 
Marches or the Maypole tradition and all are home to leisure associations involved 
in organising the festivals. But they diverge in terms of the role that migration 
experiences play. For instance, the Portuguese and Dutch festivals and associations 
in Cuxhaven and Zeven emerged due to the influx of inhabitants from Portugal and 
the Netherlands. In contrast, the East Frisian festival in Aurich is not associated 
with histories and experiences of migration. Furthermore, there are variations in 
the levels of ethnicisation among them, as summarised in Figure 1.1, which also 
enumerates the festivals and associations under investigation. 

In light of an absence of official heritage initiatives, regimes, institutions, and 
even a heritage vocabulary in the research locales, embarking on this research 
project with a heritage framework may seem like a substantial leap. My reserva
tions regarding the concept of cultural heritage run deep. In colloquial German, 
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Kulturerbe is frequently linked to material artefacts, such as buildings preserved 
by Denkmalschutz or aspects of high culture. Moreover, it often carries nationalist, 
conservative, or even völkisch connotations, propagated in highly normative ways 
to align with the culturalisation of a German nation constructed and stabilised 
around Ius sanguinis. In light of cultural heritage’s essentialising core, there are valid 
reasons to exercise caution in its utilisation in Germany, especially from a scientific 
standpoint. 

Simultaneously, the profound change occurring in the field of cultural policy un
der the label of intangible cultural heritage is already exerting influence on the per
ception of culture in provincial regions of Germany by governing elites and experts 
in provincial German territory. Anthropological understandings and less territori
alised understandings of culture entered the policy arena with the 2003 Intangible 
Cultural Heritage convention. In 2022, the federal state of Lower Saxony ratified 
a Kulturfördergesetz (cultural promotion law), marking the first instance of the (fi
nancial) promotion of culture as a public task being pinned down in law (Landtag 
Niedersachsen 2022). This legislation represents an effort to systematise cultural 
policies at the state level by defining fields of action and instruments to be employed 
by the federal state government. Notably, preserving tangible and intangible her
itages is a central focus, along with supporting institutions representing Lower Sax
ony’s so-called Breitenkultur (grassroots culture), encompassing lay associations and 
initiatives. A researcher encapsulates the expectations on the regional level: 

‘What is needed, then, is an inventory of those forms of cultural expression that 
have not been the focus of cultural policy to date; it is a matter of recognising 
grassroots culture, and therefore, an inventory process is the most important pre
requisite for the protection of cultural heritage [...] The UNESCO Convention for 
the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage offers a great opportunity 
to address those globally overdue reforms in national cultural policy.’ (Schneider 
2014: 195, my translation) 

The inclusion of these aspects in law stems from the lobbying efforts of heritage 
experts and researchers who view Intangible Cultural Heritage identification and 
preservation in provincial areas, as advocated by UNESCO, as a pivotal force for a 
desirable paradigm shift towards the acknowledgement and support of grassroots 
culture at federal state and regional levels. The individuals and associations I en
countered in field research inhabit regions where structured EU cultural policies, 
some of which encompass the promotion of cultural heritage, are in effect. However, 
they have not yet been explicitly recognised as bearers of specific culturally diverse 
heritages within the region. As of now, I am undecided on whether I would advise 
them to pursue this aim actively. This is a standpoint not too common in Critical 
Heritage Studies (CHS), an interdisciplinary field of research involving close links to 
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18 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

heritage management practice but also a political project engaged in solving prob
lems to make better heritagisation processes (González-Ruibal, González, and Cri
ado-Boado 2018; Smith and Campbell 2018). 

Still, I am convinced that cultural heritage as a powerful concept will refuse to 
go away. Even if sociologists, anthropologists, other academics, activists, and so
cial policy experts might rail against them. Rather than ignore the concept of cul
tural heritage, one should engage in the ongoing project to study and theorise it. 
For me, this endeavour involves maintaining a degree of openness regarding nor
mative judgements concerning what to do ‘with heritage’ until the project’s culmi
nation. According to Andrew Abbott (2018: 172), sociological research should leave 
questions of normative judgement to a subdiscipline at the start and end of an in
quiry. Nevertheless, my perspective, as may become evident in my writing, fluctu
ates between being a ‘heritage atheist’ characterised by scepticism towards ‘heritage 
believers’ and harbouring ‘fundamental doubt about the value of specific heritage 
items or heritage as such’ (Brumann 2014a: 174), and being a ‘heritage agnostic’ who 
defers the question of evaluating heritage’s utility or drawbacks to empirical inves
tigation. 

The Potential for Heritage (not) to Unfold in Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

In December 2019, I joined a small interdisciplinary conference exploring Critical Heritage 
Studies and its challenge to UNESCO’s Authorised Heritage Discourse. Many of us ques
tioned the reactionary and hegemonic nature of global heritage regimes, especially in re
lation to local practices. This critique dominated the discussion – until a researcher work
ing in Pakistan spoke. He described how feminist activists there sought UNESCO recogni
tion for Sufi heritage to counter patriarchal narratives. For them, heritage listing was a 
strategic tool for progressive change. His intervention reminded us that institutions like 
UNESCO can also serve as platforms for pluralist politics, and that the relationship be
tween global regimes and local actors is more complex than it first appears. 

This book does not take the existence of local cultural endeavours as heritage for 
granted but rather unpacks the potential for heritage to unfold as well as reasons 
it might not unfold as such. Two anecdotes from the research process might help 
to clarify this perspective on heritagisation. The first story of my participation in a 
Critical Heritage Studies-themed conference shows how cultural heritage diffuses 
within heritage regimes through a diverse set of actors across academia, public pol
icy, and social movements and in a field of tension between the global and the local 
(Bendix, Eggert, and Peselmann 2012). 
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The second story, an excerpt from my fieldnotes in Aurich, shows how cultural 
heritage is only one among several, occasionally competing, criteria employed in 
valuing culture. 

In 2018, a heritage expert told me how a local volunteer-run museum welcomed her with 
a tea table, showing little interest in professionalisation advice for their collection. ‘Their 
objectives are different – legitimate, but not museum-like,’ she reflected. I laughed, recog
nizing similar moments from my fieldwork: volunteers rarely framed their cultural prac
tices as ‘heritage.’ In one case, a couple passionate about traditional East Frisian dance em
phasized fun over authenticity. For many participants, heritage recognition wasn’t a goal 
– the joy of doing often outweighed concerns about public dissemination. 

The heritage expert in the narrative emphasises values such as expertise, profession
alisation, recognition, future orientation, and comparability with similar institu
tions and practices. In contrast, the museum initiative and dance association mem
bers prioritise sociability and pleasure in the present moment, with heritage emerg
ing as an unintentional consequence of their cultural activities. From this perspec
tive, heritage-making is not necessarily limited to heritage regime operations. 

My theoretical perspective echoes this moment from the field, as I employ a com
parative cultural sociology perspective (Lamont and Thévenot 2000), where heritage 
constitutes one evaluative cultural repertoire among many (Lamont 2012) through 
which individuals construct symbolic boundaries and forge a sense of belonging. 
Heritagisation can therefore be conceived of as a fundamental social process involv
ing (e)valuation processes on different levels of generalisation. It involves everyday 
situations, a situated form of sensemaking, as well as a more institutionalised form 
of (e)valuation, the worldmaking aspect of the process. Placing this understand
ing of heritagisation within the framework of comparative cultural sociology then 
poses questions for this research project: When and how is cultural heritage employed 
as a cultural repertoire to foster (ethnic) group membership in the (re)production of ethnicised 
festivals and associations in three small town arenas in northern Germany (Ethnicised Her
itage Situation)? What role do migration experiences and ethnicisation play in the emergence 
of Ethnicised Heritage Situations? In a more abstract sense, heritage can be conceived 
as a ‘relational and dialectical category that emerges in specific contexts and not in 
others’ (Alonso González 2019: 31). Alonso González asserts that heritage, as a cat
egory and symbolic form, substitutes direct and personal relations with abstract, 
individualised, symbolic, and metacultural relations. This perspective underscores 
heritage’s analytically accessible rather than empirically measurable nature. 

This is why I have developed the concept of heritage situations (fig. 1.2.) and the 
theoretical model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations (fig. 1.3.) in order to encompass and 
empirically analyse arrangements where heritagisation has the potential to emerge. 
These situations arise when the sense- and worldmaking aspects of heritagisation 
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converge. In other words, cultural heritage serves as a cultural repertoire for mem
bership and belonging to be constructed, or when it is actively fostered by actors 
within national or supranational heritage regimes. 

The concept of the situation, central to my Situational Analysis (SA) methodolog
ical approach, departs from the traditional sociological understanding of the situa
tion as defined by the observed individuals (in conventional grounded theory) or as 
the observed context of face-to-face interaction4 (Keller 2023). Unlike these defini
tions, SA considers an arrangement of relations between diverse categories and ele
ments. This approach emphasises that the situation’s conditions are inherent to the 
situation itself, eliminating the concept of an external context. Adele Clarke (2012:71) 
states that ‘the conditions of the situation are in the situation. There is no such thing 
as context’, implying that the context is always already a part of the situation, co-con
stituting it. 

Additionally, SA underscores the importance of reflexivity, echoing the princi
ples of ‘situated knowledge’ and the active role of the research in co-construction 
that is researched from feminist perspectives, as proposed by Donna Haraway 
(1988). Reiner Keller (2023:70), who translated Adele Clarke’s work into German, 
emphasises that SA first and foremost reflexively shapes the research process, con
structing both the research situation and the observed situation. The ‘contexts’ in 
which heritagisation emerges are therefore the primary research focus. However, 
with Clarke’s conceptualisation of the situation, I perceive these contexts as an 
intrinsic part of the heritage situations traced in these three north German towns. 

Symbolic boundary work and the role of migration experiences are the main foci 
in these Ethnicised Heritage Situations. Without designated heritage institutions 
and vocabularies to promote cultural diversity, the three small towns face challenges 
of international migration and cultural and ethnic diversity. Negotiations surround
ing these diversities and the potential role of cultural heritage follow different tra
jectories than those observed in larger urban centres, as seen in the paths of migrant 
incorporation (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009; Porsche, Steinführer, Sondermann, et 
al. 2019:21). 

The selection of the three towns, Aurich, Cuxhaven, and Zeven, for comparative 
analysis, was driven by their comparable characteristics (see Fig. 1.1.). They all func
tion as infrastructural centres for the wider rural regions surrounding them while 
being small-scale locales. In German categories of spatial planning, where Zeven is 
categorised as a small town and Aurich and Cuxhaven as middle-sized towns, pop
ulation size is the defining variable. However, in transnational mobility research, 
these designations are not solely based on population size but on their relatively 

4 Keller (2023) notes that Erving Goffman in developing his theory further toward frame anal
ysis did also not entirely give up this idea. 
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lower standing in global economic and power hierarchies (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 
2009). 

Fig. 1.1: Case Studies And Rationale For Their Selection. 

Aurich Cuxhaven Zeven 
In the region of East Frisia Significant Portuguese mi

nority 
Significant Dutch minority 

Maypole celebration and 
traditional dance association 

Fatima procession, fish festi
val and different associations 

Sinterklaas festival, Four 
Evening Marches & associa
tion 

No migration experience/rel
atively highly ethnicised 

Migration experience/rela
tively highly ethnicised 

Migration experience/not 
highly ethnicised 

The towns vary in their most visible ethnically marked cultural expressions, 
which enables a nuanced examination of the roles of ethnicity and migration in 
the (e)valuation of cultural productions. Aurich is situated in the centre of East 
Frisia, one of three groups of Frisians recognised officially as ethnic minorities in 
Germany. East Frisian cultural initiatives are plural in the region, with East Frisian 
being the majority.5 In Cuxhaven, many people with a migration background come 
from Portugal, so Portuguese-marked cultural productions are visible in associa
tions and yearly festivals. Zeven has a history of being a Dutch garrison town with a 
NATO mission, which is why Dutch cultural productions exist. 

I conducted a comparative analysis of the three towns’ ethnically marked festi
vals and ethnic associations, which I consider integral to their cultural life. The towns 
operate as discursive sites characterised by multiple social worlds that converge on 
specific issues and are prepared to take action. My fieldwork started with the fun
damental empirical questions articulated by Clarke, et al.: ‘Who cares, and what do 
they want to do about it?’ (Clarke, Friese, and Washburn 2018: 72). 

I gathered different kinds of data to delve into the cultural productions related 
to the Dutch, Portuguese, and East Frisian histories and contemporary cultural pro
ductions within these towns. First, I analysed local newspaper articles to gain in
sight into the histories of the ethnically marked cultural productions and to ascer
tain the dominant perspectives on the festivals, associations, and their respective 
members under investigation. The local newspapers represent a dominant view, as 

5 Membership refers to processes of individuals becoming affiliated with a social group. It is 
often granted to all those who live in East Frisia and identify as East Frisian and therefore not 
determined by birth or the longevity of residence in the region. 
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they represent the mainstream and are often the only actors of this kind in the area. 
Second, I engaged in participant observation during ethnicised festivals and other 
events, immersing myself within the festivals and associations and getting involved 
in associated social worlds. Third, I conducted narrative interviews with individu
als actively involved in their (re)production. These individuals are commonly associ
ated with ethnically marked cultural production. The selection of these three cases, 
each with a distinct focus on more (East Frisian, Portuguese) or less (Dutch) ethni
cised groups of inhabitants, offers a deliberate strategy to explore the role of migra
tion and ethnicity in the (e)valuation of these cultural productions (as depicted in 
Figure 1.1.). Notably, I avoid presupposing ethnicity and migration’s importance in 
the studied field throughout the project. My research, grounded in SA and theories 
of ethnicity, explicitly refrains from treating ethnic groups as the primary units of 
analysis and does not assume that people who share a national origin settle in com
munities. Instead, I trace when and how communities and groups emerge along, or 
not along, with heritages within Ethnicised Heritage Situations through processes 
of symbolic boundary making. 

Heritage as a Cultural Repertoire 

As a force of worldmaking, heritage is a highly selective process of constructing a 
past guided by present concerns. It is always political and, against the background of 
the abovementioned developments, is sometimes understood as a ‘project of ideol
ogy’ (Kuutma 2013:32), and so cultural heritage can be studied as an international po
litical regime. I employ the concept of heritage regimes introduced by Regina Bendix 
et al. (2013) to the field of Critical Heritage Studies but broaden its analytical focus 
by bringing it together with the idea of regimes as developed about ‘regimes of mi
gration’ (Oltmer 2018) in German migration research. First, a regime involves state 
regulation and domination, for example, government cultural policies; second, sub
jectivation and dominant discourses, including the creation of subject positions of 
those to be governed, providing them ‘places of recognition’ (Taylor 2009: 41). An
other terrain is the economy, which does play a role in my case studies, although not 
in the form of an established heritage industry (Hewison 1987). 

From the sensemaking perspective, heritage is an everyday form of production 
of what is considered valuable in a group, be it the nation, world society, or an eth
nic group. Heritage in this sense can be understood as what Michèle Lamont (2012) 
terms a ‘repertoire of evaluation’. Such repertoires refer to the shared cultural un
derstandings, values, and symbolic resources individuals draw upon when evaluat
ing others and making judgements about social worth. In other words, people em
ploy cultural repertoires of evaluation and different criteria of (e)valuation therein 
to draw symbolic boundaries that have the potential to turn into social boundaries 
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and, therefore, to produce social inequality. The concept sees culture not as a sys
tem of values or something passively inherited, but places importance on the possi
bility for individuals to make sense of their actions in specific situations by choos
ing aspects of a cultural heritage repertoire. As such, heritage as a cultural reper
toire functions as a resource for the production of difference and several criteria of 
(e)valuation, such as recognition or expertise, form the repertoire’s content (Silber 
2003). This goes beyond a prominent constructivist argumentation that ends rather 
than starts analysis by stating the constructed and invented nature of ‘it all’: her
itage, community, the nation, etc. As Birgit Meyer and Mattijs van de Port (2018: 4) 
conclude, research on heritage should start from these real constructions (‘Thomas 
Theorem’) and not end up with it in asking new questions and finding new answers.6 

In their daily lives, people do not have explicit and differing views on heritage; in
stead, they go about their days engaged in different frameworks of meaning-making 
along their life paths, which can be reconstructed from the present of biographical 
narratives in interviews. I met the interview participants in their towns of residence, 
often in their private homes, and asked them to tell me their life stories. I asked those 
who take part in ethnicised festivals and associations why and with whom they are 
engaged. As are we all, they are constantly involved in valuing certain aspects of their 
past, particular objects, and cultural productions over others, on the one hand to 
grapple with their biographical experiences, and on the other hand to create feel
ings of belonging to one or another group. Some of those processes of (e)valuation 
include elements discussed and observed as heritage by heritage researchers and 
experts as part of what one could consider a cultural repertoire of heritage. These mo
ments of overlap, or isomorphy, define heritage situations. So, what are the criteria 
of (e)valuation and symbolic boundary making regarding the research participants’ 
cultural endeavours? And what are the virtual potentialities for heritage to be actu
alised or, equally important, not to be actualised in these places? 

6 Andreas Wimmer (2010) mirrors such an argument for research on ethnicity. He states that 
given the dominant focus on boundary-making in ethnicity research, one might think that 
the characteristics of boundaries or the ‘cultural stuff’ that determines them is insignificant. 
And yet “some authors – including Barth himself, some 30 years after that momentous in
troduction – noted that cultural practices might be relevant after all” (Wimmer 2010: 111, my 
translation). 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


24 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

Fig. 1.2: Concept of Heritage Situations: In heritage situations, the potential for heritagisation to 
emerge increases through a convergence of (e)valuation processes, such as sensemaking and world
making, in the cultural endeavours of individuals and groups. 

Being set up like this, this project is more than merely speculative. It assumes 
there are social potentials that are easier to fulfil than others, and not everything 
is constructed by an imposition of strong deus-ex-machina-type actors, nor are all 
projections in the mind of the researcher (Alonso González 2019: 34). It is from this 
stance that I consider my view from the outside into heritagisation, mediated by the 
research participants’ modes of ‘doing culture’ a privileged position to learn about 
heritage as a category in a pluralised society.7 

7 I employ the notion of “pluralised societies” for lack of a better term to point towards the 
internal heterogenisation and diversity of nation-states, both as a social phenomenon and 
as self-narration. 
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A Sociological Approach to Heritage 

Aurich, Zeven and Cuxhaven are well suited for analysis as a site of negotiations 
around cultural pluralisation. While Germany is known to be considerably late in 
realising its status as an immigration country, immigration to provincial areas be
came a topic of conversation even later. Academic discourse in German migration 
sociology, which cannot be said to be free of influences from societal transforma
tions more broadly, also tends to focus attention onto migration and diasporas in 
cities like Hamburg, Frankfurt or Berlin. Studies analysing the consequences of the 
so-called summer of migration in 2015 are a notable exception. It is since this broad 
shift in migration and attention on migration processes that interculturality, cul
tural difference and ethnic diversity are being addressed more broadly, questioning 
prevailing ideas around the heritage of Germany and its provincial regions. 

This research project contributes to the fields of Critical Heritage Studies; re
search on migration and diversity in small towns; and cultural political as well as 
migration sociology. 

Amidst the ‘heritage boom’ (Harrison 2013: 68) in research and management, an 
investigation into the ethnicised heritage in three small towns in north Germany 
contributes to theorising cultural heritage as a category in pluralised societies, as 
set out by Critical Heritage Studies (Alonso González 2019; Ang 2011; Schneider 2014; 
Smith 2006; Tauschek 2011; Winter 2013). Using the theoretical model of Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations based on SA, it can be seen which form cultural heritage does or 
does not take in a provincial territory, where official heritage institutions or frame
works are mainly absent. I give empirical insights into when and how heritagisation 
emerges in ordinary cultural endeavours. In this sense, my study radically and em
pirically follows calls from within the Critical Heritage Studies field to study global 
heritage regimes ‘from below’ and as a ‘subtle politics of the everyday’ (de Cesari 
2013:406), to analyse cultural heritage as embedded within socio-cultural frame
works (Groth 2015). Such sociological perspectives on heritage as a cultural reper
toire of evaluation implies understanding heritage as an aspect of culture instead of 
a specific form of culture – metaculture – that represents its ‘second life’ as a down
stream process of valuation (Tauschek 2011). 

Calls to account for unofficial and minority heritages (Hall 1999; Smith 2017) be
yond the authoritative heritage discourse are essential to the founding narrative of 
the field of Critical Heritage Studies. Important and innovative research strands in
clude critiques of the ontologisation of communities as bearers of heritage in her
itage regimes (Noyes 23; Waterton and Smith 2010) and considerations of the role 
of migration as a form of mobility in challenging authoritative discourses (Ang 2011; 
Dellios 2015). It is important, therefore, to reflect empirically and theoretically on 
how the category of cultural heritage operates in pluralised societies. This means to 
unpack who is involved in and why they care for the ethnically marked cultural pro
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ductions in the three towns beyond the presumption of the importance of an eth
nicised community therein and beyond limiting mobility experiences to migration 
alone. 

My research empirically contributes to scholarship on migration and cultural 
diversity in small towns amidst the coming into being of Small-Town Research 
as an independent research agenda that aims to transcend deficit-oriented views 
(Porsche, Steinführer, Sondermann, et al. 2019). While global cities are well-studied 
in the sociology of migration and ethnicity, provincial areas remain understudied. 
Compared to the number of people living in small- and middle-size towns in Ger
many, research on migration and diversity in such regions is relatively small and 
all too often focuses on the nation as a unit of analysis rather than the city (Glick 
Schiller and Çağlar 2011). Moreover, much field research sees migration from a 
demographic or economic perspective (Ülker 2022:300). Shifting attention to the 
under-researched and only seemingly banal site of cultural diversity and migration 
in small- and middle-sized towns in German society is a valuable empirical contri
bution to the field. The three small towns presented here confirm small towns as 
locales of cultural diversity and migrant incorporation. They also show the limited 
role of ethnic subjectivation and community building and sensitise to understand 
cultural diversity in small towns beyond the ‘migration’ and ‘integration’ containers. 
By bringing together the Small-Town Research agenda (Bell and Jayne 2006; Porsche 
et al. 2019) with research on migration to small-scale cities from transnational mo
bility studies (Schiller and Çağlar 2009), small towns should be treated as already 
embedded in transnational space and global cultural policy developments. 

Conceptualising heritage regimes as localised in Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
and as interrelated with local processes of (e)valuation and sensemaking is inno
vative for sociology, as it bridges cultural and political sociology fields. In studying 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations, cultural phenomena in relation to political regimes 
can be considered, implicitly exploring the relationship between culture and politics 
through a sociological lens. This further opens up both fields to studying cultural 
heritage and, therefore, to Critical Heritage Studies as an interdisciplinary field. I 
bring novel impulses to the field of migration sociology and even more so German 
migration sociology as so far, much research draws general conclusions from the 
study of metropolitan cities rather than peripheral regions of small towns. 

As such, this project is among the first attempts to open up and systematise 
sociology to the interdisciplinary study of cultural heritage. The study of cultural 
heritage decisively differs from neighbouring approaches, such as collective mem
ory (Assmann 1995; Halbwachs 1925), as cultural heritage is understood as a situated 
practice and social process driven by situated concerns of the present. 

In looking at cultural endeavours and criteria of (e)valuation involved therein of 
different people and actors in three small town arenas, this research project aims 
to describe the relation ‘between people and significant aspects of their culture and 
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their environment’ (de Cesari 2013: 400) and to reflect on this in the framework of 
global heritage. The interdisciplinary view is informed by cultural anthropology, 
cultural and political sociology, feminist theory, Critical Heritage Studies, and, at 
times, philosophy, which is broad and reflects my interdisciplinary training and ap
proach as a researcher. At the same time, the project bears perspectives that I would 
designate (with awareness of the politics of disciplinary boundaries in academia) 
as sociological, such as my choice of methodology or my approach to comparative 
research. 

Cultural Heritage as a Force of Ethnicisation? 

The field of Critical Heritage Studies sets out to rethink the cultural heritage cate
gory along developments in current societal transformations. Central to these trans
formations are the primary subjects of heritage governance: nation-states as com
posed of diverse groups with different cultural legacies and the discursive construc
tion of communities. This urges a consideration of cultural heritage’s social embed
dedness in localised systems of value and processes of symbolic boundary making. 

My theoretical reflections on the ambivalent life of cultural heritage in academic 
research as a societal phenomenon of the (e)valuation of culture, a buzzword in pub
lic policy, and a category constituent of modern nation-states as pluralised societies 
prompted me to introduce Ethnicised Heritage Situations as my primary research 
focus. In light of these, the following research question emerges on two analytical 
levels: 

a) When and how is cultural heritage employed as a cultural repertoire to foster 
forms of (ethnic) group membership in the (re)production of ethnicised festivals 
and associations in three small town arenas in northern Germany (Ethnicised 
Heritage Situation)? What role do migration experiences and ethnicisation play 
in the emergence of Ethnicised Heritage Situations? 

b) What do these processes tell us about the category of heritage in pluralised so
cieties? 

To answer this question, I explore the following sub-questions: 

• What are the dominant values of cultural heritage as a repertoire of (e)valuation 
dominated by the Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention? 

• What is the role of heritage regimes and associated bureaucratic apparatuses in 
small-town arenas? 

• Which symbolic boundaries do research participants draw on concerning their 
cultural endeavours? 
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• What are the criteria of (e)valuation people call upon concerning their cultural 
endeavours? Which of these overlaps with heritage as a cultural repertoire of 
(e)valuation? 

In asking these questions, this book explores how ethnicised cultural festivals and 
association in three small towns in northern Germany – Aurich, Cuxhaven, and 
Zeven – function as arenas for symbolic boundary making and for how migration 
experiences are expressed. Set within the broader framework of global heritage dis
course negotiations in these arenas determine the sensemaking and worldmaking 
aspects of cultural endeavours. 

Part I sets the stage for the reader to delve deeper into the project’s core from 
three perspectives: First, the entanglements of global heritage discourse with local 
cultural policy through which policies shaped by actors like UNESCO always already 
influence local cultural policies and practices. Second, the three case studies and 
their most visible manifestations of ethnicised cultural endeavours – festivals and 
associations – are introduced in the context of their broader ecology. Third, a review 
of literature from Critical Heritage Studies and perspectives on cultural diversity 
and migration in small towns does the groundwork to position the research and its 
contribution to both fields. These are a further theorising of heritagisation as a so
cial process between world- and sensemaking and an empirical contribution to the 
study of cultural diversity in small towns as the norm and not the exception. 

Part II outlines the research project’s theoretical underpinnings and develops its 
methodological framework. The theory part outlined in chapter five revolves around 
constructing a theoretical model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations as the conver
gence of worldmaking and sensemaking forms of (e)valuation in the research field. 
My model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations is built upon Clarke’s (2018) ‘situated 
concept of the situation’ (Keller 2023: 67), which is the basis for her SA, my chosen 
methodology. 

Part III and Part IV form the analytical core of the book. The question on the po
tential for heritage (not) to unfold in heritage situations is approached, first, from 
the worldmaking side of state-led and other kinds of heritage regime operations as 
well as civil society; and second, from research participants’ boundary making and 
processes of sensemaking around ethnicised heritages. Each analysis chapter adds 
and empirically reconstructs elements relevant to Ethnicised Heritage Situations as 
a theoretical model. Figure 1.3. visually summarises these core elements as they ap
pear throughout the book. 
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Fig. 1.3: Core Elements in Ethnicised Heritage Situations: Inspired by Situational Analysis (Clarke 
2005), this graphic illustrates the main findings from empirical research as addressed in the book’s 
chapters. 

I generate the role of moments of increased societal transformation (unsettled 
lives) and the involvement of large organisations as national or religious heritage 
regime actors in settled lives (chapter 7). The prevalence of outward-oriented crite
ria of (e)valuation, such as recognition and expertise in the production of imagined 
communities (Anderson 2016), are opposed to criteria of (e)valuation oriented to
wards the reproduction of social life in concrete communities and associated non- 
linear conceptions of time (chapter 8). Then, the role of experiences of physical mo
bility is shown in how people attach themselves and their heritage to place in mul
tiple, transnational, and not always ethnicised ways (chapter 9). Finally, the impor
tance of local minority-majority relations for orientations regarding ethnicised her
itages (chapter 10). 

These are discursive, temporal, spatial, and political/economic elements. Set up 
like this, the thesis is an example of my theoretical model put into practice. In trac
ing and describing these Ethnicised Heritage Situations this study of three small 
north German towns shows the role of heritage regimes and cultural heritage as a 
repertoire of evaluation beyond its officialised realm. There emerge heritagisation 
potentialities, which hint at why it is so successful as a category and process of ac
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cumulation of symbolic resources, able to structure more relations among people in 
current societies. The role of migratory experiences and ethnic boundary making are 
necessarily left as open questions: On the one hand, their roles can be specified, but 
on the other there can be seen a need to ‘de-migrantise’ and ‘de-ethnicise’ research 
on cultural heritage while at the same time showing the continuing importance of 
the nation in heritagisation. 
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PART I: From Global Cultural Policy to the Three 

Small-Town Arena Case Studies 

This research project investigates how cultural heritage functions as a repertoire for 
group construction and individual boundary work in three small towns in north
ern Germany from a framework of global cultural heritage discourses. I approach 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations from two perspectives: the worldmaking power of 
heritage regimes and the sensemaking of everyday cultural endeavours and their 
(e)valuation. The project is innovative empirically, exploring migration and cultural 
diversity in settings often perceived as culturally homogenous and conservative. The 
study is theoretically engaged, exploring the potential for (international) cultural 
heritage to emerge in previously unexplored territories. This involves my engage
ment in the complex task of theorising cultural heritage within pluralised societies. 

Part I of this thesis introduces the central aspects of the research from various 
perspectives. Although the content presented here does not form part of the central 
analysis conducted in the empirical study, readers should become acquainted with 
the research field and the central research questions. 

In chapter 2, I delve into political and economic elements that shape the Ethni
cised Heritage Situation under study, thus laying the first groundwork for the the
oretical framework developed throughout the thesis. Initially, I expound upon sig
nificant shifts within the global discourse on heritage, characterising it as a “project 
of ideology” (Kuutma 2013:32). These shifts pivot from national heritage narratives 
towards recognising and valuing culturally diverse ethnic heritages within national 
contexts, with a pronounced emphasis on communities as central bearers and actors 
within the field (2.1). 

Moreover, while official international heritage regime operations may be absent 
from the small-town arenas under examination, they remain integral to the overar
ching ethnicised heritage situation. This assertion is underpinned by the diffusion 
and entanglement of these regimes with influential regional cultural and economic 
development policies. These policies, primarily informed by global discourses, can 
potentially influence heritagisation within the studied situation of research (2.2). 
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In chapter 3, I introduce and describe the case studies – Zeven, Aurich, and 
Cuxhaven – selected for analysis. The Dutch, Portuguese, and East Frisian festivals 
and associations serve as the most visible manifestations of the ethnicised heritages 
within these small-town arenas. Through ethnographic descriptions and additional 
information from literature research, I illuminate the coming into being of the 
festivals and associations. Additionally, I introduce vital actors who are involved 
and participating. I delve into the organisational and financial infrastructures that 
underpin the festivals and associations, delineating the mechanisms through which 
they are (re)produced and sustained over time. I aim to introduce the festivals and 
associations within a broader cultural ecology of the small-town arenas by touching 
upon all these aspects. 

In Chapter Four, I embark on a comprehensive literature review and present my 
contribution to the ongoing project of theorising the category of cultural heritage 
within Critical Heritage Studies and my empirical contribution to the field of small- 
town research. 

Firstly, I align myself with scholars who approach the endeavour to theorise 
and learn about the cultural heritage category from empirical research, adopting 
an “outside-in” perspective, as advocated by Susan Ashley and Sybille Frank (2016). 
This approach entails starting from the vantage point of migrated, ethnicised, and 
minority cultural endeavours, thereby offering a possibly novel perspective on the 
functioning of cultural heritage as a category in pluralised societies (4.1) Secondly, I 
make an empirical contribution to the research on cultural diversity and migration 
in small towns. Here, I bridge the independent research agenda of small-town 
research (Bell and Jayne 2009; Steinführer, Porsche, and Sondermann 2021; Wagner 
and Growe 2021) with research on migration to small-scale towns within the field of 
transnational migration studies (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2008) (4.2). 

Through this dual contribution, Chapter Four aims to prepare the way for my en
gagement with theoretical discussions within Critical Heritage Studies while shed
ding light on cultural diversity and migration within small-town contexts I empiri
cally encounter and interpret in my thesis. 
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2. The Entanglement of Global Heritage Discourses 

with Local Cultural Policy 

In global cultural heritage discourses, cultural heritage is seen as a resource for 
constructing community and collective identity which then creates social cohesion. 
While official heritage institutions and vocabulary are not present in the three case 
studies, global heritage discourses have an impact or are shaped by developments 
beyond the realms of their production, as do heritage regimes (Bendix et al. 2012: 
14; Durrer et al. 2023: 2; Lysgård 2019: 12). In other words, global heritage discourses 
might seem a far-fetched choice at first sight, as the people from the three small 
towns do not use this discourse or heritage vocabulary when they define the situ
ation. They are, however, part of the situation’s ‘contextual whole’ (Keller 2023: 76), 
which leads me to develop the theoretical model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 

This chapter discusses how global heritage discourse and policy, as political and 
economic elements in the situation, are immersed in the Ethnicised Heritage Sit
uations I study. Economic elements here are, for example, structural and regional 
development plans that explicitly or implicitly address the potential of the promo
tion of local intangible heritages for tourism and regional development. A political 
element would be expert discourses that lobby for intangible heritages on a local 
level, for example in the parliament of Lower Saxony. 

Lower Saxony, located in the northwest of Germany is the country’s second 
largest federal state when it comes to land area, stretching from the North Sea 
Coast to the Harz mountains. It is also a major agricultural region. The three towns 
chosen for this study are all located in the lowlands, the northern part of the federal 
state, with Cuxhaven having a direct access to the North Sea. Cuxhaven and Aurich 
are situated some 100 kilometres away from Bremen as the next big city, while Zeven 
lies 80 kilometres southwest of the metropolitan area of Hamburg. All three towns 
are considered Mittelzentren (medium-size centres), according to German planning 
standards. Although they are located in regions with peripheral and relatively low 
socio-economic status, the towns themselves are central to the surrounding rural 
areas that are subject to structural development programmes by the European 
Union. One of these programmes is to promote the region’s cultural development. 
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The small town of Cuxhaven is one of Germany’s largest fishing ports, home to 
approximately 48.000 residents as of 2017. As offshore industry has gradually re
placed fishing in economic significance, the town increasingly operates as a seaside 
and spa resort town. Tourism has become one of the largest economic sectors, em
ploying 6000 people the town in 2016. Cuxhaven’s population has shrunk for many 
years as a result of demographic change and young people migrating to structurally 
stronger regions. But the town is still home to a significant number of inhabitants 
with Portuguese family histories and a diverse array of Portuguese-marked cultural 
activities take place in the town. 

The town of Zeven is an economic centre of the surrounding rural area which 
consists of the collective municipality, also called Zeven, and the broader district 
of Rotenburg, which borders directly on the Hamburg metropolitan region. With 
a town population of 14.000, and 23.000 in the wider municipality, Zeven is repeat
edly described as ‘in the middle’ between Bremen and Hamburg, giving the town 
supraregional significance as a tourism destination for day visitors. The town’s main 
economic activities are the food industry, mechanical and plant engineering, and 
rubber works. Like many towns and villages in rural areas, the social infrastructure 
has been significantly dismantled in recent decades. For example, the local hospi
tal was cut away amid great protest. The town is home to almost 600 inhabitants 
with Dutch family histories, which makes up 21 percent of inhabitants with a non- 
German family history, and it hosts Dutch cultural festivals. Zeven cannot be consid
ered as much of a tourist hotspot as can Aurich and Cuxhaven. The Dutch festivals 
are, however, one aspect of the town’s strategy to attract tourists as day visitors from 
Hamburg, along with the natural landscape surrounding the town. 

Aurich is the second biggest town in the region of East Frisia, with 42.000 in
habitants in 2017. While the region no longer exists as an administrative union, it 
plays a significant role in tourism. Historically, Aurich was the residence of much 
East Frisian nobility; today, it serves as an administrative centre, colloquially named 
the secret capital of East Frisia. Its administrative institutions also coin parts of its 
residents’ social milieu as educated public servants. Other economic spheres of im
portance are tourism and commerce, as well as the presence of a supraregional en
ergy company. In this sense, the town’s social fabric differs from the rest of the much 
more rural and agricultural region. The town is also considered the infrastructurally 
worst connected town in Germany, with no railroad or autobahn. 

At the heart of these three towns’ structural development programmes is a 
paradigm shift from national heritage as a homogenous entity to one of cultural 
diversity, ethnic and migrant heritages, and the expansion of actors involved in 
official heritage-decision processes beyond the nation-state. The structural work 
being undertaken around the towns’ culture enables us to see how policy concepts 
from global heritage discourses ‘work’ on the ground, the reach it has into people’s 
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everyday lives and livelihoods. The policy work being enacted in these three small- 
town arenas have Ethnicised Heritage Situations at their core. 

In order to see how these Ethnicised Heritage Situations is playing out in the 
three small towns, this paradigm shift in cultural heritage discourses needs to be 
outlined in the context of broader changes in cultural policy and changing under
standings of what constitutes the culture that needs to be governed. The diffusion of 
these policies and discourses can then be seen in the daily lives of residents of Lower 
Saxony, including my research participants’ lives. Through discursive connections 
to local debates among cultural policy experts and regional policies for cultural and 
economic development, it is possible to see the influence of global discourses around 
cultural heritage as elements in the researched situations that increase the potential 
for cultural heritage to emerge therein. 

2.1 Paradigm Shifts from National to Ethnic Heritages 

Preserving artistic and historical heritage is one of the main policy rationales in 
developing cultural policies in European nation-states (Dubois 2015: 9). While 
many scholars agree that contemporary cultural policies go beyond mere arts pa
tronage, cultural policy’s definition and borders as a specific policy domain are 
increasingly challenged and unclear. Hopes in promoting cultural heritage have 
entered a number of policy areas beyond promoting the arts, as the European 
Union’s representation of cultural heritage shows (Fig. 2.1.). The iceberg model 
stems from a project titled ‘Cultural Heritage in Action’ and visualises the potential 
for developing towns and regions. Promoting cultural heritage is supposed to help 
develop regions and towns in diverse areas, such as through urban regeneration 
and creative economies, increase attractiveness for tourists and investments, and 
improve social cohesion and general quality of life, health, and well-being (Cultural 
Heritage in Action Project 2021). 

Vincent Dubois (2015: 7) identifies three main factors driving such changes, 
which can be found more specifically in heritage policies. First, Dubois notes that 
elitist notions of culture are increasingly challenged by the existing diversity of 
societies and counterculture movements of the 1960s in an attempt to redefine the 
understanding of culture. Second, access to culture is no longer guarded by specific 
institutions alone but is increasingly provided through, for example, the Internet 
and social media. Last, the borders of cultural fields have been extended to include 
new spheres, such as creative industries. Moreover, these factors vary over time 
and, significantly, across nation-states, whose national histories of nation-building 
deeply influence current state-driven cultural policies. 
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Fig. 2.1: European Union (2021). Cultural Heritage: A Powerful Catalyst for Cities and Re
gions 

In earlier historical phases, starting with the Enlightenment in European coun
tries at the end of the 17th century and their development of the World Heritage 
concept, intellectuals and elites in Great Britain, France, and Germany began to in
centivise ‘national treasures’ in a process to build homogenous nations and to bring 
across a set of universal values to its members. This is also when the public sphere 
with citizen subjects was emerging (Bös 2025; Harrison 2013: 44). Throughout the 
first half of the 20th century, nation-states took increasing control of these processes 
to govern and eduate their citizens. Cultural Heritage in these phases were mainly 
understood as national heritage. In a third phase since the 1970s, ‘world’ heritage 
organisations entered the floor, and the idea of ‘universal’ heritage values came to 
prominence in more vernacular contexts (Bös 2025; Harrison 2013: 43). In the context 
of globalisation, migration flows, economic restructuring, and New Social Move
ments, nation-states as primary bearers of heritage invested in new forms of World 
Heritage but simultaneously responded internally to a growing realisation that na
tions are ethnically and culturally diverse: ‘The term ‘multiculturalism’ came into 
popular use in the 1970s to describe the development of a series of government poli
cies to manage the ‘problem’ of the existence of a wide number of different ethnic 
groups within a single nation’ (Harrison 2010: 143). 

Consequently, nations are composed of ethnic and cultural groups whose her
itage should be recognised and protected. The ways in which these global discourses 
take form in local and national contexts differs and is influenced by pre-existing 
discourses and practices. In Germany, cultural pluralism or multicultural models 
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gained influence later than in countries such as the UK or Canada. Up until today, 
models instead focusing on integration and social cohesion are most prominent in 
Germany and most other European countries (Dahinden 2012). In cultural contexts 
such as UNESCO debates diversity is often employed and has been adopted to Ger
man language discourses as Diversität. However, Sharon Macdonald (2023) observes 
that more often than the direct translation of the term diversity as Diversität, the no
tion of kulturelle Vielfalt is employed in the German context. Macdonald states that 
though often used interchangeably, both terms ‘carry subtly different connotations. 
Vielfalt, which might be translated as ‘variety’, has a less politicised tone, putting its 
emphasis, particularly on the multiplicity of kinds, whereas the differences between 
the elements seem more central in Diversität’ (Macdonald 2023: 24) 

Next to the pluralisation from national to other forms of heritage (ethnic, dias
poric, migrant, multicultural) and new cultural groups as bearers of heritage, the 
types of actors (supposed to be) involved in heritage decision-making processes has 
increased since the 1990s: From nation-state control to the involvement of NGOs, in 
some cases companies and most centrally laypeople and communities (Adell et al. 
2015). More and more non-state actors are getting involved in the World Heritage 
regime. 

The 2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Her
itage, ratified in Germany in 2013, is the culmination of this significant ideologi
cal paradigm shift in global heritage discourse and the much slower institutional 
regime change. The 1972 Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cul
tural and Natural Heritage followed a notion of high culture and focused on preserv
ing mostly material cultural heritages such as buildings with ‘outstanding universal 
value’. Since the early 1990s, efforts from some member countries (e.g., Japan, Mo
rocco) and new groups of academic experts from disciplines such as anthropology 
led to a broadening of the concept of culture on the UNESCO floor to include cul
tural landscapes in the UNESCO World Heritage Convention (in 1992), to relativise 
ideas of authenticity and originality in the Nara Document on Authenticity (in 1994) 
to, finally, intangible cultural heritage in an extra convention in 2003. Within this 
process, a broad modern anthropological notion of culture entered the context of 
UNESCO (Brumann 2018: 1211). 

Anthropologist Christoph Brumann describes the cohabitation of different con
cepts of culture within UNESCO: 

The conventional, elitist notion – edifying and aesthetically pleasing accomplish

ments, from good manners to the canonical works of great men and womenand 
the anthropological notion – everything socially shared within a group, down to 
the most pedestrian customs for which at best a collective creator can be identi
fied – cohabit in most people’s minds, in variable combinations (Brumann 2014: 
1206). 
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Dubois describes the consequences of such new understandings of culture for her
itage-making that is no longer monopolised by the public sector as other actors en
ter the arena. He states that heritage policies tend to ever more ‘“invent” rather than 
only protect heritage’ (Dubois 2015: 463). Valdimar Hafstein describes this process 
as broadening cultural policies into more policy fields: 

The rise of cultural heritage is perhaps the chief example of a newfound (e)valua
tion of cultural practices and objects in terms of their expediency for economic and 
political purposes. This is culture as a resource: a novel configuration in which cul
ture is now a central expedient in everything from creating jobs to reducing crime, 
from changing the face of towns through cultural tourism to managing differences 
and conflicts within the population (Hafstein 2012: 503). 

They are, Hafstein shows, invested and involved in the ordering of socio-symbolic 
difference. 

To summarise, as a project of ideology, the World Heritage regime has seen 
significant discursive shifts: when an anthropological concept of culture broadens 
the aspects of culture-designated cultural heritage, attempting to democratise the 
heritage-making processes and promoting rather than preventing cultural diver
sity, the participation of communities as laypeople in heritage-decision-making 
processes became central. Communities are constructed as primary subjects of 
heritage policies with a right to culture and cultural identity (Soysal 1997: 513); 
they are mentioned 13 times in the 2003 Intangible Cultural Heritage convention. 
Moreover, cultural heritage is increasingly seen as a driver of economic develop
ment and a producer of social cohesion. Both aims are often discussed as if in a 
related, win-win situation. With these changes in global heritage discourses and 
regimes, cultural heritage has become a powerful global phenomenon, increasingly 
shaping the ‘relationship between people and significant aspects of their culture 
and their environment’ (de Cesari 2013: 400). The politics of heritage in the context 
of UNESCO-driven heritage regimes then have become a subtle politics of the 
everyday. 

2.2 The Diffusion of Global Heritage Discourse 

One way in which this paradigm shift in global discourse immerses itself into peo
ple’s everyday lives is through national and regional cultural policy. Local expert de
bates and regional development policies expose how the discursive connection be
tween national and regional policy emerges in the three towns’ Ethnicised Heritage 
Situations as political and economic elements. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


2. The Entanglement of Global Heritage Discourses with Local Cultural Policy 39 

German cultural policy is, characteristically, comparatively decentralised, which 
stems from its federal history. Principal competencies lie with federal states and 
municipalities, who often claim their sovereignty in cultural issues without neces
sarily having explicit cultural politics (Burns and van der Will 2003: 134). Structured 
cultural policy on the federal state level often focuses on high culture and the so
cio-cultural, and specific laws are a relatively new phenomenon. Against this back
ground, paradigm shifts in global heritage discourse might diffuse more slowly to 
local levels of heritage governance. However, they already are part of the three small 
towns and, therefore, have to be considered an element of Ethnicised Heritage Sit
uations. 

The discursive shift towards the promotion of intangible cultural heritage has 
been employed since the early 2000s by local cultural policy researchers and experts 
in Germany and Lower Saxony to lobby for better and more structured support 
of what they term Breitenkultur (grassroots culture) in rural Germany. The experts 
making these calls stem from cultural and political institutions such as the Kul
turpolitische Gesellschaft (Cultural Political Society) or the Deutscher Kulturrat 
(German Cultural Council), as well as academia (Drews 2017; Götzky 2013; Schnei
der 2014; Schneider, Kegler, and Koss 2017). Grassroots culture is closely related to 
socio-cultural, pop, or lay cultures. Still, it includes hitherto undeveloped (in terms 
of cultural policy) fields of cultural and leisure association activities, particularly 
in rural areas. Grassroots culture includes everyday cultural and artistic activity 
with individual participation and civic engagement on a non-commercial, cross- 
policy level (Schneider et al. 2017: 31). Essential actors in grassroots culture are 
municipalities, while the phenomenon is based on voluntary work (Schneider 2014: 
24). Researchers have, importantly, focused precisely on those areas my case studies 
are in, both in the geographical sense and in their focus on cultural activities in 
everyday life on the ground. In an edited volume on the cartography of grassroots 
culture in Lower Saxony, cultural policy scholar Wolfgang Schneider (2014: 196) 
propagates grassroots culture as a prototypical intangible cultural heritage. He 
argues that to catalogue forms of intangible cultural expressions, as in the UNESCO 
Intangible Cultural Heritage Convention, which have previously been overlooked by 
cultural policies presents a significant chance to implement much-needed reforms 
in national cultural policies worldwide. 

The convention, Schneider writes, opens up discursive opportunities for reform 
in the cultural policy governance of grassroots culture in Lower Saxony as its con
ceptual edge largely overlaps with the aim to safeguard and support previously un
recognised Intangible Cultural Heritage practices. He goes on to underline that In
tangible Cultural Heritage is all about cultural and social transformation in light of 
phenomena such as migration or digitalisation: ‘Society is changing, it is changing, 
and it can no longer be localised, but is exposed to global influences. Trying to pre
vent this by maintaining the status quo would be anachronistic’ (Schneider 2014: 196, 
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my translation). Cultural heritage, understood as that which protects diversity and 
transformation, versus that which covers what should stay the same forms a central 
paradox that is embedded with UNESCO’s latest paradigm shifts. 

In 2022, some of Schneider’s and others’ hopes were successful as Lower Saxony 
passed its first-ever Kulturfördergesetz (law for promoting culture).1 One paragraph 
of the new law explicitly mentions the protection of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
as a task for cultural policy. Another paragraph is dedicated to promoting and sup
porting grassroots culture via the support of Lower Saxony’s Höhere Kommunalver
bände (cultural parliaments)2 and other umbrella organisations.3 

Another driver of the paradigm shift on a localised scale is the tourism indus
try, which is an essential factor in the economic development of rural regions. The 
town of Cuxhaven is the most clearly dependent on the tourism industry out of the 
three small towns, and develops cultural events accordingly. As Katja Drews notes, 
‘[t]raditions, customs, and rites are also perceived as desirable, no longer just mate
rial cultural assets. They are thus becoming the focus of the tourism industry’ (2017: 
95–96). At the same time, the (e)valuation of such assets has to be socially and cul
turally sustainable (ibid: 90). 

Economic aspects are also the central focal points of different structural devel
opment policies and programmes for rural areas. These are called LEADER (Links 
between actions for the development of the rural economy) or ELER (European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development) on the EU level, or they relate to the 
Commission for Equitable Living Conditions put into place by the national govern
ment in 2018, the Gemeinschaftsaufgabe ‘Verbesserung der Agrarstruktur und des 
Küstenschutzes’ GAK (Improvement of the agricultural structure and coastal pro
tection) or Integrierte Ländliche Entwicklung ILE (Integrated Rural Development) 
programmes on the municipal level. The three small towns are all involved in one 
or more regions with specific development concepts under the umbrella of ELER, 
LEADER, or related national concepts of ILE, primarily mentioned in their essential 
function as Mittelzentren, regional economic middle centres. 

1 The juridical text can be found here: https://www.bibliotheksverband.de/sites/default/files 
/2022-07/Nieders%C3%A4chsisches%20Kulturf%C3%B6rdergesetz%20%28NKultF%C3% 
B6G%29%20vom%2028.%20Juni%202022.pdf (accessed June, 4th 2024). 

2 The so called ‘cultural parliaments’ are municipal government associations that work in the 
fields of culture and education. An example is the Ostfriesische Landschaft (East Frisian Land
scape Association). 

3 The experts’ calls for immaterial heritage and grassroots culture to be recognised includes 
not only an ideological paradigm shift but also a demand to redistribute financial resources, 
as cultural policies and associated financial resources are still overwhelmingly directed to
wards urban areas. They state that ‘more than 70 percent of the German population live out
side the big cities, but less than ten percent of public funding for culture goes to small com

munities’ (Schneider 2014: 19, my translation). 
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In such structural development programmes, culture is a central field of inter
vention, and the (e)valuation of cultural heritage is seen as an engine for a region’s 
economic development and attractiveness. Consequently, all of these programmes 
engage aspects of cultural policies and development goals under the prism of the 
economy (Groth and Sutter 2016: 230). LEADER, the European Union programme, 
is probably the most influential and agenda-setting among the programmes. It is 
also explicitly mentioned as a potential funding resource by the German UNESCO 
Commission in a manual for funding measures for the (e)valuation of intangible her
itages, which showcases another way global cultural heritage discourses diffuse to 
local arenas. The LEADER programme anchors its activities in local working groups 
and significantly focuses on participation and civic involvement. It thereby targets 
the region’s inhabitants’ everyday lives as a site for transformations (ibid: 232).4 

These programmes played little explicit role in the three small towns’ ethnicised 
festivals and associations, however. While the development plan for Zeven does not 
mention a Dutch minority or the region’s Dutch cultural heritage (Samtgemeinde 
Selsingen n.d.), the Cuxhaven programme does mention its inhabitants with Por
tuguese family histories. These are considered good resources and points of attrac
tion for meeting the shortage of skilled labour by recruiting professionals from Por
tugal (LAG Wesermünde Nord 2015: 51). In contrast, the development concept for 
Aurich and its surrounding region explicitly demarcates its cultural and touristic de
velopment from other areas of East Frisia (Region Mittleres Ostfriesland 2015). East 
Frisia, in general, is considered a best practice model by cultural policy experts and 
actors, two of which are the Ostfriesische Landschaft (East Frisian Landscape Asso
ciation) and the Ostfriesland Tourismus GmbH (East Frisia Tourism GmbH) (Drews 
2017: 77). 

In their attempt to shape and propagate regional development, constructing re
gions as ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson 2016) with definable collective identity 
markers is a part of regional development plans. In this sense, the programmes ac
tively promote membership formation through cultural diversity and migration. 
Such processes become visible in rural regions’ application documents for LEADER 
funding, which struggle to underline their homogeneity and boundary making as a 
distinguishable unit. The region of ‘middle East Frisia’, of which Aurich is a part, is, 
for example, constructed in a development plan via reference to a history of peat
land colonisation, which in historical reality was not limited to that specific part of 
East Frisia: ‘They [the people in middle East Frisia] are closely linked culturally by 

4 Groth and Sutter (2016) further conclude that at this point, the LEADER program can be 
considered following a liberal market ideology, in that its main aim is to mobilize regions’ 
endogenous resources (e.g. its cultural heritage, voluntary work, and regional identities) to 
transform them into competitive sites within the European market. 
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a shared pioneering history of peatland colonisation and settlement’ (Region Mit
tleres Ostfriesland 2015: 5, my translation). Another region, the join municipality 
of Selsingen, that Zeven is considered part of is distinguished via allegedly unique 
landscape characteristics, working as a functional unit in economic terms (Samtge
meinde Selsingen n.d.). 

The local discursive, legal, and structural developments in the three towns can 
be seen to be influenced by the global heritage discourse on intangible cultural her
itage, namely the instrumentalisation of its paradigm shift by local cultural policy 
advisers. Being significantly shaped by the new cultural promotion law as well as 
the presence of EU structural development programmes such as LEADER, cultural 
heritage became part of the three towns’ agenda, increasing the potentialities for 
heritage, as understood in its current global project of ideology, to emerge in this 
hitherto ‘untouched’ territory. 
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3. Festivals and Ethnic Leisure Associations 

in Small-Town Arenas – Case Descriptions 

The territories hitherto ‘untouched’ by global heritage discourses can be described 
as small-town arenas. They are discursive sites of negotiation and debate around a 
matter of concern to different social worlds. That matter is in this case the ethncised 
festivals and associations as cultural heritage of the towns (2012: 89, 86). The so
cial worlds most relevant in the co-constitution of the small-town arenas of Aurich, 
Cuxhaven and Zeven from that perspective are diaspora and ethnicised local com
munities and associations, but also local businesspeople or the media. It is mainly 
the former social worlds that heritage makers and researchers consider to be rele
vant communities of practice; those groups of people who are the primary bearers 
or promoters of intangible cultural heritage. 

To build up full descriptions of the small-town case studies, I relied on my partic
ipatory observation field notes, newspaper articles, and background library research 
on the festivals. There has otherwise been little research conducted on the three eth
nic groups in these small-town arenas from a sociological or anthropological per
spective. This might have to do with the relatively small number of immigrants from 
the Netherlands and Portugal to Germany overall, which on first sight can impli
cate less significance. Moreover, people moving to Germany from the Netherlands 
are rarely categorised as immigrants and more often as expats. Research on offi
cially recognised ethnic minorities in Germany mostly focuses on the language of 
Low German, its most defining feature, and lies in the field of linguistic research. 
Some research on Dutch migration to Germany around short-distance and cross- 
border migration (van Houtum and Gielis 2006; Strüver 2005) shows some similar
ities with my research participants’ realities, such as circular migration patterns, 
although they have to be considered a different type of group. This is because they 
do not commute daily between their places of residence in Germany to their jobs 
and lives in the Netherlands, which is a defining feature of short-distance migration 
in the former sense. There is little anthropological or sociological research on East 
Frisia and the East Frisian minority: Most of the research is linguistic (Bosse 2019; 
Reershemius 2017), discusses the tourist economy (Drews 2017; Fleßner 2004), or 
has been conducted by lay researchers (Hennig n.d.). In the 1990s, Rainer Danielzyk 
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et al. (1995) analysed the region’s endogenous development potential from a regional 
development perspective. Research on Portuguese emigration is a vast field, though 
Germany as a country of immigration is often not the focus of such studies. Andrea 
Klimt (2000) traced temporal processes of identity formation among Portuguese 
communities in Germany from a transnational mobility studies perspective. Such 
processes have met changing historical conditions, from the 1960s’ so-called ‘guest 
worker’ status over becoming long-term residents, the often violent arguments and 
actions after German reunification in 1991, and Portugal’s incorporation into the Eu
ropean Union (ibid). The opening up of possibilities that came with becoming Eu
ropean also plays a considerable role in my research field, where much of the Por
tuguese-marked cultural landscape came into being. Nina Clara Tiesler and Nélia 
Alves Bergano (2012) researched expressions of cultural belonging and attachment 
among Portuguese communities in large cities and small towns to find their mul
tiple attachments to local environments and the Portuguese nation of origin. They 
found a decline in Portuguese associations and participation, which was also nar
rated in my research field. Dietrich Tränhardt and Jenni Winterhagen (2012) his
torically reconstructed the Catholic Church’s influence on Portuguese immigrants, 
among others. Teresa Pinheiro (2010) edited an interdisciplinary volume of aspects 
and trends of Portuguese emmigrations, and Félix Neto et al. (2005) conducted a 
study on Portuguese acculturation. Other than Klimt (2005), expressions of Por
tugueseness in Germany, for example through public festivals, have not been stud
ied. 

Festivals and cultural associations are considered key factors in cultural heritage 
by cultural institutions and researchers alike. There are hundreds of festivals listed 
by UNESCO under the 2003 Convention on Intangible Cultural Heritage (as can be 
seen, e.g., in this interactive map: https://ich.unesco.org/en/dive). Sociological and 
anthropological approaches to studying festivals consider their broader social and 
political contexts. Festivals are shown to be economically, politically and culturally 
situated, with no straightforward relationship between their past and present or 
their impact on local communities (Bendix 1989). They play a central role in shap
ing group formations and can serve as political platforms, making them pertinent 
for understanding heritage regimes in cultural contexts (Cornish 2016; Kockel et al. 
2019; Leal 2015; Noyes 1995). 

Key to understanding the role of festivals in rural heritage contexts is how they 
are ‘embedded in the local ecosystems of sports, culture, business and other types of 
associations’ (Hjalager and Kwiatkowski 2018:2). Leisure associations’ central role in 
the cultural and heritage sectors is not a recent development (Swenson 2013). Leisure 
societies have been active since the late 19th century, outnumbering professional so
cieties in promoting heritagisation. Many of these societies preserved and created 
heritage as a byproduct of other activities, such as cycling or photography. Astrid 
Swenson (ibid: 128) argues that associations’ activities contributed to a specific form 
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of heritage consciousness that diverged from elitist and ‘high’ understandings of cul
ture. 

But characteristic of festivals in rural areas and small-scale towns is how they be
come embedded into local associational life. Many of the ethnic leisure associations 
in the three small towns are founded upon some story of loss and preservation: The 
withdrawal of the Dutch troops in Zeven; the closure of the Portuguese Catholic mis
sion in Cuxhaven; and the impossibility of an ‘ungebrochene’ (continuous) tradition 
of East Frisian folk dances in Aurich. Evoking a sense of loss and nostalgia is part of 
the founding myth of these associations, and it is also criterion of cultural heritage 
as a repertoire. 

The ethnic leisure associations and festivals offer themselves for the study of her
itagisation in pluralised societies as they are publicly visible engagements of the mi
gration- and ethnically diverse history of the three towns of Cuxhaven, Aurich and 
Zeven. On the other hand, to study heritagisation one is well advised to consider 
the (re)production of these festivals in their broader social ecology. This study takes 
them to be part of small-town arenas composed of different, and not necessarily 
ethnicised social worlds. 

3.1 Aurich: A New Maypole for the Town’s Centre 

The setting up of maypoles to welcome spring is a tradition widely practised 
throughout Europe, where wooden poles erected as part of yearly festivals take on 
various forms and are accompanied by local stories. The East Frisian storytelling 
around the Maypole tradition is closely entangled with one of the most influential 
myths of the region’s overall imagined community: The East Frisians as a historical, 
freedom-loving and democratic people.1 This myth stems from the history of the 
so-called ‘Frisian Freedom’, which describes privileges the local population gained 
from the Middle Ages on, including being freed from feudal and military obligations 
vis-à-vis the nobility. Instead, the region was supposedly ruled by councils elected 
by (a specific male group of) inhabitants. In this tradition, an author in the local 
newspaper is keen to point out that the East Frisians would not lead any authority 
to forbid the potentially subversive festivity (ON 04/2011).2 

1 Historian Tobias Weger (2013) points out another side of this myth of East Frisian culture and 
history: its groundedness in the German concept of tribes and how this was employed for 
colonial purposes and ‘völkisch’ dreams. This was never discussed during my field visits as a 
field of conflict. Neither were such ‘völkisch’ categories of membership employed by research 
participants. 

2 I decided to reference newspaper articles including the abbreviation of the newspaper title, 
month and year of publication throughout this thesis for lack of information often given (e.g. 
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Fig. 3.1: Setting of the maypole in Aurich 2018. Photo by Romuald Banik, ON 20.02.2023 

The Maypole ritual in Aurich proceeds as follows: A few days before the End of 
April, volunteers decorate a birch tree with colourful pieces of paper. On the April 30, 
the tree is set up in a central square of the community in a festive march through the 
neighbourhood (Fig. 3.1.). The march often also includes dancing, as the community 
or specific groups, some of them in East Frisian traditional dress, dances around the 
tree to transition into the month of May. After being set up, the maypole has to be 
guarded until the sunrise of May 1st, as the games of stealing other community trees 
begin. These other communities stem from part of the city and neighbourhoods that 
de-centrally organise their own festivals, most of them much smaller than the cen
tral one in Aurich. A tree is successfully ‘stolen’ when a group from another neig
bourhood manages to touch the tree, the tree then belongs to one’s group. It can be 
released to its original owners when these deliver a crate of beer the following day. 

Until 2016 the municipality traditionally set up the maypole in Aurich town cen
tre, with local politicians, associations, and administration workers taking on the 
task of decorating it. However, after the pole was criticised for being six metres 
shorter than in previous years – ‘an early sign of cutbacks?’ (ON 05/2015) – 2017 was 
the first year without a maypole in the town’s central marketplace, as the munici
pality’s cuts in funding to cultural activities hit the festival. After protests, the local 
council set up a much smaller maypole in a pedestrian street nearby (ON 03/2017). 
However, there was no money left for a celebration of any kind. A public discussion 
followed about whether or not a central maypole is needed in a small town, where 

no names of authors) and for reasons of anonymization. All quotes from newspaper articles 
are my translation. 
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many districts organise their maypole tradition on a voluntary and decentralised 
basis, and around the role of such traditions for the local youth (ON 03/2018). 

When I visited the event in 2019, an association of local café and restaurant 
owners had organised it for the second year. While they invested some money into 
the celebration, it was partly donation-based. To make the festival economically 
profitable, they transformed it into a two-day celebration that included a live mu
sic stage, several food stalls, and a traditional ‘Maischollen’ dinner that involves a 
dish with plaice caught in spring. The association generally does not withhold its 
economic interest in organising the festival; its primary purpose is to make the 
town centre more lively and attractive for its inhabitants and tourists. The maypole 
was then back to its impressive height and set up with the help of a local business 
able to provide the infrastructure to do so. One of the association members was 
keen to underline the different and comparatively more challenging circumstances 
of organising the event in the town centre due to rules and administrative claims 
made by the municipality. He contrasted it with all the smaller Maypole celebrations 
in the town’s outer districts, which are much less regulated. The character of the 
Maypole celebration in the town centre was quite different from the ones of smaller 
and more provincial celebrations.3 

The big Maypole celebration in the city centre of Aurich felt commercial. While 
the afternoon on the first day of the celebration was dominated by families and 
friends, the later the day became, the more partygoers attended and danced to a 
cover band performing. Young people and punks sat in small groups and drank in 
the park next to the area. The catering stands sold food from local restaurants whose 
menus were not limited to northern German dishes but varied from Bavarian to 
Swabian. The setting up of the maypole and the accompanying speech by a member 
of the gastronomic association was documented by a local TV and radio producer, 
as were all the events of the association. On the second day of the celebration, May 

3 The smaller maypole celebration in one of the town’s districts stands in contrast to the bigger 
one described until now. It is organised on a volunteer basis by a local heritage society, the 
shooting club and fire brigade as well as horse riders from a nearby stable. The traditional 
march which accompanies the pole to its final place is dominated by the local population 
handing out drinks to their neighbours in many of the front gardens at the edge of the road, a 
track length of a kilometre quickly takes more than an hour to pass. Much of the march seems 
to be an attraction for children, who specifically enjoy the performance of the local traditional 
dance group. In an opening speech a member of the Heimatverein (local heritage society) 
as well as the local major underline the importance of the donation-based celebration for 
social cohesion in the village. Interestingly then, both celebrations taking place within the 
town of Aurich take different form and function: While one celebration is supposed to make 
the urban centre more attractive, the other one serves the production of a rural and village- 
like community in one of the towns districts (Fieldnotes; student research assistant). 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


48 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

1st, a representative of the German Union Association took the stage for a speech 
on Worker’s Day. 

Even though the municipality was no longer funding or organising the Maypole 
celebration, the district mayor took a prominent role as a volunteer paramedic and 
was the first one to guard the tree on the day of my visit. This reminded me that while 
the festival is professional and commercial, the town is also provincial, signified by 
social proximity even including people in official functions. A group of young people 
from the local sports club provided the second round of guarding the tree. 

While the return of the tradition in the town centre was welcomed in the local 
newspaper (ON 04/2018), the association still had to react to criticism of their disre
garding traditions around the festivity, such as the involvement of volunteer associa
tions, traditional dances around the pole, or the conventional place for the maypole, 
the market place, which was unavailable for that year’s celebration – a point that 
a member of the gastronomic association felt like he had to justify in his opening 
speech. The association of restaurant and café owners reacted to the outside criti
cism by promoting the involvement of a local sports club in setting up the maypole 
and booking a traditional dance group. 

Although I did not engage with this specific dance group, I did meet and inter
view some members of an overall network of folk dance associations who meet reg
ularly. The network’s leading members are actively interested in lay research into the 
history of East Frisian dance and traditional costumes. As one of the members ex
plained, their practice was only taken up by the association in the 1970s, when the EU 
provided some funding for local cultural initiatives. The founding narrative of some 
of the network members is related to the discovery and invention of traditional East 
Frisian songs, dances, and dresses since the 1970s. The association’s self-description 
does not include the role of traditional dance during the Nazi regime; it does, how
ever, refer to the fact that there is no ‘ungebrochene’ (continuous) dance tradition 
in Germany, as in other regions of Europe. ‘Certainly, our ancestors also had their 
dances for certain occasions, such as weddings or harvest festivals, but unfortu
nately, most have been lost.’ (East Frisian Traditional Dance Association homepage, 
my translation). One of the association’s main aims is therefore to collect and recon
struct these dances. The costumes are inspired by exhibits from the town’s historical 
museum. Moreover, a state-wide association catering to the interests of different 
traditional costume associations is involved in cataloguing specificities of local cos
tumes, which, as another member was eager to explain to me, differ from region to 
region. 

The broader small-town arena is composed of people living in the regions of 
North Frisia and East Frisia in Germany and West Frisia in the Netherlands. In Ger
many, Frisians are one of three officially recognised ethnic minorities in Germany. 
The region of East Frisia is increasingly dominated by tourism providing it with a 
broadly funded arena of cultural and heritage institutions situated in the region. 
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The most prominent one in East Frisia is probably the Ostfriesische Landschaft (East 
Frisian Landscape Association), a municipal organisation with a certain amount of 
autonomy and self-organisation taking on the promotion of culture, education, and 
research in East Frisia. Comprised of different departments working on archaeol
ogy, museum, education or the Low German minority language also hosts an exten
sive regional library, the ‘Landschaft’, with an annual budget of over 4 million Euros, 
can be considered the most crucial actor and funder in the overall region. However, it 
is by no means the only actor. The promotion of East Frisia as a brand for the tourist 
industry is supported by the Ostfriesland Tourismus GmbH (East Frisian Tourism 
Company), among others. In some ways, East Frisia is a pop cultural phenomenon, 
with stereotypical depictions of East Frisians as a little backward and provincial but 
talkative and friendly and it being possible to order East Frisian passports online.4 
The local TV and radio programme regularly hosts shows in the region’s second lan
guage, Low German, and many associations promote East Frisian culture and lan
guage. The Friesenrat (Frisian Council) is an interest group with chapters in East, 
North, and West Frisia. A party called Die Friesen focuses on, among other things, 
ecological issues in the region. 

In terms of cultural heritage, the cultural practice of drinking East Frisian Tea 
was added to the UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage list in 2016. There also exist 
many large and small ‘Heimatmuseen’ [local heritage societies] and cultural events 
all over the region. Few of these actors, though, play a significant role in the annual 
tradition of setting up maypoles in Aurich town centre, an issue that is dealt with in 
more detail in the methodology chapter in part II. 

3.2 Cuxhaven: An Original Fatima Statue and a History 
of the Fishing Industry 

Since the early 1990s the Catholic church and its Portuguese members in Cuxhaven 
have organised an annual ‘Procession of our Lady Fatima’, celebrated worldwide and 
dedicated to the apparitions of Godmother Maria in Fatima, Portugal, in 1917. Ac
cording to the myth, the apparition intended to bring peace to the world and renew 
the Catholic community, as well as producing several prophecies regarding the near 
future. One of the volunteer organisers and local Catholic church council members 
told the story of how the Portuguese priest brought an original sculpture to the Ger
man town from Portugal in his tiny car. In 2018, when my student research assistant 
attended the celebration, around 200 people participated (Fig. 3.2). Some represen
tatives from the Portuguese Consulate and the local Catholic church led the celebra

4 East Frisian Embassy: https://www.botschaft-ostfriesland.de/amtliches/ostfriesenausweis/, 
accessed June 4, 2024. 
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tion. One of the Portuguese folklore dance associations, also called rancho groups,5 
took part fully dressed, and as the local newspaper later noted. While Portuguese 
was the primary language in the procession, the rosary was recited in five different 
languages. Some people stood on the side of the street taking pictures of this ‘very 
unusual sight’, as the local German newspaper noted (CN 05/1999). 

Fig. 3.2: Fatima sculpture in front of Church door in Cuxhaven. Foto: Carola Steenhof 

Another Portuguese festival in Cuxhaven is the local fish festival, which has an 
overall commercial character. Due to the history of Portuguese workers in the town’s 
fishing industry, this festival can, as one blogger phrases it, ‘not be thought of with
out thinking of Portugal as well’ (“kuestenglück.com”, April 10, 2020, my transla
tion).6 The festival occurs once a year in the historical buildings of the fish auction 
hall, the active fish industry having moved to a new part of the harbour. The auction 
hall is itself a tourist attraction, playing host to gastronomy, tours of specific ships in 
the harbour, and music performances, some of which were by the local Portuguese 
rancho dance associations. Organised by a local fishing industry interest group, the 
festival also offers several fishing-related attractions such as a tour through the har
bour. 

5 Ranchos Folclóricos means folk dances and is a dance practice originating in Portugal’s rural 
areas. 

6 https://www.kuestenglueck.com/cuxhavener-fischerfest/ accessed last June 26, 2024. 
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The Catholic church and Caritas are central to the (re)production of ethnically 
marked cultural productions in Cuxhaven in the otherwise more Evangelical- 
Lutheran region. At the end of the 1960s, Caritas tried to find a place of residence 
for the immigrant workers. Responsibilities for social counselling of foreign work
ers and family members were informally distributed along the lines of religious 
affiliation in the 1960s, so Caritas was declared responsible for Catholic migrants. 
In 1967, a Spanish centre was established. ‘At last, they will be given a place in this 
Stranger Land where they may feel truly at home’ (CN 04/1966). Since the increase in 
the Catholic community was so significant (today around 1200 people), Portuguese 
masses began to beheld in 1975. This is described in the local newspaper as the ‘birth 
of the Portuguese community’ (CN 11/2000). While the Portuguese mission used to 
be responsible for several towns in the region, it has since closed and no longer plays 
a significant role. There is no other evidence of organised protest at the time of the 
mission’s closure being eminent. Today, in addition to the weekly Sunday service, 
there is a Portuguese service every Saturday, which is held in German but in which 
the Hail Mary, the Our Father, and the songs are spoken and sung in Portuguese. In 
addition, communion classes for children with Portuguese family backgrounds are 
held in Portuguese, to teach children the Portuguese language and culture. 

Cuxhaven’s Portuguese community also projects an element of the Portuguese 
state via the Portuguese government representative, who resides in neighbouring 
Hamburg, taking part in community-relevant events. Moreover, children can take 
Portuguese language classes in one of the local schools financed by the Portuguese 
state. In 2008, a theatre play was developed and performed by students in cooper
ation with a school from Cuxhaven and a school from the Portuguese Twin Town, 
which caused a small sensation. The project occurred within the EU education pro
gramme COMENIUS (CN 12/2008). In this context, local newspaper articles repeat
edly referred to the process of European unification that was already being practised 
so successfully in the town. 

Cuxhaven began developing a differentiated landscape of Portuguese associa
tions and gastronomy with the first explicitly Portuguese folklore festival in 1988 (CN 
04/1988). Thus, various cultural associations and folklore groups were established 
from then on. The Portuguese Centre and a German-Portuguese association are the 
most significant Portuguese cultural associations in the town. The Portuguese Cen
tre is part of events such as the Fishermen’s Festival and is mainly run and organised 
by people with Portuguese ethnic heritage. Every Saturday, the centre offers mem
bers the opportunity to have dinner together, an offer also open to non-members 
and non-Portuguese people. Several times a year, there are concerts with Portuguese 
bands and other cultural events. During Football world cups, the centre regularly 
hosts a public viewing for all interested people. In 2019, the centre celebrated its 25th 
anniversary. The other cultural association in Cuxhaven is run and organised mainly 
by German citizens who do not have a Portuguese migration history, even if a Cux
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havener with a Portuguese family background usually appears publicly as its repre
sentative. The research assistant soon found out, the centre, in contrast, holds a high 
status as a meeting place and is certainly present in the town with events. Newspaper 
articles from the local newspaper show that the association is mentioned regularly 
and is, therefore, much more visible to the public than the Portuguese centre. It is 
visibly involved in Portuguese issues and cultural exchanges between the countries. 
For example, the cultural association is part of a cooperative project engaged in plans 
for the town’s urban development (CN 07/1998); it promoted a town twinning with 
a Portuguese port town which concluded in 2000; it makes speeches at official an
niversaries, and organises book donations for the local library as well as promoting 
an exhibition on the history of the fishing industry in a local museum. Besides these 
two Portuguese associations, Portuguese cultural forms are represented in the town 
by two rancho groups that practice and perform folkloric dances. The associations 
along with Portuguese food and music are sometimes represented at festivals in the 
town, such as at the opening night of the Intercultural Week organised by the town 
under the banner of promoting civil participation in an ‘Engagierte Stadt’ (Engaged 
City). 

3.3 Zeven: ‘Little Nijmegen’ 

Remnants of Dutch historical military presence in Zeven are still evident today: 
A Dutch café operates in the town’s pedestrianised area, and an online store sells 
Dutch goods (most successfully selling Indonesian food) in the neighbouring town. 
The most famous local hotel is the site of the annual ‘Matjesfest’ (Soused herring 
festival), celebrating the start of the pickled herring season. It offers descriptions of 
the rooms in Dutch, English, and German. A local school still has its original Dutch 
name. Moreover, when the Dutch military left the town in 2006, a sculpture was 
given as a present, still standing on one of the town’s squares. 

Historically, the Dutch military strove to maintain a good reputation in the town 
and, probably as part of this, organised a series of festivals that are still part of the 
town’s annual calendar: Four Evening Marches, Sinterklaas visits, and King’s Day 
(the birthday of the Dutch monarch). In 1969, more than 5000 people attended the 
Four Evening Marches, a multi-day walking event with an international music show. 
It was described as a festival with radiant power in the broader region (Jubiläum
sausgabe. 50. Zevener 4-abend Märsche 2017, Beilage der Zevener Zeitung). Munic
ipal politicians regularly emphasised the Dutch military administration’s excellent 
cooperation with the local administration in the local newspaper and at such events. 
Even today, after the Dutch military was withdrawn from the town and replaced by 
German soldiers, it still plays a vital role as an institution. After all, almost all Dutch 
people still living in Zeven have a direct biographical connection to the military, and 
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living in the barracks as a sort of independent enclave of the military has a specifi
cally strong influence. 

When the Dutch military left the town, there were large protests from its in
habitants. The local newspaper’s headlines in 2003 are witness to this conflict as 
they tell the story of protest being organised: ‘Impressive Solidarity With the Dutch’ 
(ZN 06/2003) or ‘Zeveners Take to the Street for the Preservation of the Casern’ (ZN 
06/2003). Local and national politicians advocated against closure, mainly as they 
could see the economic repercussions for the region’s population (see chapter 7.2.3.). 
A compromise was found in that the Dutch military left the barracks, but a Ger
man garrison moved in. But more than 300 retired military personnel or ex-mili
tary members from the Netherlands decided to stay. In 2007, an ex-general well- 
connected with communal politics, initiated the founding a Dutch association and 
the group were provided with a clubhouse in the area of the ex-barracks, as the local 
newspaper titled: ‘Basis for a good start. Huge Dutch traditional club opens small 
clubhouse’ (ZN 03/2007). Since then, the club has been regularly open for coffee, 
Dutch national holidays are celebrated, and events, some of them of a self-help na
ture, are organised. A women’s group organise regular excursions in the region. In 
this sense, the association, whose main aim is to give back to the Dutch people to 
whom the casern was a ‘big part of home’, a ‘small piece of home, a place to go for 
coffee and a chat’ (Association homepage, my translation). For the Dutch national 
day for the remembrance of the dead on May 4, representatives organised an event 
in the neighbouring memorial for a Nazi work camp in which many Dutch citizens 
died during the Second World War. The association informs its members and the 
broader public about all these activities in a small publication. 

Moreover, after the withdrawal, the mayor, in collaboration with a Dutch 
general, suggested creating a new association to promote the town’s cultural devel
opment, which nowadays is a central actor in this field in Zeven. It has a political 
agenda in commenting on the dismantling of the social infrastructure or the mem
ory of preserving the town charter. At the same time, the association does not 
necessarily focus on this in their public image; financially and organizationally, 
there are a lot of mainly local businesspeople involved. An important aim is to make 
the town attractive for their potential employees by promoting arts and culture 
in the region (Homepage of the association). The association plays a pivotal role 
in the town’s arena, among them the Dutch festivals that take place nowadays 
in public spaces. The association organises annual Sinterklaas processions at the 
Town Hall and the Four Evening Marches, with the Dutch association only being a 
collaborator. 

Sinterklaas is one of several Dutch-marked festivals and events might be the 
Netherlands’ most popular cultural tradition, but it is the most contested one (Ro
denberg and Wagenaar 2016). Each year in November, Saint Nicholas, an imagi
nary Catholic bishop called ‘Sinterklaas’ visits the country from Spain on board a 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


54 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

steamship and is accompanied by his helpers, ‘Zwarte Pieten’ (Black Peters). The lat
ter wear black makeup and dress in servants’ costumes. Sinterklaas is publicly wel
comed in many towns across the Netherlands; some broadcast the spectacle live 
on TV with thousands of children and adults in attendance. Maybe unsurprisingly, 
Black Peter’s figure sparks outrage among many in the Netherlands and abroad. 
Its critics point out the tradition’s racism and symbolic representation of colonial 
relations. Since some activists first publicly protested the festivities in the Nether
lands in 2011, the controversy around the celebration quickly intensified, to the point 
where even the United Nations urged the Netherlands to stop the portrayal of Black 
Peter in 2015 (Sengupta 2015). 

In Zeven, this Sinterklaas also arrives annually as a unique attraction at its 
Christmas market. The festival was first organised by a Dutch military brigade 
when they were stationed in the town. While the event receives no financial support 
from the municipality, the town hall building is provided for free. When I witnessed 
Sinterklaas’s arrival on a rainy day in 2018, a big crowd of families were awaiting its 
arrival quite nervously. A member of the Dutch traditional association was already 
standing on stage next to a big green chair and trying to make the children in the first 
row sing Dutch Christmas songs. When they did not follow this call, maybe because 
they do not know the songs or the Dutch language, he started to play them from the 
sound system. Sitting in a carriage, Sinterklaas and some black-faced helpers made 
their way through the pedestrian streets of the town centre. The Peters handed out 
‘Pepernotjes’, small cookies typical for Dutch Christmas times, to children. Some 
of the market’s visitors were surprised as to where one could buy these weird ‘dog 
cookies’. After the performers reached the town hall, they disappeared for a while, 
only to show up on the building’s balcony. While the Sinterklaas performer read a 
poem, two Peters climbed along the building on rope, which enthused the children. 
A member of the Dutch association later explained to me that these two performers 
were German soldiers, while visitors from the Netherlands played the other Peters. 
The ordinary Sinterklaas wandering the market each day seemed rather pale and 
dull compared to this event. Seemingly, the escalating debate around Black Peter in 
the Netherlands had not yet reached this small town. 

Another Dutch festival held Zeven is the International Four Evening March, 
which has taken place in the Dutch town of Nijmegen every year since 1910. While 
it was intended to be a military event for the troops’ health, many civilians soon 
started to participate in the four-day-long daily marches. 

In Zeven’s version of the festival, almost every relevant local business appeared to 
be an official sponsor. Still, the festival’s appearance was military-dominated, with 
marching music and a parade of flags (Fig. 3.3). Military participation in the marches 
has always been a point of attraction for the wider public. However, in the Nether
lands it has also sparked protests in the past, especially during the peace movement 
in the 1980s (Dijksterhuis 2020). The biggest Four Evening Marches happen annu
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ally in Nijmegen, a city in the Netherlands, which brings reporters from a Dutch 
newspaper to title their visiting report with ‘Zeven a small version of Nijmegen’ (ZN 
06/2017). 

Fig. 3.3: Four Evening Marches in Zeven, view of central starting and end 
point. Foto: Deborah Sielert 

The festival in Zeven is organised by a civil association mainly consisting of lo
cal businesspeople, but a festival visitor explained to me that it is supported by the 
new German military brigade. The military provided one of the leading attractions 
for children by hanging up a rubber army boat, transforming it into a gigantic swing 
and giving essential logistic and infrastructural support to the overall festival. Dutch 
soldiers and a military musical corps came to visit for the event, and people dressed 
in military clothes. The whole event felt like a typical parish fair with a note of mil
itary style, with food stands and some information provided by local associations. 
Every year, the march highlights a different cause: when I visited in 2018, the cam
paign against the closure of a local hospital was the centre of attention. An impres
sive number of groups participated in the march, ranging from soldiers to school 
and kindergarten classes to local businesses and groups of friends and families. The 
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members of the Dutch traditional association were visible in their orange acces
sories. However, other than one or two flags and the march facilitator’s accent, the 
event’s ‘Dutchness’ was not particularly obvious in its symbolism. 

The ethnicised festivals in the annual calendars of Aurich, Zeven and Cuxhaven 
are embedded in the wider arena of these towns, involving not only engagement 
from ethnic leisure associations but also a broader social world of volunteering and 
a number of other worlds, such as the media, municipal politics and the local econ
omy. They are influenced by global and national discourses and supraregional actors 
as well. All of these discourses and social worlds are considered in an analysis of the 
(re)production of the festivals and association in Ethnicised Heritage Situations as 
developed and put into practice in this book. 

Naturally, the cultural and ethnic diversity of peripheral small towns appears 
more limited than in bigger cities and metropoles, it takes different forms as well. 
The diversity of small towns has, therefore, been subject of discussion in the grow
ing field of Small-Town Research. Cuxhaven, Zeven and Aurich with their cultural 
diversity are not isolated in the periphery, but always already embedded in transna
tional processes crisscrossed by the mobility of people, things and ideas, as the field 
of transnational studies shows. Both, Small-Town Research and transnational stud
ies are, therefore, fields of research this book aims to take from and give back to, in 
addition to Critical Heritage Studies. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


4. Studying Cultural Heritage from the ‘Limited 

Diversity’ of Small Town Arenas – Literature Review 

The field of Critical Heritage Studies emerged in the early 2000s as a response to 
the limitations and exclusions inherent in what Laurajane Smith (2006) termed 
the ‘Authorized Heritage Discourse’. This framework, institutionalised through 
national heritage agencies and global bodies such as UNESCO, privileges expert- 
led, state-authorised understandings of heritage – emphasising monumental, 
architectural, and tangible forms rooted in Western and colonial concepts of space 
and time. Critical Heritage Studies points out how, through instruments like the 
World Heritage Convention, UNESCO’s heritage management practices reinforce a 
top-down model that prioritises universal values over local meanings, and conser
vation over lived experience. Moreover, heritage researchers describe the processes 
through which communities are excluded from decision-making processes about 
the heritage that shapes their collective identities and everyday lives. 

Critical Heritage Studies challenges these processes, exposing the political, cul
tural and ideological underpinnings of how heritage is selected, conserved and in
terpreted. Today, the field is thriving and interdisciplinary at its core, built on the 
consensus that cultural heritage’s value is not inherent to heritage objects or prac
tices but must be understood as constructed in processes of valuation. Moreover, 
heritage is understood to always be political and responding to societal challenges 
in the present, as selected elements of an (imagined) past and future are linked to 
the present. 

Studies from the field of Critical Heritage Studies have empirically and pro
grammatically challenged assumptions and practices of the Authorised Heritage 
Discourse from the perspective of lived experiences in small-scale settings. They 
prominently focus on the conflicts arising after a cultural endeavour has been 
officially listed on the UNESCO list of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

While there are no official cultural heritage listings in Zeven, there is a history 
of festivals as part of the city’s annual calendar that have taken place since the 1960s, 
when the Dutch military stationed in the town invented them to shape local civil- 
military relations. Nowadays, the festival organisation can no longer be said to be in 
‘Dutch hands’, as many different actors, such as local associations, businesspeople 
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or the municipality are involved in their (re)production. Although the festivals are 
part of Zeven’s Dutch history, neither all visitors nor all inhabitants of the town are 
aware of this history. They show up for the food, the fun, the childrens’ activities, 
plain and simple. The festival is the draw – not the heritage it might honour. Though 
historically billed as a celebration of a Dutch tradition, many see it through other 
lenses: a German-flavoured folk festival, or a respectful nod to the town’s military 
past. Few seem invested in the event’s historical narrative. The appeal lies in the ease 
of it all: come, march, eat, play, leave – no strings attached. ‘Heritage’, then, is, if at 
all, implied and demonstrated in multiple ways. 

A Critical Heritage Studies perspective advocates taking up pluralistic perspec
tives in order to consider the socially constructed nature of heritage as well as the 
social fabric of all cultural endeavours. It is, therefore, much more apt to adequately 
understand small town cultural pluralism than the ‘God’s view’ perspective from 
above taken in Authorised Heritage Discourse, which would have likely unques
tioningly considered the Four Evening Marches the cultural heritage of Zeven’s 
Dutch minority meant to be commemorated and performed. As Leidulf Mydland 
and Wera Grahn formulated for their research on volunteer initiatives preserving 
schoolhouses in Norway: 

[…] local understanding of cultural heritage becomes a social process rather than 
a physical object to be preserved. In other words, cultural heritage is seen as an 
instrument for the development of social experiences, relations, exchanges and 
so forth (2012:583). 

As in their case as well, local understandings of heritage tend to be pluralistic and 
differ from what Authorised Heritage Discourse implies, namely a harmonious con
gruence of A heritage with A community and A collective identity. 

To understand heritage as a social process also questions the role of place un
derstood as a territorialised entity in processes of heritagisation. Denis Byrne de
veloped the concept of the China–Australia migration ‘heritage corridor’ in order 
to underline the ways in which a Chinese heritage in Australia is constituted in a 
transnationally distributed and connected network of sites and objects, which in
clude houses back in China as well as the local history of Chinese immigration to 
Australia. Byrne states: ‘The notion of transnational simultaneity jars with the con
ventional idea of the heritage place as fixed, stable, and firmly situated inside the 
space of the nation’s sovereign borders.’ (2023: 342). 

For a church member in Cuxhaven, to participate in the local Portuguese lan
guage mass is also a moment of transnational simultaneity that one would possibly 
not expect in such small-town settings. To pray in her first language and in front of a 
Fatima statue imported from Portugal in the 1990s produces a feeling of actually be
ing in her country of birth. For a second-generation migrant from the Netherlands, 
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Dutch heritage is closely related to a family history that spans across national bor
ders. And the debate around the racism of the Sinterklaas festival, which has globally 
reached the UNESCO floor, is being taken up by members of the Dutch traditional 
association in Zeven only to underline that such matters do not matter in their dias
pora situation and rather belongs to the ‘big debates’ back in the Netherlands. These 
are just some instances of small-town cultural pluralisms sparked by mobility ex
periences that constitute their cultural expression as ‘places in transnational mesh
works’ (Byrne 2023:342). 

Such needed confrontations of the international Authorised Heritage Discourse 
with reality is what has made Critical Heritage Studies as a field thrive in recent 
decades. 

Transnational migration studies offer a conceptual vocabulary to more ade
quately understand the role of mobility experiences in heritagisation processes, 
some of which have already been taken up explicitly in Critical Heritage Studies. 
However, specifically in the German context, the field has its own limitations. Much 
research focuses on migration and cultural diversity in big cities and metropoles, 
such as Frankfurt, Hamburg or Berlin. The cultural pluralism of small towns and 
peripheral regions, therefore, remains something of a blind spot, which can be 
enlightened by studying ethnicised cultural heritages located in small Northern 
German towns. 

4.1 Critical Heritage Studies 

Cultural heritage in the field of Critical Heritage Studies is often researched as 
an economic resource and source of valorisation or as a resource in a symbolic 
and social sense, a source of (e)valuation (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2006:189). This 
latter sense is most important for my research, as it includes the mobilisation of 
heritage in processes of in- and exclusion. This interrelation is described as heritage 
being ‘intimately linked with identity’ (Smith and Akagawa 2009:7), as a constant 
‘borderwork’ (Ashley 2020:22), or as something put to strategical use to produce 
difference and belonging (Ashley and Frank 2016:501). Cultural heritage is always 
the heritage of a group, be it the national, global or ethnic community. In this 
context, issues of cultural diversity, such as migration and multiculturalism within 
the field, have prominently been addressed.1 This study empirically explores key 

1 Other axes of difference, such as the relation of gender and heritage, are much less promi

nent. Vanessa Whittington (2021) and Ellen Hertz (Hertz 2011), both addressed the pro
foundly gendered nature and contradictions of heritage regimes in their propagation of hu
man rights, gender equality among them, and processes of gender representations and the 
impact of heritage policies on local cultural practices often (re)produced by women are two 
among few. Anna Reading (2015) analysed gendered processes in heritage curation and con
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themes addressed in Critical Heritage Studies literature. These include the role 
of local communities (4.1.1), the dynamics between international heritage regime 
operations and local communities’ grassroots cultural endeavours (4.1.2), and the 
complexities surrounding ethnic and migrant heritage (4.1.3). 

4.1.1 The Coupling of Community with Identity and its Critics 

Up until the 1990s, cultural heritage was something almost exclusively attributed to 
nation-states, constituting them as imagined communities (Anderson 2016). Since 
then, many nation-states have been challenged by their internal diversity, with mul
ticulturalism becoming an undeniable fact, as minorities speak out to be heard. In
creasingly, heritage is being attributed to ethnically diverse groupings within na
tion-states, which goes hand in hand with a shift in the types of communities being 
addressed in cultural heritage policies. These are no longer abstract imagined com
munities but concrete communities of practice becoming the bearers of heritages, 
as some scholars such as Adell et. al (2015) or Noyes (2006) also note. It is in this 
context that the concept of heritage came to be intimately entangled with the idea 
of communities and their identity, the three syncing with one another in seemingly 
unproblematic and harmonious ways. While this conceptual triad has been influ
ential in cultural heritage discourses and policies of the last decades, it has been a 
matter of critique within some corners of Critical Heritage Studies research. 

The paradigm shift from national heritage to cultural diversity, multicultur
alism, and community participation that culminated in the Intangible Cultural 
Heritage convention was a significant new phase in global heritage discourses 
and cultural policy (Gnecco 2015; Harrison 2013: 69). This shift is often described 
as being a result of interventions by non-Western nation-states to decentre Eu
rocentric understandings of heritage (Brumann 2018: 1210) and human rights 
movements (Coombe and Weiss 2015). It also occurred within the broader context 
of globalisation processes and neoliberal economic restructuring and policy-mak
ing (Alonso González 2019; Coombe and Weiss 2015; Geismar 2015; Kockel 2007), 
with some pointing at heritage policies as being a culturalisation of socio-economic 
inequalities and their solution (Noyes 2006:48; Taylor 2009). 

As bearers of heritage and as participants in heritage decision-making pro
cesses, it was communities that became central to global discourse on heritage. As 
Chiara de Cesari (2013: 401) points out, communities are ‘the cornerstone of recent 

sumption and the potentialities for methodology in heritage research from a feminist per
spective. Finally, some research suggested the usefulness of an ethics of care approach, such 
as developed by feminist authors Joan Tronto (2013) and María Puig de la Bellacasa (2017) for 
heritage preservation (Pantazatos 2018; Veldpaus and Szemző 2021). 
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UNESCO policies’ although she emphasises how ill-defined they are in these poli
cies. Nicolas Adell et al. (2015) describe a shift in heritage discourse from the nation- 
state as an imagined community to ‘communities of practice’ taking over, while not 
completely replacing the role that nation-states had before (see also Noyes 2006: 33). 
The turn to community can also be interpreted as a turn to civil society involvement 
(van der Auwera and Schramme 2011). Since the 1970s, participatory ideologies have 
gained significance in cultural policy and beyond, ranging from their neoliberal 
orientation to attempts to democratise political and social processes (Dubois 2015: 
10). Much research within the field of Critical Heritage Studies deals with the entry 
of communities into heritage ideologies and praxis. 

One of the debates that emerged in the field disentangles the meanings of ‘com
munity’ in cultural policy and some heritage research, criticising its potential for ho
mogenisation and the supposedly unproblematic linking of community with iden
tity. Proponents of this perspective criticise the idea of local communities as ‘the bot
tom’ (Hertz 2015: 25), or ‘the people’ (González-Ruibal et al. 2018: 508) as idealised, 
reified, and homogenised in the process, leaving aside intragroup differences and 
the fuzzy boundaries of communities in empirical reality (Bendix 2018: 106; Hertz 
2015; Waterton and Smith 2010: 5). The multiplicity of communities involved in her
itage-making processes, as opposed to the idea of heritage in a single community, is 
also often disregarded (Labadi and Long 2010). Despite these common-sense obser
vations, Adell et al. find that ‘[w]hat has been transferred successfully into the UN
ESCO policy-making realm is, […] the productive version of cultural identity.’ (2015: 
9). Heritage in this realm is always connoted positively, a position Christoph Bru
mann (2014) named ‘heritage believing’ and compares to attending church. Some go 
so far as to argue that it is possible to integrate reactionary and populist political po
sitions into these notions of heritage and communities as bounded and inherently 
good (Galbo 2019; González-Ruibal et al. 2018). 

In their conceptual history of the notion of community, Stefan Berger et al. 
(2020) originate heritage management’s affirmative use of the concept to its his
torical appropriation by left-wing social movements in Britain. They argue that 
the idea is rarely employed by scholars in France (Durkheim, republican state) and 
Germany (Tönnies, National Socialism). However, this is changing, as sociologists 
Tine Haubner and van Silke Dyck (2021) show in the German context, where what 
they call ‘community capitalism’ is gaining ground and making invisible much 
unpaid but necessary labour formally provided not by civil society but by the state. 

While Critical Heritage Studies is agreed on the problematic notion of com
munity and its linking to identity in UNESCO policies and research, some schol
ars phrase this problem as an epistemological shortcoming, while others see it as 
an ontological problem. The former tend to focus on how local communities are 
misrepresented and misrecognised in heritage decision-making processes and call 
for their peers to be more strictly inclusive (Waterton and Smith 2010). Elizabeth 
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Crooke (2010) found that some voices can be more powerful than others within dif
ferent conceptualisations and negotiations of community and heritage in UK com
munity heritage-oriented museum projects. Brumann (2018: 1223) found that while 
a rhetoric of community ‘as good’ is present in the official realm of UNESCO policy- 
making, there is no actual space for local communities, the most potent commu
nities involved are still experts and diplomats. Laia Colomer (2017) and Alexandra 
Dellios and Eureka Henrich (2020) find that community constructed in the name of 
cultural diversity is an emancipatory ground for minority concerns. Epistemolog
ically, these scholars claim a perspective ‘that shifts community from the realm of 
explanation to something in need of explaining’ (Waterton and Smith 2010: 12). But 
the scholars do hold on to the concept of communities as a normative ground for 
political claims, often in the realm of community participation (cf. Groth 2015). 

From a perspective on heritage regimes as ‘technologies of governance’ (Burchell 
et al. 1991), the other approach critiques the ontologisation of community in the her
itage field. Scholars reveal how communities are produced as intelligible subject po
sitions through a politics of truth (Coombe and Weiss 2015; Gnecco 2015). They go 
so far as to say that experts in the heritage field, such as archaeologists, co-produce 
communities in the first place (González-Ruibal et al. 2018), or that communities are 
a pure artefact of UNESCO conventions and regimes (Hertz 2015: 51). These authors 
often stress the active role of researchers in this respect and call for their reflexivity 
in their role as knowledge producers (Meskell 2005: 77; Noyes 2003: 8). These posi
tions can also be considered part of the position that underlines the radical alterity 
of minority positions vis-à-vis regime claims on diversity (Gnecco 2015: 268). 

4.1.2 Local Grassroots Communities and (Inter)National Heritage Regimes 

Critical Heritage Studies often focuses on what happens when UNESCO and other 
heritage regimes operate in locations through officialised listing processes. While 
many impact studies of World Heritage exist, some of them conducted by UNESCO 
themselves (e.g., Galla 2012), in-depth anthropological studies are more likely to 
centre local processes and knowledge in order to find the frictions and points of con
flict in such processes, where heritage experts often take over the definition of what 
constitutes specific cultural practices. 

Often, this line of research concludes that heritage regime operations dismiss 
local knowledge and structures, act in culturally imperialist ways, and, therefore, 
dispose of the bearers of cultural traditions of their culture (Alonso González 2019: 
42; Salemink 2016: 337). In his documentary film Flight of the Condor (2018), an
thropologist Hafstein asks: ‘When is protection not a means of dispossession?’ As 
he is keen to underline, this is not merely a rhetorical question. The editors of Her
itage Regimes and the State (2012) also conclude that while regime operations might 
create space for empowerment, they most often create conflict among those partic

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


4. Studying Cultural Heritage from the ‘Limited Diversity’ of Small Town Arenas – Literature Review 63 

ipating in the process by commercialising culture or fostering particular collective 
identities, thereby excluding others and making invisible internal heterogeneity (cf. 
Kuutma 2013: 27; Salemink 2016: 338). Other studies also show the creation of con
flicts locally (Kuutma 2013; Owens 2002; Tauschek 2013; Tunbridge and Ashworth 
1996; Weineck 2015). Mary N. Taylor’s (2009) analysis of the Hungarian folk revival 
movement in Romania exemplified how regime operations in the European context 
are intended to be liberal, co-produce ethnonational boundaries, and homogenise 
as an (unintentional) consequence. Graeme MacRae (2017) focuses on the uninten
tional consequences of World Heritage regime operations. All these empirical stud
ies agree that global heritage regimes and discourses have much power to stir up 
conflict in local cultural processes, mostly with oppressive effects. However, they do 
not necessarily find a consensus on the role of local agency in these processes. Many 
underline that regimes always co-produce spaces of autonomy and creativity for lo
cal actors (Coombe and Weiss 2015: 58; Fraser 2020: 182; Kuutma 2009: 10). De Cesari 
(2013) explicitly calls for heritage researchers to go beyond the top-down perspective 
that heritage regimes are always oppressive and that the languages of heritage are 
always foreign to local actors. Many studies follow this lead and take a more actor 
and agency-centred approach. Some show how local actors challenge regime oper
ations and logic, how they explicitly reject or escape them (Chalcraft 2015; Geismar 
2015; Svensson and Maags 2018), how alternative modes of relating to one culture 
coexist with metacultural regime relations (Foster 2015), or how local actors and her
itage custodians strategically employ heritage to serve first and foremost local needs 
(Ashley 2020; Cheng, Li, and Ma 2014; Galbraith 2015; Isnart and Cerezales 2020; 
Salzbrunn 2015). 

Most of these studies look at the coming into being or the aftermath of official 
UNESCO heritage listing processes being undertaken locally. But those studies that 
look beyond or before such official listing processes can expose more general pro
cesses of the (e)valuation of culture. Doing so from a framework of heritage can 
highlights the prominent role of value-regime precursors to international regime 
operations; it also asks us to rethink heritage starting from alternative concepts of 
heritage and preservation. 

Regina Bendix et al. (2016: 17) point out that UNESCO value regimes always 
have national, religious or other precursors. Monika Salzbrunn (2015) shows that 
value regimes are not limited to the national scale but might also pre-exist on 
the town scale, and Cyril Isnart and Nathalie Cerezales (2020) show this for a 
Catholic religious minority. In empirical research in Bali, MacRae (2017) shows 
the importance of local government agencies and their regimes of value, under
lining the role of scale in heritage-making processes. Anthropologist Brumann 
brings in an important geographical note, arguing that value-regime precursors 
are stronger and more institutionalised in Europe. He argues that while in non- 
European countries, regime intervention often prompts dramatic changes, this is 
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less so in European countries, where ‘world heritage often adds only rather thin 
layers to long-established national conservations frameworks and decades- or even 
centuries-old local adaptions to a heritage regime’ (Brumann 2016: 14). Still, ideas 
and concepts of culture and preservation of pre-existing regime interventions exist 
everywhere. A few studies from a decolonial perspective, primarily conducted on 
the African continent, contrast global regime ideology and values with local and 
alternative understandings of heritage and heritage preservation (Röschenthaler 
2011; Ugwuanyi 2021). They thereby make interesting contributions to a critique 
and theorisation of heritage by, for example, questioning the linear model of time 
so inherent in it. These findings should sensitise the researcher to value-regime 
precursors both on an institutional and discursive level. 

Critical Heritage Studies therefore presents a dichotomous approach to 
analysing the dynamics between heritage regimes’ operations, the official UN
ESCO listing process, and their repercussions at the local level: they are either 
oppressive interventions that disrupt or even dismantle local grassroots cultural 
initiatives and social life, or they are narratives emphasising local actors’ agency 
in challenging and subverting regime operations. One way to depart from this 
binary approach is with the concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations, wherein 
the worldmaking power of heritage regimes and the sensemaking projects of local 
actors are interrelated in complex ways. 

4.1.3 Cultural Heritage Between Roots and Routes 

Even though Critical Heritage Studies leave behind an understanding of heritage’s 
value as being intrinsic to objects, they agree that its construction is bound to place- 
making processes – of rootedness – and that nation-states as actors and ‘imagined 
communities’ (Anderson 2016) remain important in the field. Michael Dylan Foster 
(2015) as well as John Schofield and Rosy Szymanski (2010) point to the importance of 
the local in UNESCO discourse around intangible heritage. Sibylle Frank (2009:1 49) 
defines heritage as a process that localises a constructed and collectively negotiated 
past in places. Berger et al. point out that even though, in reality, strong transna
tional links always existed between national elites involved in the construction of 
national heritages, it still also remained ‘often intensely vernacular and local’ (2020: 
325). Kristin Kuutma points to the similarly ambiguous nature of heritage as often 
being related to claims of ‘fixed identity’ (2013: 10). Hafstein (2012) states that her
itage provides a sense of place and belonging on a diachronic level, while simulta
neously also often being mentioned in relation to active verbs that denote change, 
such as to mobilise or to reshape. The rootedness of heritage-making in places un
derstood in territorialised terms implies the West is central in constructions and 
understandings of cultural heritage. In this context, the connection of heritage to 
place is also critically recalled to underline the dominance of some places (Europe) 
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over others (Asia, Africa) as places of enunciation and contrasted with the ‘desire 
to undo and “pluriversalitise” interpretative principles’ (Ugwuanyi 2021: 358). More
over, Dellios and Henrich (2020: 8) note that heritage studies scholars, often trained 
archaeologists or geographers, tend to privilege spatial applications of the concept 
over temporal ones. 

Many scholars discuss heritage as being bound to the nation-state, which in
fluences its meanings (Ang 2011; Gnecco 2015; Graham 2002; Hall 1999). However, 
some of these contributions were written before the paradigm shift from seemingly 
homogenous nation-states to culturally diverse nations; since then, ethnic groups 
within states have become more dominant. Others do justice to the ongoing impor
tance of nation-states despite the supposed postnational paradigm shift. By now, 
ethnic groups seem to be the most important bearer of cultural heritage in policies 
and research alike, even though this is rarely made explicit. Instead, notions of mi
grant, multicultural, and diasporic heritage dominate Critical Heritage Studies re
search in this context. 

Critical Heritage Studies is deeply committed to pointing towards power rela
tions in heritage-making processes, and many proponents are therefore taking the 
perspective of those marginalised and excluded from dominant heritage regimes, 
doing research ‘outside-in’, as Ashley and Frank (2016:501) call it. In this context, 
migration has led to many studies combining migration and minority studies with 
Critical Heritage Studies. They show how the actual presence of migrants and 
global flows of migration challenge both the dominant imagination of heritage 
being rooted in place and the dominant status of nation-states as homogenous, as 
well as dominant ideas on the multicultural nation-state. 

Stuart Hall (1999) is an early and often quoted theorist who, when speaking to 
heritage professionals from British cultural institutions, underlines the active but 
silenced role that postcolonial and other migrant populations always had in con
structing British national heritage. Antonia Noussia (2003) takes a similar perspec
tive, focusing not on national heritage but on other local heritages, and Jo Littler 
and Roshi Naidoo (2005), in an edited volume, explore the role of ‘race’ in British na
tional heritage. It is no accident that such research focuses on the British state, with 
its solid decolonial movements and cultural studies tradition. 

Other scholars taking a more affirmative stance show the importance of cultural 
heritage for migrants in countries of arrival and host societies. A crisis of continuity 
is involved in the process of leaving and arriving elsewhere (Gergova et al. 2017: 81; 
Giglitto, Ciolfi, and Bosswick 2022: 77). Countries of origin also play an active role 
in managing their emigrants’ cultural practices and heritage, as Christopher Cheng 
and Hiu Ling Chang (2016) showed for the case of China, Sonja Gsir and Elsa Mescoli 
(2015) for migration within Europe, and Laurence Gouriévidis (2016) for emigration 
out of Scotland. 
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Focusing on heritage institutions like museums, Critical Heritage Studies shows 
and criticises how migration and migrants are represented and included in immi
gration museums and thematic heritage projects (Arokiasamy 2012; Naguib 2013; 
Smith 2017), as well as in public heritage places like the Mariannenplatz in Berlin 
(Stapel 2015). It is in this context of looking at how nation-states diversify their na
tional heritage narratives to include minority positions that the notion of multicul
tural heritage comes up in research. If addressed, it is mostly in two ways: First, 
multicultural heritage is shown to be a mere trope of such narratives (Dellios 2015: 
1081; Leung 2006: 172), leading to superficial inclusion of diverse heritages on the 
level of folklore (Arokiasamy 2012; Gnecco 2015; Leung 2006; Nikielska-Sekula 2016). 
Second, multicultural heritage is sometimes addressed as a utopian ideal yet to be 
actualised in socially just ways (Ashworth 2007: 21; Gnecco 2015: 269). 

What all research on migrant and multicultural heritage introduced so far has 
in common is that it implicitly or explicitly researches heritage from a national 
framework. There is another vibrant strand of research in Critical Heritage Studies 
on migration that expressly rejects the ‘methodological nationalism’ of such frame
works (Berger et al. 2020; Byrne 2002; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002), which 
tend to reduce the process of migration to moments of settlement and arrival. 
These scholars advocate transnationality, deterritorialisation, and multilocality 
(Byrne 2023; Dellios, 2015). They do research in both sending and receiving coun
tries (Amescua 2013; Cheng et al. 2014). Ashley and Frank (2016) edited a special 
issue that focused on the impact of experiences of transcontinental mobility on 
countries of origin or settlement. Denis Byrnes (2023) developed the concept of 
heritage corridors to describe the transnational simultaneity of heritage-making in 
migration experiences. Salzbrunn (2015) has taken up the town and neighbourhood 
scale in migration research and transferred it to her study of heritage festivals 
in Switzerland. Colomer (2017) and Byrne (2023) have underlined that the role of 
mobility in heritage-making in migration should be seen not as a moment before 
renewed settlement but as a constant way of life for mobile subjects. While mobility 
is limited to its form of international migration, different kinds of mobility, some 
unrelated to international migration, do play just as much a role in heritage-making 
as this book will show. 

It is the notion of diasporic heritage which most explicitly conceptualises her
itage as both the setting of ‘roots’ and the coming to terms with ‘routes’. This formu
lation engages the probably most used metaphor to describe diasporic situations 
and subjects’ consciousness in diaspora studies (Gouriévidis 2016: 279). Roots and 
routes are critical processes of ethnicised heritage-making in the three small north 
German towns beyond the two cases of Portuguese and Dutch migrants but also in
volving East Frisian cultural practitioners without migration experience. 

Diaspora heritage is also the concept that most explicitly hints towards the re
lation between dominant national heritage concepts and minority positions. In a 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


4. Studying Cultural Heritage from the ‘Limited Diversity’ of Small Town Arenas – Literature Review 67 

study of Alevi heritage initiatives in Turkey and Germany, Matthew Weineck (2015) 
describes the becoming of an explicit oppositional diaspora. In an influential paper, 
Ien Ang (2011: 86) opposes the concept of the diaspora to national heritage, pointing 
to the tensions involved in applying the concept of heritage to the diaspora due to 
heritage’s nature as an ‘essentially territorialized concept.’ Ang notes that there is a 
danger in this conceptual fusion to look at diasporas’ moments of settlement rather 
than moments of unsettlement. Furthermore, she hypothesises that some aspects of 
the diasporic experience cannot be heritagised. Her discussion ends with the need 
to work on seriously rethinking heritage from a diasporic standpoint. 

Many heritage scholars explicitly engage with concepts and research from 
migration and diaspora studies. For, example, Martin Wobst (2010) recalls that 
diasporic understandings of cultural heritage are often more essentialist and 
stereotypical than imaginations of heritage in the homelands. Karolina Nikielska- 
Sekula (2016), referring to Rogers Brubaker (2005), focuses on diasporic moments 
in cultural practices and argues for an understanding of heritage in becoming. 
Marc Scully (2018) points to diaspora’s heterogeneity when trying to find common 
patterns in diasporic heritage-making. In doing so, Scully explicitly references the 
work of Pnina Werbner on diasporas. Werbner researched, among others, the Pak
istani diaspora in the UK and underlines their appearance as a bounded community 
situated in specific moments in time, some of whom are connected to cultural 
translocation processes (Werbner 2005). Moreover, she argues for the existence of a 
non-elitist, vernacular form of cosmopolitanism (Werbner 1999). 

The diasporic and migration heritage concepts fit only two of the three small 
towns in my research. At the same time, the idea of ethnic heritage as argued above is 
not explicitly developed in heritage studies and is often taken for granted. In leaving 
open the role of both migration and ethnicisation in the (e)valuation processes of the 
three towns’ cultural endeavours, I do justice to the constructed nature of ethnicity 
that never exists ‘in itself ’ but always ever ‘for itself ’ as a dependent variable (Bös 
2015: 138). 

In summary, Heritage scholars increasingly engage with the dynamic phe
nomenon of ‘heritages on the move’ within migration processes, challenging 
traditional notions of heritage tied solely to the nation-state, place-making, and 
rootedness. Instead, they advocate for reconceptualising heritage that encom
passes the fluidity of mobile lives and routes, thereby framing heritage within 
transnationality, deterritorialisation, and multilocality. 
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4.2 Cultural Diversity and Migration in Small Towns – Between the Rural 
and the Urban 

My research makes a significant empirical contribution to the study of cultural di
versity and migration within small towns. I extend the scope of inquiry to include 
ethnic and migrant minorities, such as the Portuguese, Dutch, and East Frisian pop
ulations, in small-town settings. Adopting a novel perspective, I bridge the inde
pendent research agenda of small-town research with the influential research con
ducted on migration to small-scale towns within transnational mobility studies, as 
proposed by scholars such as Nina Glick Schiller and Ayşe Çağlar (2009) or Janin 
Dahinden and Emmanuel Charmillot (2022). This approach sheds light on processes 
beyond viewing migration solely as a demographic or economic phenomenon or a 
challenge to social cohesion. 

The key findings of my study address several aspects of the research agenda: 
they contribute to the broader understanding of small-town dynamics as places of 
‘limited diversity’ (Nell 2022:30) in pluralised societies (4.2.1), elucidate the specifici
ties of cultural life within small-town pluralised societies (4.2.2), and provide nu
anced insights into the cultural visibility of migrant and ethnic minorities within 
three northern German small towns, along with the sensemaking processes of local 
actors (4.2.3.). Building on this, I recommend, in line with scholars like Tim Leib
ert (2021:202), that the field of small-town research engage with the new mobilities 
paradigm. 

Furthermore, my research addresses a significant gap in migration sociology, 
which has predominantly focused on urban and metropolitan centres while neglect
ing provincial or small-town arenas. To study small-scale settings as places also min
imises an ethnic lens often so prevalent in migration sociology. 

4.2.1 Small-Town Research as an Independent Research Agenda 

In the early 2000s, urban theorists began to criticise the field’s focus on global 
and metropolitan towns, leaving small- and mid-sized towns unexamined (Bell 
and Jayne 2006, 2009; Ofori-Amoah 2006). Importantly, they underlined the need 
to examine these areas not as smaller versions of big towns or simply as part 
of rural areas but as separate types of settlements with the potential for having 
specific socio-economic and cultural dynamics. Small-town research has gained 
momentum in the European Union, with research projects such as the Espon Town 
Project (Atkinson 2019) or the European Commission of Regions focusing on the 
integration of migrants (Gauci 2020). This development in the European context 
relates to the increasing significance of the idea of a Europe of regions in times of 
globalisation (Kolb 2007: 70). More than 50 percent of people in Europe live in small 
and mid-sized towns, which makes them the most common form of urban life. In 
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Germany, 30 percent of people live in small towns, that is, between 5000 and 20.000 
inhabitants (Timpe 2023). 

Twenty years after these first research initiatives, ‘Kleinstadtforschung’ (small- 
town research) as a separate research agenda is being developed by researchers and 
urban planners in Germany, often funded or initiated by the national government 
(Vennemann 2022). The field traces its roots back to different waves of sociological 
‘Gemeindeforschung’ (community research) in small-town settings in Germany 
from the 1950s on (Herrenknecht and Wohlfarth 2005a; Kreichauf 2012). Impor
tantly, rather than a real gap in research in small-town settings, there is shown to 
be a gap in attention and reception of research in/on small towns. While Wolfgang 
Herrenknecht and Jürgen Wohlfarth (2005) published an extensive bibliography 
of such research in Germany since the 1950s, my own preliminary research on the 
specific topic of migration and ethnicity in small towns hints towards a similar gap 
of attention, rather than a research gap. 

This attention gap necessarily makes any literature review of small-town re
search incomplete. While it is possible to give an overview of culture, cultural policy 
and migration and ethnicity in small-town research, much of the research on small- 
town settings is empirical rather than theoretical (Robinson 2002: 549). 

Urban theory has long focused on big cities and, as Robinson points out, on 
Western cities. The ‘world towns’ approach leads to urban theory seemingly being 
unlocated while also permeated by a Eurocentric view from the Global North (Robin
son 2002: 531). David Bell and Mark Jayne add that this view from the Global North 
is even more limited as it only includes those big cities on top of a globally uneven 
hierarchy of towns. In a paradigmatic sense, they urge researchers and planners to 
‘think big about thinking small’, and for urban theory and not to be ‘wowed by the 
spectacular’ (Bell and Jayne 2006: 5). Small towns do work in this global and neolib
eral urban hierarchy. They are global and local as much as any other town or city. 
Building on this, John Bryson et al. (2021) point to the extraordinary geography of 
ordinary towns. 

Research on small towns often frames such places in either a deficit-oriented 
view (Hannemann 2004) or as essential places with the potential to strengthen a sur
rounding rural economy (Steinführer et al. 2021). In both cases, small towns are not 
seen as separate settlement types but are positioned in opposition to big towns or 
peripheral villages (Steinführer 2021). What defines a small town is under debate in 
the field of small-town research. The most often and most institutionalised categori
sation is by size. In official German administrative terms, even today small towns are 
defined as having 5000 to 20.000 inhabitants, a category used in statistics since the 
end of the 19th century. Due to urbanisation and urban growth processes, scholars 
like Herrenknecht and Wohlfarth (2005b: 59) consider small towns instead as settle
ments of 20.000 to 50.00 people, which makes all three case studies located in small 
towns. Other points of definition for small towns are town profiles, centrality or so
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cio-demographic characteristics, for example they are shrinking or growing (Timpe 
2023). Among small-town researchers, there is a consensus to go beyond size and 
economic growth to define what a small town is and to consider the heterogeneity of 
this type of settlement (Bell and Jayne 2006; Mayer and Lazzeroni 2022; Steinführer 
2021; Timpe 2023). In the German context, two types of small towns are broadly dis
tinguished: those in the surrounding areas of metropolitan towns and those serv
ing as important infrastructural and cultural centres in the surrounding peripheral 
area. Moreover, there are attempts to positively define small towns independently 
from other types of settlements. Anett Steinfüher et al. (2016: 327) propose several 
structural features of small towns as either analytical or lifeworld related: 

• smallness / reasonable size; 
• persistence of historic urban fabric / identity of being an urban dweller; 
• centrality / proximity to the open landscape; 
• formal town status / symbolic relevance of urban history and town status; 
• functional specialisation (residential, spa, industrial) / limited amount of oppor

tunities for advancement; 
• specific social capital / social proximity and safety in contrast to the perception 

of the town; 
• a high share of long-established home occupiers / emotional bonds to place. 

Rurality and urbanity should also be integrated as perspectives in small-town 
research (Steinführer 2021). The two are often seen as a dichotomy in scientific 
research, with small towns in between. However, rurality and urbanity should be 
seen as poles on a continuum, since the congruency of a place/territory with cul
ture/lifestyle dissolves in modern societies (Bell 2010; Steinführer 2021) and places 
are socially constructed. Louis Wirth (1938) argued that urban lifestyles are not 
limited to towns. Herbert Gans (1996) later radically questioned whether it made 
sense to take towns as an independent subject of research. Nevertheless, the rural- 
urban continuum is vital to how people define the situation of and self-positioning 
in small towns. In the German context, small towns are most often constructed as 
belonging to the rural sphere or as ‘places lacking urbanness’ rather than as places 
for the construction of other and alternative forms of urbanity (Steinführer et al. 
2021: 11). 

Images of whiteness, traditions, homogeneity, and backwardness prevail in 
small towns’ social and cultural imagination (Nell 2022: 37). Small-town researchers 
oppose this view with exposing the actual heterogeneity and diversity of life in small 
towns. They have long been modern, it is claimed, as processes of globalisation and 
mobility do not stop at town borders, and the multicultural reality clashes with 
common cultural imaginations. Small towns therefore challenge such cultural and 
national imaginations and have the potential to create room for more inclusive 
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views of peripheral spaces (Radford 2016). In an edited volume on ‘post-traditional 
forms of communisation’, Franz Liebl and Claudia Nicolai (2009, my translation) 
show how leisure associations that seem traditional for rural areas are much more 
post-traditional in how they actually function (e.g., regarding a growing differ
entiation in terms of scenes and the associational ecology or voluntary and free 
chosen membership in associations). Janin Dahinden (2009: 1383) points out that 
in her small-town research experience, all participants thought of themselves as 
having a culture and sometimes ethnicity, which also speaks to a globalised and 
modern subjectivation. Although small-town socio-cultural diversity in Germany is 
demonstrably increasing (Steinführer et al. 2021), it is rarely explicitly researched 
(except Kolb 2007). In an essay on small towns being situated ‘between “organ
ised” and “incomplete” modernity’, Werner Nell argues that from a cultural studies 
perspective, small towns have to be understood as ‘a field of action and place of 
negotiation of (civically) limited diversity.’ (2022: 30, my translation). They are, Nell 
claims, characterised by an attractive but also limiting mixture of differentiation 
and stability, diversity and restriction. In international debates, concepts such as 
rural cosmopolitanism (McAreavey and Argent 2018), rural multiculturalism (Alam 
and Nel 2022; Krifors 2022), or translocal ruralism (Hedberg and do Carmo 2012) 
are sometimes developed in or applied to small-town research. 

Much small-town research revolves either around demographic factors (e.g., 
immigration and emigration or ageing populations), with a simultaneous lack of 
valid statistical data, or around questions of economic development (e.g., economic 
growth, gentrification, positionality in the global market) (Steinführer et al. 2021; 
Ülker 2022; Wagner and Growe 2021). This leaves a desideratum of research on 
mobility, multilocality, citizenship, or sense of place about small towns, specifically 
in terms of theoretically ‘thinking from’ such places. 

4.2.2 Small-Town Research on Culture and Cultural Policy 

As we have seen cultural policy trends in small towns mirror more global cultural 
policy discourses. Generally, there is a tendency to view cultural policy not as the 
planning of culture but as a broader cultural approach to planning, that is, ex
pressed in the concept of an ‘economy of culture’, wherein cultural policy expands 
into the socio-economic sphere (Barrado-Timón, Palacios, and Hidalgo-Giralt 2020; 
Cruickshank 2018). The English-speaking Global North, for example, has made an 
observable turn to community-led development and governance (Edwards, Good
win, and Woods 2003; Grossmann and Mallach 2021; Theodos, González, and 
Hariharan 2021). These culture-led policy approaches are increasingly adopted by 
municipal governments, introducing new developments to local cultural policy 
(Lysgård 2016). 
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Bell and Jayne point out that, by definition, culture is still solely associated with 
big-town life, while small towns are marked by ‘something less’ (2006:12). Michael 
Fehn (2005) also states that often, there is no critical mass of local elite demanding 
cultural events. Culture in small towns tends to be seen as conservative and tradi
tional, which can be a source of conflict over change but often is re-packaged as a 
marketing strategy (Bell and Jayne 2006: 11). The current aim of cultural policymak
ers is not to adjust to a national and metropolitan mainstream but to focus on en
dogenous potential and outstanding heritage, such as local monuments and town 
history. These latter movements can also be seen as a response to town planning 
focused on economic development alone (Kolb 2007: 63). The scarce research that 
explicitly addresses cultural heritage in small towns privileges the role of material 
heritage preservation for declining or degrading towns (cf. Klusáková and del Espino 
Hidalgo 2021). An article by Salzbrunn (2015), analyses local neighbourhood dynam
ics following the taking up of a vocabulary of heritage by the government of a Swiss 
city. 

Anette Kolb (2007) argues that culture in small towns, if popular and leisure 
forms are included, is much less backwards than the dominant cultural imagi
nations seem to imply. Kolb suggests that in the German case cultural policies 
were necessary for small towns’ modernisation, which was driven primarily by 
the influx of companies and their highly qualified workers, as well as an active 
cultural policy. High cultural institutions, festivals, and town celebrations are a 
regular part of small-town arenas (ibid.). Of course, small towns’ financial and in
frastructural resources are much less than big(er) towns. The Epson town research 
project concluded that policy resources, recognition, and support from higher-scale 
organisations such as the EU can never be distributed to all small towns, which is 
why hierarchy and competition are necessary (Servillo, Atkinson, and Hamdouch 
2017). 

A perspective on economic growth and processes of economic restructuring 
dominates much research on culture and cultural policy in small towns. Studies 
understand culture-led regeneration policies and the propagation of creative in
dustries for economic growth as being adjusted to the small-town context, where 
corporate interests in culture and cultural heritage are often absent (Bell and Jayne 
2009; Cruickshank 2018). The focus on local cultural policy is historically more par
ticipatory and communal rather than being focused on fine art and cultural capital 
(Lysgård 2019). Other studies focused on branding strategies (Neo and Pow 2015), 
public and semi-public events for the boosting of local retail (Hilpert and Merz 
2020) or difficulties in the cultural development of town centres (Herrenknecht 
and Wohlfarth 2005b), cultural tourism (Mayer and Lazzeroni 2022) or the overall 
cultural political economy of small towns (Lorentzen and van Heur 2012). Çağlar 
(2007) compares the nomination for the European Capital of Culture of a Ger
man town and a small Turkish town; both focusing their nomination on cultural 
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diversity due to migrant populations and town incorporation. Çağlar found that 
their success in converting culture into an (economic) resource is not dependent on 
sophisticated marketing strategies, nor the town’s demographic composition, but 
on their positioning within global capital flows and globally uneven hierarchies of 
development. 

The most important finding for this study is the extraordinary role that limited 
associational ecology (and other ‘third-sector’ actors) and social proximity play in 
reproducing small-town cultural life. While there is a limited number of cultural 
milieus in relation to big towns that characterise the picture of small-town culture 
(Hannemann 2004), existing structures primarily based on leisure and volunteer as
sociations, large organisations, such as the church, and local businesses all play an 
essential role in the field (Götzky 2013; Kolb 2007). 

Local festivals are another characteristic part of small-town cultural life. Some 
research that does not explicitly focus on cultural policy shows that there are ‘short 
distances’ between different municipal, entrepreneurial, or volunteer actors in 
small-town arenas, underlining the relatively high role of single central people 
(Semprebon, Marzorati, and Bonizzoni 2023). In researching four small Norwegian 
towns’ cultural policies, Hans Kjetil Lysgård (2019) points out that the objective of 
local cultural policy is to directly increase its inhabitants’ social rather than cultural 
capital. In cities, cultural capital is typically assembled by witnessing culture as 
produced in professional institutions, such as museums or theatres to, thereby, 
enhance social capital. In rural places, to participate in the (folk) cultural arena is 
to directly engage in communitarian social interactions and enhance social capital 
and social cohesion. In this context, amateur choirs and theatre groups, local sports 
associations, and different idealistic/political associations become pillars of local 
cultural activity (ibid: 13). Accordingly, small-town cultural policy materialises not 
as spectacular cultural palaces but as participatory arenas. Lysgård describes this as 
one of three highly relevant localised policy and knowledge regimes in a situation of 
policy mobility from global to local, grasping this mobility with the help of assem
blage theory. Assemblage theory is an innovative approach combining the study 
of global cultural policy discourse, cultural policy and cultural activity as realised 
locally. His approach may be the closest I have found to my conception of Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations. 

Small-town research underscores the alignment of cultural policy trends in 
small towns and regions with broader global discourses. No longer conceived solely 
as planning cultural activities, cultural policy is rather a comprehensive approach 
that integrates culture into broader policies to foster political and economic devel
opment. Despite this, small towns are often perceived as lacking cultural vibrancy 
compared to larger towns and are sometimes considered conservative and tradi
tional. However, small-town research seeks to transcend deficit-oriented views and 
embrace a cultural understanding that transcends a focus on the cultural scene of 
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bigger cities, comprising of theatre and museums alone. This includes acknowledg
ing the significance of popular and leisure culture in small towns and recognising 
that cultural policy in these contexts extends beyond establishing cultural institu
tions to encompass the creation of participatory arenas, as scholars like Kolb (2007) 
and Lysgård (2019) emphasise. 

4.2.3 Small-Town Research on Migration and Ethnicity 

Research on migration and ethnicity starts from and ends with urban centres. This 
is true internationally, but even more so in the German-language context, with often 
only the biggest urban areas such as Berlin, Munich, or Frankfurt am Main the site of 
study. This leaves the majority of Germany as an under-researched and under-theo
rised immigration country. At the same time, while empirical research on migration 
has been conducted internationally in rural areas, including small towns, only a tiny 
part explicitly addresses scale and town size questions as an essential context. There 
is also need to focus on research that expressly starts from the insight that locality 
and the size of migrants’ places of arrival and origin do matter for processes of in
corporation of migrants and of membership formation (Morén-Alegret 2008: 549). 
What little research there is on ethnic minorities and ethnic membership in small 
towns is presented here. 

Two kinds of immigration have historically dominated migration to small towns 
in western Germany. First, the recruitment of workers from Southern Europe and 
Yugoslavia between the 1950s and 1970s and the additional arrival of their family 
members in the 1970s (Kreichauf 2012: 12). Second, the immigration of civil war 
refugees, asylum seekers from the post-soviet countries in the 1990s, and Syrian 
refugees in 2015. Migrants often do not voluntarily choose to move to small towns 
but are driven there by nationwide dispersal politics that dictate the initial location 
and settlement of migrants with neither the migrant nor the places of settlement 
having a choice to contradict. Migration to small towns is still increasing nowadays 
(Kreichauf 2023). When it comes to research on immigration to rural areas (where 
small towns are often included), a boom can be seen after the so-called ‘summer 
of migration’ in 2015 (Alisch et al. 2022; Schammann, Younso, and Meschter 2020). 
Moreover, there is research on the effect of international migration to rural and 
peripheral places with hitherto little such experiences taking place under the con
cept of New Immigration Destinations (Erel 2011; McAreavey and Argent 2018). Less 
research focuses on the diversity of membership formation in small towns beyond 
such new or recent immigration movements. 

As in small-town research in general, demographic and economic perspectives 
dominate research on migration (Alam and Nel 2022; van Breugel 2020; Gauci 2020). 
Annegret Boos-Krüger (2007) and René Kreichauf (2012) conducted research in Ger
many and show that ethnic segregation on neighbourhood levels does exist in small- 
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size settings but in different and less stark ways. A strand of research focuses on mi
gration governance in small towns, often associated with ‘integration’ and integra
tion policies in the German context. Kreichauf (2023) argues that dispersal policies 
on the national level leave many small towns as only temporary destinations for mi
grants, as ‘places of containment, waiting zones and transit sites’, or even ‘dumping 
grounds’ (Kreichauf 2023: 351). Peripheral areas on the one hand legitimise disper
sal policies as places with space to live in. On the other hand, these policies further 
peripheralise towns, because immigration there has a relatively bigger effect on the 
local socio-economic fabric, which is rarely adequately backed up by financial help 
from the nation-state level of governance. This might be why some research focuses 
on motives for migrants to stay in rural and small-town settings more long term 
in order to structurally adjust (Nadler 2012; Nguyen 2020; Rühmling 2023). In 1996, 
Michael Bommes and Frank-Olaf Radtke analysed the different kinds of immigrant 
groups that municipal governments face. They show how the reaction to immigra
tion is discursively constructed as a technical problem of the welfare state or a se
mantic problem of cultural integration and multiculturalism. In practice, politics 
is dominated mainly by political pragmatism (Bommes and Radtke 1996: 82). Heiko 
Geiling et al. (2011) underline the heterogeneity of Turkish immigrants and immi
grants from the former Soviet Union in their milieu study of Lower Saxony. In 2023, 
Michela Semprebon et al. started to study the third-sector organisational ecology 
of small towns and their effect on local governance. They state that there is limited 
associational heterogeneity to be found, and smallness does not always entail in
creased inclusivity. Still, it is relatively easy for third-sector actors to access other 
public and municipal actors. 

Short distances between state and civil society actors are also found by Monika 
Alisch et al. (2022: 155) in a study on spaces for encounters with inhabitants and new
comers in German municipalities. Associations are often discussed as an essential 
element in small-town membership formation. In the German context, this is most 
often discussed in the context of heightened social proximity in small-scale settings. 
Gudrun Kirchoff and Claudia Bolte (2014), for example, underline the importance 
of civil society actors in the form of large organisations such as church welfare or
ganisations or volunteer associations for migrant integration. Alisch et al. (2022: 
162) show that there are fewer social publics for migrants in small towns precisely 
because much discourse is limited to the care and support of new town members. 
Paola Bonnizzoni and Roberta Marzorati (2015: 14) mention that issues such as gos
sip and social control are often more strongly perceived in small-town settings. Mar
tin Åberg and Ann-Kristin Högman (2015) studied the role of civil society in Swedish 
mall towns and find high numbers of civil and political engagement among migrants 
that had not been previously noted. However, this engagement generally gets little 
government support and often takes the form of religious associations. They also 
find that the permeability of boundaries to dominant Swedish culture is higher in 
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small towns, and there is less ethnic segregation, so transnational ties are important 
to migrants (ibid: 199). 

The role of associations and migrant and ethnic self-organising is also an es
sential point in research that bridges transnational migration research and urban 
theory. This strand of research, established by Glick Schiller and Çağlar (2009: 190), 
which approaches space and place as socially constructed and therefore not strictly 
territorialised, is not yet established in German small-town research, a bridge that I 
aim to build with my research. Glick Schiller and Çağlar criticise migration studies’ 
focus on metropolitan areas and argue for the need to theorise locality and place- 
making in migration research. They build on urban theory, theorising scale and 
showing the globally uneven but interconnected capitalist developments of towns 
of different scales. Moreover, starting from the town as context is an opportunity to 
overcome the ethnic lens of migration research, which creates from, and therefore 
reiterates, a specific group of people as research subjects. A focus on global capital 
and spatial contexts is also an attempt to go beyond the methodological nationalism 
of migration research (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009: 197). It is important to note 
that what they call small-size cities are cities, not towns in the German statistical 
sense, which is a witness not only to the definitional challenges of small towns as 
discussed above but also to the dominance of global cities in migration research. 

Glick Schiller and Çağlar ethnographically studied a number of non-metropoli
tan cities to explore multiple pathways of local and transnational incorporation, in
cluding familial, non-ethnically organised businesses, friendships, and charitable 
and religious networks. They find that ethnic pathways of incorporation are less 
viable in small-scale settings because often there are fewer ethnic concentrations 
as well as fewer or no ethnically organised social services, political funds, or con
stituents to sustain ethnic organisations (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009: 195). 

Bonizzoni and Marzorati (2015) also studied incorporation processes in small 
towns in Italy and argue that both ethnic and non-ethnic pathways of incorpora
tion do exist, dependent on the degree of social relationships and claims to com
mon culture or descent. Small towns are more hostile grounds for migrant self-or
ganisation, and their incorporation is more dependent on non-ethnic organisations 
and support. Juan Carlos Carrero de Salazar (2008) researched the political mobil
isation of migrants in small towns and finds that if migrant organisations exist in 
this context, they are most often not located in the immediate local context. Aman
dine Desille et al. (2023) build on Glick Schiller and Çağlar’s claim to counter the 
effect of towns turning into self-contained spaces, such as nations used to be, pre
cisely as happens in governance-oriented research on migration. They argue that 
what is local might as well be national and global at the same time and, therefore, 
address the role of locality as simultaneously an international socio-spatial process. 
Krzysztof Jaskulowski (2020) takes up this strand of migration research, specifi
cally focusing on the particularities of urban sociabilities in two semi-industrial Pol
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ish towns, focusing on middling migrants as a subcategory of highly skilled mi
grants. He finds that migrant sociabilities are not organised along ethnic lines due 
to a lack of salience in ethnic networks and instead take place in everyday places such 
as kindergarten or workplaces and are shaped by class as a factor of differentiation 
rather than by ethnicity. 

Dahinden (2009: 1383), a transnational scholar who studies small towns, takes 
an approach very close to Glick Schiller and Çağlar. She shows that ethnic sociali
sation does play a role in small towns, but mainly in the form of the nation-state. 
Against the diagnosis of postnational processes, the nation-state possesses a con
siderable role in infecting hetero- and auto-identification processes. In a later study 
with Charmillot (2022), Dahinden shows how a small town and immigrant destina
tion in Switzerland is continually peripheralised as an imagined community by the 
symbolic boundaries drawn by its inhabitants. Those boundaries are characterised 
by socio-economic rather than nation- or ethnicity-based markers. They depend on 
the specific place as much as its position in the global economy. The authors, there
fore, call for the de-migrantisation of research. They, instead, study the role of mo
bility beyond migration in place-making, as they look at ‘those who live and pass 
through the place’ (Charmillot and Dahinden 2022: 369). Charlotta Hedberg and Re
nato Miguel do Carmo (2012), who employ the term ‘translocal ruralism’, also moved 
towards the mobility paradigm in migration research of small towns. In the Ger
man context, Leibert (2021) calls for integrating the mobility paradigm in German 
small-town research, not because he refers to a transnational mobility studies ap
proach but because he wants to put into the focus of research the phenomenon of 
rural staying, meaning those immigrants that decide to stay in a town. All in all, 
the move from migration to more forms of mobility and on different types of mi
grants in research is an increase of differentiation in this strand of research, which 
has shown its innovative and likely development, if not yet in Germany, then in the 
English-speaking context. 

Small-town research on migration to small towns has addressed various is
sues, including governance of migration policies, segregation, factors influencing 
migrants’ decisions to stay or leave, and migrant participation in local politics. How
ever, this research often implicitly conceptualises small towns from a functional 
perspective, implying an understanding of them as territorialised places. 

Conversely, transnational studies view small-scale towns as socially constructed 
entities rather than strictly territorialised spaces. This perspective enables an un
derstanding of how small towns and ethnicised cultural endeavours within them 
are situated within and influenced by transnational spaces and national and global 
power dynamics, including the impact of boundaries between majority and minor
ity groups. 

To approach cultural heritage as a social process of valuation as practised in Crit
ical Heritage Studies, no longer leaves experts or global institutions such as UN
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ESCO to decide what is or is not to be valued as heritage, but focusses on negotia
tions around such constructions in specific settings. The theoretical model of Ethni
cised Heritage Situations is developed in order to empirically and analytically get a 
grip on these settings, wherein small towns serve as arenas to negotiations around 
processes of the (e)valuation of culture. 
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Part II: Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

as a Hands-on Model to Study 

Pluralised Heritagisation 

The supposed homogeneity and lack in diversity of small towns have been ques
tioned by researchers from the field of small-town research and transnational 
mobility scholars. Small towns are, in fact, embedded in global space and shaped 
by forms of mobility, whether as international migration or residential mobilities, 
though in ways that might be different from bigger cities. Bryson et al. (2021) call to 
study the ‘extraordinary geography of ordinary towns’ as an under-researched site 
of globalisation and mobility as well as places of cultural diversity. As opposed to 
more densely populated areas and metropolitan areas, culture in small towns tends 
to be self-organised and not dominated by a cultural institutional landscape of 
theatres and museums. Political participation is, similarly, often deeply entrenched 
within everyday social life and less institutionalised, with individuals using the 
short ways between different relevant actors such as the municipality, local associ
ations and political parties. Just as all spaces, small towns are shaped by forms of 
government regulation and policy regimes and co-constructed by the agency and 
imaginations of its inhabitants. They are socially constructed, rather than territorial 
spaces. Cultural diversity, as for example represented in ethnicised cultural festivals 
and associations in small towns, often reproduces national cultural repertoires in 
ways that might surprise migration scholars focusing on big cities. This does not 
mean, though, that processes of ethnicisation do not at times also resist the nation 
and question dominant majority culture. 

Ethnicised Heritage Situations, a middle-range theory developed in this study, 
is a holistic analytical framework that allows for such study of small-town cultural 
diversity and processes of heritagisation therein. On the one hand, cultural heritage 
functions as a form of governance in regimes. On the other hand, heritagisation is 
a social process taking the form of everyday (e)valuations and categorisations in the 
small-town residents’ lives whenever they employ (e)valuation criteria akin to a cul
tural heritage repertoire. 
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Ethnicised Heritage Situations encompass the analysis of these two theoret
ical nodes that have to be imagined as two sides of a continuum of processes of 
(e)vlauation. Heritage regimes operate as worldmaking aspects of heritagisation in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations, and everyday (e)valuations operate as its sensemak
ing aspects. The two perspectives are theoretically enriched by repertoire theory 
approaches in sociology and the study of heritage regimes in Critical Heritage 
Studies (chapters 5.2 and 5.3). 

The sociological approach to the analysis of situations that makes it possible to 
study both aspects simultaneously and in their interaction is centrally shaped by Sit
uational Analysis as developed by Adele Clarke. This pragmatist, post-structuralist, 
and feminist version of grounded theory methodology is, as Clarke herself is keen to 
point out, more than a method (although it is also that) and more than a methodol
ogy (it is also that). Instead, she describes SA as a research programme composed of 
a ‘theory-method package’ (Clarke et al. 2018: 15), signifying that epistemology and 
ontology are ‘joined at the hip’ (Clarke 2005: 15). 

In Situational Analysis, the definition of the situation is different from more 
classical sociological understandings, where the situation is an empirically observ
able face-to-face moment to be reconstructed according to the definition of the sit
uation of people observed in the field. Instead, in Situational Analysis, the definition 
of the situation and its boundaries are defined by the researcher in the research pro
cess, that, therefore, needs to be centrally shaped by the researcher’s reflexivity. 

All things often considered in classical sociological approaches as context to con
crete research situations, such as discourses and constructions of collective actors, 
organisational elements, non-human elements, the local and the global, and so on, 
in Situational Analysis form specific relations within the situation of research. In 
Clarke’s words: 

To clarify, in SA, a situation is not merely a moment in time, a narrow spatial or 
temporal unit or a brief encounter or event (or at least rarely so). Instead, it usually 
involves a somewhat enduring arrangement or relations among many different 
kinds and categories of elements that have its own ecology. (2018:17) 

The concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations entails and is built upon Clarke’s un
derstanding of the situation (chapter 5.4) as is the overall methodological approach 
of analysis in this study (chapter 6). 

Ethnicised Heritage Situations also shares many commonalities with the Crit
ical Heritage Studies field and the perspective of Laurajane Smith (2006), whose 
foundational text in the field situates heritage not as being passively received from 
the past or solely about a consensus version of history implemented by state regula
tion. Rather ‘heritage may also be a resource that is used to challenge and redefine 
received values and identities by a range of subaltern groups’ (Smith 2006: 4). 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Part II: Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a Hands-on Model to Study Pluralised Heritagisation 81 

Ethnicised Heritage Situations recognises the agency of individuals, as concep
tualised by the approach of repertoires of evaluation (Lamont and Thévenot 2000). 
It departs from a focus on the active, mindful, and therefore strategic and inten
tional use of cultural heritage by individuals and collective actors. By assuming that 
all cultural endeavours in postmodernity entail moments of reflexivity, Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations questions the metacultural form of heritage and instead con
ceptualises it on a continuum from everyday forms of (e)valuation to more gener
alised and institutionalised ones. Cultural heritage is a resource, a repertoire for 
producing membership and belonging. 
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5. World- and Sensemaking in the (E)valuation of 

Cultural Endeavours for Symbolic Boundary Making 

The local newspaper in Cuxhaven introduces the annual Fatima procession as a rep
resentation of the town’s Portuguese guest workers’ tarditions. In doing so, it en
gages in processes of worldmaking, of evaluating the festival by reifying dominant 
discourses about the Portuguese minority in Germany as one of its so-called guest 
workers and defining the festival as a cultural heritage of the town. If one, however, 
participates in said procession, one encounters definitions of the situations quite 
different from those stated in the newspaper. Individuals’ sensemaking that values 
their volunteer participation in this cultural endeavour shows no sign of connection 
to a history of work migration in the 1960s, as they only immigrated in the 1990s. 
People tend to foreground the collective effort of organising the festival as a social 
event, rather than as a representation of some common tradition. This coexistence 
of world- and sensemaking in processes of heritagisation is difficult to grasp for 
approaches from Critical Heritage Studies, which tend to overemphasise either the 
power of local grassroots sensemaking or of the domination of heritage governance 
over such sensemaking followed by processes of alienation, and, most importantly, 
thereby, address the two as opposites. The contribution of the concept of the situa
tion by Situational Analysis as a socoiologial ‘theory-method package’ (Clarke 2012) 
gives the conceptual freedom to stay much closer to the complexity of the empirical 
world in which both world- and sensemaking shape culture and heritagisation in 
pluralised societies. 

To take situations as the main units of empirical analysis also prevents start
ing an analysis of ethnicised heritages from their supposed bearers, reifying specific 
communities of migrants or people generally in the analysis. Instead, ethnicisation 
is but one form of symbolic boundary making that takes place in the (e)valuation of 
cultural endeavours, understood as a situation in the sociological sense. 

Insights and theoretical concepts from the Sociology of Valuations and Eval
uation centrally shape this viewpoint (Kjellberg and Mallard 2013; Lamont and 
Thévenot 2000). Two definitional features of cultural heritage are relevant to my 
conceptual framework in this context: The supposed metacultural nature of her
itage and its form as a situated practice. Both these features lead me to develop 
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an understanding of cultural heritage as a process and practice of (e)valuation in 
everyday lifeworlds – sensemaking on the one hand, and of heritage as a process of 
(e)valuation of already existing orders of worth – worldmaking, on the other hand. 
Following these insights, I introduce the concepts of heritage regimes and heritage 
as a repertoire of evaluation as my conceptual framework to study heritage from 
both angles. 

The distinction between heritage as a world- and sensemaking is grounded in 
the Sociology of Valuations and Evaluation, wherein the focus is set on how (e)valu
ations come into being as a process, and a distinction is drawn between two types of 
(e)valuation processes. On the one hand, (e)valuation is a process that is imminent to 
orders of worth (Boltanski and Thévenot 2006), wherein these are reproduced, and 
people and objects are classified and put in relation to one another. On the other 
hand, (e)valuation can also mean that orders of worth are generated first (Krüger 
and Reinhart 2016:492). Cultural sociologist Lamont (2012:205) takes this distinction 
and discusses valuation as a practice of ‘giving worth or value,’ constructing order, and 
evaluation, which ‘assesses how an entity attains a specific type of worth’. Here, the world is 
(e)valuated according to established dominant orders. Hans Kjellberg and Alexandre 
Mallard (2013:16) were the ones to term the distinction one of world- and sensemak
ing in the opening editorial of the then-new Journal of Valuation Studies.1 

Delineating between the sensemaking and worldmaking aspects of heritage 
is crucial for analysis, as highlighted by two key features in theoretical accounts 
of the cultural heritage category. Firstly, a consensus within the Critical Heritage 
Studies field posits that intangible heritage results from metacultural operations 
(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004). In the initial segment of my argument, I expound 
upon this perspective and articulate my stance toward a prevalent assertion in 
Critical Heritage Studies regarding heritage’s emergence from metacultural oper
ations. I assert that heritage serves as a metacultural force in worldmaking due to 
the generalisation and institutionalisation of specific criteria for evaluation within 
heritage regimes (Bendix et al. 2012). Secondly, I demonstrate that another funda
mental characteristic of heritage, namely its status as a situated practice, entails 
processes of classification and (e)valuation in everyday life, rendering it a force of 
sensemaking. The concept of repertoires of evaluation (Lamont and Thévenot 2000) 
is the theoretical perspective I introduce across this type of (e)valuation process. 

1 Although I do explicitly distinguish between world- and sensemaking in this thesis, I also 
consider both processes deeply intertwined. It is for this reason that I write of “(e)valuation”. 
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5.1 Heritage as a Social Process of Worldmaking and Sensemaking 

‘What the heritage protocols do not generally account for is a conscious, reflexive 
subject. […] Performers are carriers, transmitters and bearers of tradition, terms 
which connote a passive medium, conduit or vessel, without volition, intention or 
subjectivity’ (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004: 58). 

The notion of heritage as metacultural is coined by anthropologist Barbara Kirshen
blatt-Gimblett (2004), who explains how the UNESCO listing of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage extends museological values and methods to living persons that it brings 
into this realm and who, thereby, become metacultural themselves. In this sense, it 
is quite paradoxical that by preserving heritage as living cultural practice, UNESCO 
and other heritage institutions fix and musealise them, thereby, creating something 
new out of what were customary cultural practices or popular culture. Heritage, 
in this understanding, is culture’s second life, a reflexive form of culture, as Ulrich 
Kockel (2007) writes in his distinction of traditions from heritage. The reflexivity of 
heritage refers to how heritage interventions change people’s relation to their cul
tural surroundings, where they gain a reflexive, more strategic or instrumental re
lation to it. This creates a sort of view from the outside; according to anthropologist 
Valdimar Hafstein, ‘the distance this introduces between the subject and itself en
ables the recognition of the collective subject of cultural heritage: the cultural “we”’ 
(2012: 514). 

A minor strand of Critical Heritage Studies scholars convincingly questions 
the metacultural nature of heritage by arguing that all culture is metacultural in 
(post)modernity, thereby calling into question the existence of two empirically or 
analytically separable modes of culture (Bendix 2011: 6; Tauschek 2011; Tschofen 
2012). Regina Bendix notes the amount of time that has passed since Kirshenblatt- 
Gimblett introduced the notion of metacultural mechanisms in the 1990s, a period 
in which the number of cultural heritage designations has grown immensely: 

Given the density of heritage nominations and the space they occupy on economic 
and political stages, I argue in favour of no longer attaching a ‘meta’ to these pro
cesses: They are now themselves part of the cultural toolkit and, considering some 
actual or becoming World Heritage sites, are more important than the intangible 
cultural heritages, tangible cultural monuments and cultural landscapes them

selves that are to be honoured (Bendix 2011: 6, my translation). 

Bernhard Tschofen similarly states that doing culture and doing heritage have be
come almost congruent in the current age: ‘Today (and maybe in modernity in gen
eral), the ‘metacultural’ is the usual mode of application.’ (2012: 37). 
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Markus Tauschek (2011: 60) builds on German folklore and ritual studies to make 
an argument that is less time-diagnostic and more theoretical, namely that first and 
second-hand cultures are identical. There is no metaculture, Tauschek says, only cul
ture. By this he means that reflexive moments concerning cultural practices prevail 
in scientific contexts and the doings of people on the ground:2 

Reflexive aspects that have been produced through metacultural mechanisms can 
become habitus again and vice versa. This is the way since the invention of tradi
tion culture as a process works. Reflexive traditions are constantly in the flow, in
volving reflexive and habitual elements that are constantly rearranged (Tauschek 
2011: 56). 

Kristin Kuutma (2013: 28) argues that the metacultural is permanently embedded 
in the cultural. Therefore, the new cultural forms created by metacultural heritage 
regime operations must be seen as permanently embedded in local culture. 

I do not follow the above definitional claims of heritage being metacultural in 
the sense of a reflexive access to or second life of culture. Instead, it is more useful 
to look to alternative understandings of heritage’s metacultural nature as developed 
by scholars such as Dorothy Noyes (2015) or Pablo Alonso González (2019). These au
thors do not consider heritage as a second life of an otherwise authentic culture but 
as a historically specific form of symbolic accumulation by dispossession: 

By virtue of being hailed into ICH [intangible cultural heritage], cultural forms are 
transformed into comparable objects. When Prince UNESCO comes calling, the 
slipper must be made to fit a disappearing local dialect, a vibrant communal fes
tival, a suspect healing ritual, a court dance, a style of mask: phenomena at dif
ferent scales, differently embedded in social life, different in status and visibility, 
now become the same kind of thing. (Noyes 2015: 300) 

To Noyes, understanding heritage as metacultural and how heritage is addressed 
in public policy is a process in which the incomparable is made comparable, thereby 
ascribing a global exchange value. Alonso González (2019: 24) provokingly states that 
UNESCO acts like a central bank, legalising globally interchangeable heritage and 
producing new forms of sociality. 

The process of cultural heritage listings in heritage regimes and the associated 
(e)valuation criteria are formalised, even under constant negotiation (Brumann 
2018). In this understanding of heritage’s metacultural nature as assigning it an 

2 The idea of all culture being reflexive can also be found in Niklas Luhman (1999), who anal
ysed the very idea of culture being related to the experience of difference and comparisons, 
and categorizes the idea of culture as a second-order observation and mode of comparison 
in modernity. 
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exchange value, heritage is not a second life or separate reflexive mode of cultural 
production, but is a specific, powerful generalisation and institutionalisation of 
what societies consider valuable, an ‘outstanding universal value’, for example 
(Schäfer 2016). 

Heritage scholar Christoph Brumann (2014b) has already termed elitist and an
thropological understandings of culture circulating in UNESCO decision-making 
processes on heritage listings a process of ‘worldmaking’. This term can be usefully 
theorised for cultural heritage within the Sociology of Valuations and Evaluation, 
positing such highly institutionalised forms of (e)valuation and their use in the 
(e)valuation as worldmaking. Heritage regimes (Bendix et al. 2012) are the theoret
ical concept that are the most helpful in accessing this type of (e)valuation in the 
research field. 

In Critical Heritage Studies, intangible cultural heritage is not merely an offi
cialised system of classification but a continuously and performatively constructed 
and situated social practice oriented towards the present. This is the second defining 
feature of cultural heritage: sensemaking. 

Tauschek points out that ‘what in the context of heritage regimes is called intan
gible heritage is also performative culture that has very different sociocultural values 
in and for certain groups.’ (2011: 51). Heritage, then, is not primarily about an order
ing of the past but about relationships with the present and the future, an active 
process of assembling objects, places, and practices and a creative engagement with 
these (Harrison 2013: 4). In other words, it is a process and a value-added or value- 
laden practice (Ashworth et al. 2007: 3). It is this perspective on heritage as always 
being situated in practices and practised in situations that makes it a sensemaking 
force 

Tauschek (2011) proposes a ‘two-way approach’ to studying cultural heritage.3 He 
suggests not entirely giving up on the idea of heritage as metacultural operations but 
being careful to distinguish between concepts (heritage interventions, bureaucratic 
structures, etc.) that I have described as worldmaking, and content (traditional prac
tices, performances, rituals, etc.) and the relationship between the two as shaped in 
specific local situations, that I describe as sensemaking. 

The equivalent of this understanding of sensemaking in Sociology of Valuations 
and Evaluation is the practice of giving worth or value (Lamont 2012: 6). This type of 
(e)valuation in Sociology of Valuations and Evaluation, however, is much less a focus 

3 Others do similarly: In an editorial titled “UNESCO on the Ground,” Foster invents the notion 
of ‘esocultural’ to study how the metacultural intervenes in the cultural: ‘what we are trying 
to unpack is something even tighter, more localized, and more limited—the microcultural 
or, to coin a term, the esocultural, with the prefix eso- suggesting “within” in contrast to the 
“above” and “beyond” of meta.’ (2015: 146). 
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of empirical research. Stefan Hirschauer (2017: 9), therefore, proposes that (e)valua
tion has to be studied more as a range of fundamental social processes (distinguish
ing, comparing, categorising, classifying, valuing, evaluating) rather than only par
ticular and standardised modes of assessing, such as rankings, dating platforms, or 
heritage lists. 

In organisational sociology, the concept of sensemaking was introduced by Karl 
Weick (1995) as how people in organisations co-create reality by retrospectively mak
ing sense of situations they find themselves in. Andrew Brown et al. describe it as 
going beyond meaning-making: 

Sensemaking thus involves not merely interpretation and meaning production 
but the active authoring of the situations in which reflexive actors are embedded 
and are attempting to comprehend. People engage in partially overlapping pro
cesses in which they construct ‘realities’ and then retrospectively make sense of 
them in a continuing dialogue of discovery and invention in which identities and 
social worlds are concomitantly referenced and fabricated. (2015: 267) 

Actors orient their sensemaking along the prevalent criteria of the social worlds they 
live in, and it is bound to situations such as Ethnicised Heritage Situations. Or
ganisational sociology underlines the agency of actors in situations, as does Soci
ology of Valuations and Evaluation, for example, in the form of Lamont’s and Lau
rent Thévenot’s concept of evaluation repertoires as ‘elementary grammars that can 
be available across situations and that preexist individuals, although they are trans
formed and made salient by individuals’ (2000: 5). Such cultural repertoires are ac
tively employed in individuals’ sensemaking. 

It is important to clarify that sensemaking and worldmaking in (e)valuation pro
cesses interact, and the distinction is often merely analytical. They can be studied 
empirically not as separate practices but as a continuum of levels of generalisation 
(Nicolae et al. 2019: 14). As Hirschauer states for the processes of Human Differenti
ation, Humandifferenzierung, which describes lingual, physical, and spatial processes 
of categorising people and leads to reified memberships in societies: 

Thus, discursively disseminated categorisations can be reflected in habitualized 
language use or vocabularies that guide everyday interactions and group pro
cesses. […]. Everyday categories can also be formalised and systematized through 
expert discourse and become entrenched in statistics, documents, and admin

istrative settlements that normatively endow categories with validity, making 
them, in turn, the points of reference for interactions. (2017: 12, my translation) 

Such perspective on processes of (e)valuation and catgorisation can be made 
productive in the study of heritage. Cultural heritage then appears as a highly 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


5. World- and Sensemaking in the (E)valuation of Cultural Endeavours for Symbolic Boundary Making 89 

specialised and standardised mode of (e)valuation and classification that finds its 
way into and is produced by fundamental social processes in everyday lifeworlds. 
This is specifically useful in understanding how heritage works in the social. I agree 
with Benjamin Weineck (2015: 8) that a cultural heritage framework’s analytical 
strength in research is precisely being able to study the connection of heritage 
regimes and governance with individuals and their strategies of classification via 
cultural repertoires of (e)valuation. 

In this study of three small northern German towns, I gathered data from both 
ends of the continuum of world- and sensemaking, so to say, by adding the concept 
of cultural repertoires of evaluation and symbolic boundary making as developed by 
Lamont next to heritage regimes. Lamont’s work can be situated within Sociology of 
Valuations and Evaluation, which already underpinned the insight in this sub-chap
ter. This conceptual framework allows me to develop the holistic theoretical model 
of Ethnisiced Heritage Situations as my project’s central object of analysis. 

5.2 Heritage as a Cultural Repertoire for the Production of Membership 

The non-metacultural aspect of culture, meaning a supposedly non-reflexive and 
everyday form of doing culture within discourses around intangible heritage has 
been described as a repertoire in heritage research. The notion has been employed 
by scholars such as Kirschenblatt-Gimblett (2004: 60) and Helmut Anheier and Yud
hishthir Raj Isar (2011: 4), who contrast it to notions of archive or repertory, which, in 
their view, more accurately capture heritage’s metacultural essence. Cultural sociol
ogists Lamont and Thévenot, coming from a theoretical tradition of repertoire the
ory, define repertoires as: ‘elementary grammars that can be available across situa
tions and that preexist individuals, although they are transformed and made salient 
by individuals’ (2000: 5). Their concept of ‘cultural repertoires of evaluation’ does not 
differentiate between reflexive and non-reflexive forms of employing such reper
toires (2000). Different approaches to ‘repertoire theory’ gained prominence in the 
1980s when sociologists sought to understand culture’s role in shaping action with
out deterministic views (Vaisey 2019). Ann Swidler’s (1986) article ‘Culture in Ac
tion: Symbols and Strategies’ is foundational, proposing that culture acts as a toolkit 
rather than a set of values directly determining action. 4 

4 The concept has varied origins across fields. Charles Tilly’s ‘repertoires of contention’ describe 
known methods of opposing public decisions and are often used in social movement re
search such as by Della Porta (2013). Mark Steinberg (1999) analysed 19th-century English 
cotton spinners’ discursive repertoires. Debates on cultural repertoire theory have been doc
umented in the Comparative and Historical Sociology Section of the American Sociological 
Association's newsletter (Comparative & Historical Sociology 2002). Ilana Friedrich Silber high
lighted the lack of a unified front in repertoire theory, noting differences in theoretical issues 
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Cultural repertoires of evaluation can be used to comprehend how individuals 
value the ethnically marked cultural production in which they are engaged. The con
cept can also be used to study how membership and a sense of belonging are pro
duced in these processes of (e)valuation. In researching the three small towns, the 
concept can be used to explore which criteria of (e)valuation people mobilise con
stitute a heritage repertoire, as understood through intangible heritage. In essence, 
heritage repertoire criteria are already accessible in the everyday activities of the 
town inhabitants I met, and they subtly influence their lives. This sensemaking may 
exhibit commonalities with the worldmaking of heritage regime institutions and 
discourses to align with in the future. 

5.2.1 Heritage as a Cultural Repertoire of Evaluation 

Social groups and individuals use repertoires of (e)valuation in various ways, influ
enced by the social worlds in which they are engaged. They can potentially transform 
or shift the repertoires, which, as cultural structures, both enable and constrain in
dividual action. Next to Swidlers’ conceptualisation of culture as a ‘toolkit’ (1986), 
Lamont’s and Thévenot’s sociologiy of (e)valuation is also explicitly built upon the 
work of Luc Boltanski and Thévenot (2006) on orders of justification and Lamont’s 
examination of Pierre Bourdieu’s work. However, she approaches the question of 
how people employ cultural systems of classification in action empirically and in
ductively by essentially not presupposing the stability of such systems and instead 
study which classifications and orders actually matter in everyday life. In an inter
view with Anders Hylmö, Lamont describes that the categorisations people employ 
differ in different societies and geographical spaces (2019: 168). Americans of the up
per middle classes do, for example, embrace a cultural laissez-faire different from 
more rigid classification systems in France. 

‘National cultural repertoires of evaluation’ are a theoretical tool used for com
parative cultural sociology that avoid the culturalist pitfalls of more traditional re
search on national cultural differences (Lamont and Thévenot 2000: 1). Research on 
national cultural differences traditionally focused on either the universality of the 
national idea or on the specificity of its cultural manifestations, such as banal na
tionalism in everyday life (Bonikowski 2017: 149). Lamont and Thévenot (2000: 1) pro
pose a middle-ground solution to these two poles to make possible a non-essential
ist form of comparative research: They combine their analysis of national cultural 
repertoires with a focus on public conflict around multiculturalism or pluralism, 
thereby focusing on the often conflictual relation of different criteria of (e)valua
tion in and across repertoires. Mirroring Swidler’s toolkits, these provide cultural 

and the inclusion of non-discursive practices. Michele Lamont (2012) linked repertoire theory 
to frame analysis, national narratives and orders of justification. 
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tools that are ‘unevenly available across situations and national contexts’ (Lamont 
and Thévenot 2000: 1). As Bart Bonikowski states for nationalism research, the main 
advantage of this assumption is that ‘not only is the nation itself [I might add na
tional heritage regimes in my case – D.S.] pervasive and deeply institutionalised, 
but the same may be true of the range of options available to everyday people for 
conceptualizing the nation’s meaning.’ (2017: 164). 

In their edited volume, Lamont and Thévenot (2000) present different case 
studies and reconstruct the saliency of different (e)valuation criteria in the national 
repertoires of the USA and France. Their analysis of cultural repertoires of evalu
ation provides structure to these repertoires, identifying the (e)valuation criteria 
involved in symbolic boundary work. Furthermore, they aim to elucidate when and 
how individuals draw upon these repertoires to make sense of their everyday lives 
and to justify their actions. 

But while the socio-political power of national repertoires is impactful and 
persists over time, I agree with Ayelet Banai and Avihu Shoshana (2019: 4) that 
other repertoires also shape membership formations. This can be in the form of 
the transnational, such as in global cities or diasporic situations, or in subnational 
repertoires, in province, region, or district, for example. This study is therefore 
not only limited to the comparative study of national cultural repertoires but also 
pays attention to their interrelation with subnational repertoires, such as cate
gories associated with small town repertoires or transnational repertoires, such as 
heightened in situations of migration. 

Applying cultural repertoires of evaluation as a conceptual tool in my research 
project means taking an inductive empirical approach, which is different from the 
orders of worth approach by Boltanski and Thévenot (2006). With Lamont (2019: 114), 
instead of constructing several preliminary criteria of (e)valuation and their asso
ciate orders of worth, I look for them in the material ‘bottom-up.’ Still, global her
itage discourse poses some essential hints about what heritage as a repertoire en
tails, such as approaching cultural heritage with categories of recognition of com
munities, or economic regional development. 

Lamont’s and Thévenot’s empirical approach to repertoire theory addresses a 
significant challenge in studying cultural repertoires: the question of their content 
and inner structure. Many existing repertoire theory approaches struggle to recon
cile cultural repertoires’ flexibility with the need to establish some organisational 
principle for these entities (Silber 2003: 432).5 However, their work provides a solu
tion to this dilemma by empirically delineating criteria of (e)valuation as grammars 

5 Silber bemoans that Ann Swidler’s toolkit approach provides us with a ‘largely unstructured 
approach, which proposed no internal distinctions or any principle of internal organization 
that may have guided us, or the actors, in putting some order within their respective “cultural 
tool-kits”.’ (Silber 2003: 431). 
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for social action. The idea of grammars as a sort of inner logic of repertoires, their 
content, allows me to address some interesting aspects of how the category of her
itage functions. It is possible to move beyond mere constructivist understandings 
of cultural heritage by identifying and analysing the (e)valuation criteria in cultural 
heritage repertoires. As Birgit Meyer and Mattijs Port (2018 :3) emphasise, heritage’s 
socially constructed nature should be the starting point, not its end point. 

5.2.2 Heritage and the Socio-Symbolic Organisation of Difference: 
Symbolic Boundaries 

Research on ethnicised boundary making often assumes that the specific cultural el
ements chosen to delineate such boundaries are inconsequential, the ‘cultural stuff ’ 
– so to say – does not matter at all (Barth 1969: 15). But with the concept of heritage 
as a cultural repertoire that can be ascribed a number of categories of (e)valuation as 
the inner structure/grammar, the causal significance of culture for symbolic bound
ary making emerges. One can then ask how cultural heritage shapes and influences 
processes of ethnicised boundary making as processes of in- and exclusion. 

This research studies Ethnicised Heritage Situations. While I have mainly been 
discussing my approach to the term heritage, I will now illustrate my use of the term 
ethnicised. To call it ethnicised and not ethnic is deliberate; it underlines the pro
cessual nature of ethnic membership formations that are explicitly not understood 
as primordial or premodern. As Nathan Glazer and Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1975) 
see it, the word ‘ethnicised’ is distinctly modern in the context of group member
ship formation in multicultural societies. Here, the ethnic groups refer to ‘minority 
or marginal subgroups at the edges of society’ (Glazer and Moynihan 1975: 5). The 
equalisation of ethnicised heritage with minority heritage can also be found in Crit
ical Heritage Studies, where ethnic heritages are marginal to and potentially sub
vert dominant national heritages. Mathias Bös and Antonio Chiesi (2013: 20) point 
out that most cultures in nation-states are also ethnic. Claire Alexander et al. (2007) 
show that in dominant national discourses, ideas of culture, community, and na
tionhood are often conflated. These discourses ascribe abstract versions of commu
nity to ethnic minorities, which are challenged by the concrete communities created 
through personal networks, friends, and family. 

The voluminous literature on cultural repertoires often explores how repertoires 
contribute to establishing or negotiating ethnic and other symbolic boundaries. In 
an article examining the phenomenology of ethnicity among Mizrahi Jews in three 
countries, Shoshana and Banai (2019) offer insight into how dominant cultural 
repertoires influence the lived experience of ethnicity. Their conceptual framework 
contributes to studies focusing on migration regimes and bureaucratic encounters 
by highlighting the role of cultural repertoires in shaping individuals’ experiences. 
Drawing on the work of Richard Alba (2005), Banai and Shoshana (2019: 4) dis
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tinguish between solid and weak repertoires wherein the former are ‘readymade’ 
and the latter are smaller. Similarly, repertoires can be based on bright, that is, 
unambiguous, boundaries, or on blurred boundaries, wherein there is a zone for 
people to locate themselves on either side of the boundary. 

In the context of my research on sensemaking in Ethnicised Heritage Situations, 
akin to Michael Billig’s (1995) concept of ‘banal nationalism’, ethnic membership is 
(re)produced in everyday lifeworlds. However, the significance of ethnic identities 
may vary, and individuals may not always prioritise or emphasise ethnic affiliations 
(Zifonun and Muller 2010). Additionally, the mere use of ethnic categories in speech 
by individuals does not necessarily indicate the presence of collective forms of eth
nicised subjectivation (Bohnsack and Nohl 2002). 

The selection of my cases – Portuguese, Dutch, and East Frisian – demonstrates 
that ethnicity is not exclusive to ethnic minorities nor is it inherently tied to mi
gration experiences. Ethnicised groups are cultural groups, from a historical per
spective, closely related to racialised or nationalised groups (Hall 2017). The idea of a 
homogenous nation represents a specific form of ethnicised membership formation 
where ‘ethnic features and state authority’ (Bös 2005: 20) are melded. 

I understand ethnicity as a construction that becomes effective as a ‘real fiction’, 
a construction with real consequences (Thomas and Thomas 1928). Following Max 
Weber (1985), it is central that those involved in an ethnic group have a shared belief 
in their ancestry. In this sense, ethnicity is never the cause of a specific (collective) ac
tion but rather arises (or does not arise) in processes of change and action. Method
ologically speaking, ethnicity is always a dependent variable. In Marxian terms, it is 
never in itself but always only for itself (Bös 2015: 138). Herbert Gans (1979) has coined 
the concept of ‘symbolic ethnicity’ to describe how third or fourth-generation US 
immigrants resort to purely symbolic forms of boundary making without the need 
to be a part of ethnic cultures or organisations. In the context of East Frisian and 
Dutch research participants, ‘ethnic options’ help understand their boundary work. 
Mary Waters (1990) uses the term to describe that ethnicity for white European de
scendants in the US is optional and can or cannot be employed from their family 
histories. 

Bös clarifies the relationship between ethnicity and culture in a way that res
onates with my research findings on how heritagisation and ethnic boundary work 
relate in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. While ethnicity is closely intertwined with 
heritagisation, they are not synonymous: 

Given its reflexive nature, ethnicity is always a cultural phenomenon, but ethnic
ity is not the same as culture. Culture encompasses the meaning, structure, and 
praxis of human beings in their material and nonmaterial aspects. In the ideal typ
ical case of a totally isolated human group, culture might be congruent with the 
borders of a (protoethnic) group, but in real life, owing to the diffusion of things, 
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ideas or common traditions, culture is never limited to a single group. (Bös 2015: 
139) 

While I explain the role of culture and cultural heritage as sense- and worldmaking, 
I do not predicate this analysis solely on assumed or perceived ethnic group mem
bership. 

The misperception that a form of cultural heritage is somehow congruent with 
a group is often a consequence of the high (e)valuation of one type of membership 
seen as the ‘master membership’ that trumps all others, like the nation-state or an 
ethnic or racial group. Georg Simmel (2009) developed the idea of analysing groups 
as a cultural phenomenon. As he noted, subjectivation involves being part of a web 
of group affiliations, meaning multiple memberships play an essential role. We are 
all members of many different groups: for instance, in a family, a football club, an 
enterprise, in a group of women, in a nation-state, or even humanity. Our lives are 
characterised by a complex set of affiliations to groups of all kinds, and each indi
vidual is further characterised by their configuration of unique group memberships 
(Pescosolido and Rubin 2000: 56). 

In this web of group affiliations, I ask which symbolic boundaries research par
ticipants draw on concerning their cultural endeavours. Frederick Barth’s (1969) the
ory of ethnic boundary making processes focuses on the relational character of eth
nicities and the role of ‘ethnic markers’ in stabilising group membership. Andreas 
Wimmer (2008) developed a comprehensive approach to the study of ethnonational 
boundaries, and he underlines, among other things, variations in groupness in such 
processes and their influence on the structures of social networks and access to re
sources. 

Lamont and Virág Molnár (2002) are prominently associated with studying 
symbolic boundaries within comparative contexts. Their work comments on Bour
dieu’s concepts of cultural capital and fields, challenging the assumption that the 
content of boundaries remains consistent across various situations. Instead, they 
study symbolic boundary work as a form of sensemaking in situations where a 
plurality of criteria of (e)valuation are being taken up by individuals. Lamont and 
Molnár define symbolic boundaries as: 

conceptual distinctions made by social actors to categorize objects, people, prac
tices, and even time and space. They are tools by which individuals and groups 
struggle over and come to agree upon definitions of reality. […] Symbolic bound
aries also separate people into groups and generate feelings of similarity and 
group. They are an essential medium through which people acquire status and 
monopolize resources. (ibid: 172) 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


5. World- and Sensemaking in the (E)valuation of Cultural Endeavours for Symbolic Boundary Making 95 

They further describe such boundaries as mental maps of symbolic distinctions that 
produce processes of in – and exclusion (Lamont and Molnár ibid:172). 

Lamont (2014: 815) takes an approach that is as comprehensive as Wimmer’s but 
less structuralist. She studies different types of symbolic boundaries and tries to de
termine their role in reproducing inequality. Her focus is on ‘micro-cultural pro
cesses’ that are not always oriented towards instrumental goals, such as gaining 
resources, and that do not solely depend on the actions of dominant actors. They 
can be embedded in routine (ibid: 817), which makes her perspective very helpful 
in studying symbolic boundaries and the sensemaking of research participants in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 

In this study, I employ the framework of cultural repertoires of evaluation and 
symbolic boundary making proposed by Lamont et al. to investigate the role of her
itage as a situated practice of everyday (e)valuations in Ethnicised Heritage Situa
tions. This conceptual framework serves two primary purposes. First, it allows for 
exploring heritage’s internal logic and content as a cultural repertoire of evaluation, 
shedding light on how heritage functions as a category within pluralised societies. 
Second, it facilitates the analysis of how cultural heritage influences processes of 
symbolic boundary making and the formation of memberships within these con
texts. Through an abductive, not deductive theoretical approach, my empirical study 
delineates the specific contents of heritage as a cultural repertoire and identifies 
the types of meaningful (to the research participants) symbolic boundaries drawn 
in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 

5.3 Heritage Regimes 

Next to heritage understood as a cultural repertoire of (e)valuation employed in ev
eryday life, heritage regimes are also an essential concept helping to analyse the 
worldmaking aspect of heritagisation. Cultural heritage and its role are so entan
gled with national and international cultural policy and, therefore, are essential in
struments by which governments and non-governmental actors ‘regulate the space 
and subjects they seek to govern’ (Groth and Sutter 2016: 43). Heritage regimes al
low for this worldmaking aspect of cultural heritage to be studied; they are power- 
ridden spaces, sometimes tied to specific institutionally influential people, like her
itage experts, wherein heritages and classifications are generalised and institution
alised. When heritage regimes are investigated through a Critical Heritage Studies 
lens, together with ideas from migration studies on mobility and migration regimes, 
it can be seen that heritage regimes are about both domination and power in their 
enabling form. 

As opposed to understanding heritage as an entity governed by outside forces, 
the heritage regime concept includes politics and governance and, centrally so, the 
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role of the nation-state in making heritage and associated citizen subjects (Geis
mar 2015: 73).6 The idea of the regime is based on international regulatory theory: it 
comprises a set of rules and norms regulating the relations between a state govern
ment and society on a global level. Or, in the words of international relations scholar 
Steven Krasner, ‘sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules and decision- 
making procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area of 
international relations’ (1982: 186). Often, on a level of international regulation, ne
gotiations end in the production of conventions or treatises, accompanied by the 
formation of associated institutions and organisations (Bendix et al. 2012: 13). Spe
cialist organisations and standardised governance protocols are established in re
sponse to the recurring need for decision-making and rule generation. These insti
tutions, exemplified by intergovernmental committees tasked with advancing UN
ESCO’s heritage conventions, also monitor the advancement of convention objec
tives and address emerging issues. 

The edited volume by Bendix et al. (2012) that first introduced the concept of her
itage regimes into Critical Heritage Studies expands the understanding of regimes 
within international relations by embracing a more flexible approach, influenced 
by Foucauldian perspectives on governance, that understand regimes not merely 
as international regulatory systems and abstract state systems of domination but 
also as modes of power that produce and reproduce specific subjects to be governed 
in processes of subjectivation. This departure from conventional understandings 
of regimes is essential because traditional governmental frameworks need to cap
ture more fully the complexities of entities like the UN. As a result, non-state ac
tors, organisations, and various processes must be incorporated into the analysis. 
Both governmental bodies and other governance actors contribute to establishing 
bureaucratic structures and implementing procedures outlined in treaties and con
ventions. This process often requires adaptation and translation across different lev
els, from the international to the state and local levels (ibid). 

A similar evolution in understanding regimes has occurred within migration 
and mobility research. Initially viewed as networks of rules and norms, the concept 
of migration regimes has expanded to encompass migrants’ agency in navigating, 
circumventing, and resisting practices of control or mobility within these regimes 

6 In a review article, Thomas Schmitt (2015) provides a structured analysis of the applicability of 
realistic and neorealistic, interest-based, and cognitive or knowledge-based regime research 
approaches to studying the genesis of a World Heritage Regime. Interestingly, he concludes 
that while the latter approaches ‘with their emphasis on the importance of new ideas, epis
temic communities [...] and role expectations in respect of state governments’ (ibid: 18) are 
most helpful for analysis, there is, in many respects, no conceptual space for a World Heritage 
Regime in any of these approaches. 
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(Pott, Rass, and Wolff 2018). Additionally, there is a recognition of the role of dis
courses and ideologies rooted in histories of colonialism and racialisation and their 
impact on migration regimes. Moreover, contemporary discussions on migration 
regimes also consider their role in perpetuating social inequality and shaping the 
identities of citizens and non-citizens (Romens 2021: 405). 

In this line of migration regime research, a regime is not a repressive political 
system but ‘refers to complex scenarios with a multitude of actors, unclear power 
structures and emergent rules’ (Rass and Pott 2018: 25). According to migration 
scholar Jochen Oltmer (2018), migration regime research is not apparatus-centred, 
focusing on the nation-state’s power alone. Instead, a regime is a ‘contact zone, an 
arena in which more or less powerful actors, ranging from persons to organisations 
and state institutions, constantly negotiate the migration regime’s structure and 
hierarchy’ (Rass and Pott 2018: 35). 

The concept of heritage regimes, then, is more than just an abstract denominator 
of state power. Such perspectives call for an analysis of how the regime is made up 
of interactions. This can be done by analysing micro-level situations to see how the 
regime interacts with the constitution of local society and for example migration 
movements therein, which is precisely what I do with an analysis of heritage regime 
actors and discourses in the context of the negotiations around ethnicised minority 
heritages in the three small town arenas of Cuxhaven, Zeven and Aurich. 

Even though there is no standard definition of the concept of migration regimes, 
its development, for example, in German migration sociology, makes more apparent 
relevant aspects of heritage regimes in a broader understanding. They involve nego
tiations over power in different territories, such as in state-level regulation and bu
reaucratic apparatuses, including organisations, as well as dominant discourses and 
ascribed intelligible collective and individual subject positions, which can be called 
‘places of recognition’ (Taylor 2009: 41). The economy is a further site of power strug
gle that, although not central to migration regime research, is to heritage regime 
research. 

The worldmaking force of cultural heritage is well established in heritage regime 
research. Culture, in general, and cultural heritage in particular have become pow
erful global phenomena that shape the relations between people and their cultural 
endeavours more and more. Kuutma probes ‘cultural politics not as an ‘always al
ready,’ but as an emergent framework formed in the nexus of culture, management, 
and community’ (2013: 31). 

Accordingly, scholars employing the concept of heritage regimes call to study 
them on a continuum from sensemaking in everyday lives and the worldmaking of 
heritage regimes, even though they might not explicitly use these terms. Bendix et 
al. (2012:14) argue that ‘the implementation of the international heritage regime on 
the state level brings forth a profusion of additional heritage regimes’ on local or re
gional levels. Cristina Sánchez-Carretero (2013) found in her study in Galicia, Spain, 
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that several heritage regimes – in the plural – are employed by different social ac
tors: Spanish and Galician national-level regimes and the church and a municipal- 
level regime. Heritage regime scholars also call for specific and rigorous research at 
the periphery of state authority and international heritage regime power because 
even though a hegemonic Authorised Heritage Discourse (Smith 2006) dominates 
many aspects of heritage-making as a socio-political practice, the often so-called 
‘communities of practice’ addressed by regimes do practice cultural heritage in their 
everyday sensemaking. 

Consequently, as Chiara de Cesari frames it: 

It is crucial […] to understand these processes from below […], which means to un
derstand the reasons why a group of people decides to appropriate the language 
of heritage to further their goals, and the kinds of imaginaries and expectations 
elicited by the heritage discourse. (2013: 406) 

My concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations is therefore a contribution to system
atically studying heritage-making processes from below, however in a way that al
lows to understand the relation between everyday sensemaking and the worldmak
ing power of heritage regimes in heritage situations. 

5.4 Synthesis: The Model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

Heritage regimes and heritage as a repertoire of (e)valuation in the production of 
difference are the theoretical and conceptual frameworks I started with in the re
search process. They allow me to look at worldmaking processes as generalised and 
institutionalised heritagisation processes and sensemaking by ordinary individuals 
in their volunteer cultural endeavours. Applying these two perspectives to heritage 
regimes and everyday symbolic boundary making, to individuals and processes of 
governing, is precisely the analytical strength of a cultural heritage framework in 
the context of neoliberal times it gained its momentum. As Weineck states: 

The conduct of contemporary (neo-liberal) government relies on enhancing indi
vidual and collective agents (‘communities’) ability to act upon themselves, rather 
using ideas of freedom, self-fulfilment, and responsibility than domination, law 
or coercion. (Weineck 2015:8) 

The exercise of power in heritage regimes is not one that shows itself in processes of 
domination, but of self governance and subjectivation that can be traced in the study 
of how regimes operate in particular situations. This is precisely what the theoretical 
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model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations allows researchers and heritage experts to 
do. 

Adele Clarke uses the situation as her basic unit of analysis, and her conceptual
isation is central to the concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations for more than just 
analytical reasons. In much sociological theory, the concept of the situation is un
derstood in concrete terms as a situation of interaction in the here and now, bound 
by place, time, and social situatedness attached to the knowledge and definition of 
the situation of the people in the field involved in that concrete situation. 

David Diehl and Daniel Mc Fahrland (2010: 1715) term the concept of the situa
tion in sociology a ‘black box’ and Andreas Ziemann (2013: 9) states that the idea was 
suppressed from many sociological and philosophical academic debates.7 Robert 
Gugutzer describes the common ground of possibly all sociological theories of the 
situation: 

People live in situations at all times. Situations are the ‘primary homes, sources 
and partners’ of all human behaviour, experience, imagination, expectation, de
sire or will. Situations frame and shape human thoughts, feelings and actions, just 
as they are created, stabilised or transformed by them. (2017: 155, my translation) 

Anselm Strauss, a major influence on Clarke, considers the communicative and in
teractive elements of individuals and small groups central to the definition of the 
situation in research (Egloff 2015). Erwin Goffman (1974) most clearly developed a 
concept defined by face-to-face interaction that is, therefore, limited in space and 
time. 

Clarke addresses the situation concept in Strauss’s and Corbin’s grounded the
ory methodology. She states that it focuses on action and interaction, leaving other 
elements of the situation as contexts to a situation to be analysed in their ‘conditional 
matrices’ (2018: 45–47). If my research field were to have such definitions of the sit
uation, then global heritage regimes and discourses would be the mere context for 
my analysis because officialised heritage institutions and heritage vocabularies in 
my research field are relatively absent at first sight. 

Clarke’s (2018: 17) conceptualisation of the situation as a basic unit of analysis of
fers a way to analyse small-town arenas as spaces where heritage regime discourses 
and vocabularies are not mere contexts but are intrinsic parts of the situation of re
search. She bases the concept of the situation theoretically on the works of William 
Thomas, Donna Haraway, and John Dewey, as well as many others (Karl Mannheim, 

7 The invention of the concept of the definition of the situation is generally credited to W. I 
Thomas and Dorothy Thomas developed it in studies on immigration and reform pedagogy 
to describe the interactions between individuals, groups, and cultures and the differing ra
tionales, perceptions, and value orientations in their actions (Egloff 2015). 
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Norman Denzin, Brian Massumi). However, her argument for its development is 
always oriented towards its methodological qualities and practicability in concrete 
empirical research practice. This means the concept is well developed for empirical 
research but is only rudimentarily theorised. 

Due to Clarke herself under-theorising the concept of the situation in favour of 
its usefulness in empirical research, Reiner Keller’s interpretation of her use of the 
concept is useful. Keller first translated her work to German and is the one who ex
plicated Clarke’s work as the ‘situating of the situation’ (2023: 67), distilling a theoret
ically more straightforward argument. Clarke argues that pragmatists’ definition of 
the situation ignores the situatedness of phenomena and research itself in ways that 
Haraway (1988) described as situated knowledge. They also neglect the role of non- 
human actors in situations and the role of different social worlds coming together in 
discursive arenas. Most importantly, the situation in concrete terms with a context 
to it blinds the situation’s role of co-constitution in a complex relational ecology of 
elements. This leads Clarke to claim that ‘there is no such thing as context’ (Clarke 
2009: 208), meaning that the contexts are present in the research situation, co-con
stituting it. 

With Clarke, situations are not in the here and now, among attendants, but often 
things or arrangements such as cloning, reproductive medicine, or, in the case of my 
research, the emergence of cultural heritage. In a reflexive move, Clarke defines the 
research process as a situation to be determined by the researcher. 

For this argument, Clarke first builds William Thomas’s concept of the situation 
as introduced for everyday action. Thomas and Znaniecki state that ‘[e]very concrete 
activity is the solution of a situation.’ (1918: 67). This does not mean, as Keller (2023: 
75) points out, that in a given situation a specific problem emerges, but rather it is 
understood as people actively intervening (or not doing so) in a situation, for ex
ample buying a bus ticket. This leads me to ask: Who is involved in the (re)produc
tion of ethnicised cultural production and why? What ‘problems’ are people solving 
with their involvement? What are the criteria of (e)valuation and repertoires they 
call upon in doing what they do? 

According to Keller, Clarke also takes up Dewey’s thinking on the logic of do
ing research. Not only is everyday action built upon definitions of the situation, but 
day-to-day research action also requires the situation be defined. For Dewey (1938, 
quoted in Clarke et al. 2018: 47), the situation of research is a ‘contextual whole’ (ibid), 
wherein researchers aim to solve and work on specific problems by ‘transferring 
them from a state of indeterminacy – “What is the case here?” – into a provisional, re
visable, but well-founded form of determinacy – “That is the case here”’ (Keller 2023: 
77). An undefined situation in the research context only becomes a problem through 
the research process. This research aims to systematically explore and transform 
definitions of the situation via methods that guide the direction towards ‘warranted 
assessability’. The research process itself is a situation of action. In Clarke’s words, 
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‘the situation in SA is a distinguishable and loosely connected entity whose contours 
are empirically determined in the research’ (2018: 49). 

This does not imply that definitions of the situation of those researched and ob
served in the field are unimportant. Clarke repeatedly urges her students to stay 
close to their empirical material and theorise without aiming towards any ‘grand 
theory’. It merely follows, as is common knowledge in feminist research practice, 
that situations are co-constituted by different participants and, therefore, by vari
ous definitions of the situation, including my perspective. As the researcher, I define 
the research situation’s boundaries within the research process. Determining the 
research situation’s boundaries is an open process that involves the situation as an 
emerging phenomenon. This allows me to use the concept of Ethnicised Heritage 
Situations not only as an analytical tool in empirical research but also as a way of 
learning about the category of heritage in more abstract terms. 

The researcher, Clarke states, has to decide which elements are part of the 
broader situation and which are not: 

If it seems to matter, as the analyst, you should stretch the boundaries of the situa
tion to include it in the analysis. If not, don’t, but memo it and revisit these bound
aries of the situation again later. Decisions made during the research process don’t 
need to be final. Nothing is written in cement until publication. This is one facet 
of what it means to say the situation is ‘emergent.’ (2018: 17) 

To summarise, Clarke departs from classical sociological understanding of the con
cept of the situation as she finds a way to ‘situate the situation of research’ (Keller 
2023:67) in two ways. Her definition clarifies the role that different definitions of 
the situation play in the research situation as a process of knowledge production, in
cluding the researcher’s definition prominently. Second, the situation with Clarke is 
‘emergent’ as it constantly develops. Individuals and collective actors in Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations bring and act upon categories of (e)valuation as definitions of 
the situation that are negotiated and coexist within the situation, including such 
definitions of the situations that would be considered as mere ‘context’ to a situa
tion in more classical sociological theory. These multiple definitions may or may not 
stem from a cultural heritage repertoire, making the latter emerge, or not emerge, 
in the situation. A possibility that unsettles the sphere of heritage management and 
even much Critical Heritage research that tends to presuppose the importance of 
cultural heritage to human beings as a constant. 

Ethnicised Heritage Situations therefore constitute my main research object, as 
does the situation understood broadly in Situational Analysis. As a concept claim
ing a holistic perspective on local cultural ecologies, Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
involve the coming together of heritage regime aspects – worldmaking – with ev
eryday criteria of (e)valuation – sensemaking – including my interpretations in the 
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research process. Ethnicised Heritage Situations is an empirical, analytical tool but, 
on a more abstract note, provides an approach to understanding the potential for 
heritage to emerge. It thereby opens up the possibility for heritagisation not to hap
pen in specific situations, for the (e)valuation of culture to stay non-generalised and 
flexible, suiting people’s everyday social needs rather than a more abstract principle 
of (national) membership or nostalgia of a lost past. 

Already Diehl and McFarland underline the situation’s principal openness for 
‘contingency and creativity, process and emergence, and cognition and emotion’ 
(2010: 1713). Clarke also underlines the openness of situations referencing Michel 
Foucault’s concept of ‘conditions of possibility’ (Clarke 2018: 28), wherein an epis
teme provides the necessary framework for the possible appearance of a given list 
of entities. 

There is an openness to the emergence of cultural heritage as a category in her
itage situations that can also be described as a virtual potentiality to be updated or 
realised. This differs from looking for equivalences to heritage in territories where 
officialised heritage regimes and vocabulary play a minor role. Instead, my focus on 
the potential for heritage to emerge is based on the assumption of heritage’s meta
cultural nature, a generalised and institutionalised type of (e)valuation that is ex
change-oriented. Alonso González, whose research approach was inspirational for 
this thesis, terms such analysis ‘categorical criticism’ and states: ‘Categorical crit
icisms analyses precisely why heritage is not a significant category for many peo
ple, and to map its emergence in the field as it appears in different social spheres’ 
(2019: 42). Ethnicised Heritage Situations do not approach cultural heritage as deus 
ex machina but allow us to analyse its emergence in relational and entangled ways. 

The concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations can therefore be used as an ana
lytical tool and a theoretical concept to better understand the emergence of cultural 
heritage in pluralised societies. In Ethnicised Heritage Situations, heritage regimes 
and their worldmaking are entangled with the sensemaking of individuals and so
cial worlds that draw on heritage as a cultural repertoire to draw symbolic bound
aries and produce belonging. Consequently, the research process has to be under
stood as a heritage situation that I have dominantly constructed as a researcher. It 
comprises many other heritage situations to be reconstructed in empirical research. 

Heritage situations provide an opening and a possibility for cultural heritage as 
a metacultural category to emerge. At the same time, as I will come to show, they 
are an analytical tool to analyse local cultural ecologies with different kinds of ele
ments holistically and, as always, already integrated into global cultural processes 
and policies.8 

8 The concept of heritage situations shares commonalities with assemblage theory (DeLanda 
2016) or Foucault’s dispositive analysis (Foucault 1978) in terms of complexity. Its grounding 
in empirical analysis allows more precision than to state the co-constitution of situations by 
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The research undertaken for this project provides a relational analysis of differ
ent elements in the situation of research, and thereby provides empirical substance 
for the concept of heritage situations’ ‘operationalisation’ via a description of a num
ber of relevant elements in the situation such as for example the role of the mo
bility of concepts circulating in global heritage discourse (chapter 2), of economic 
gains (chapter 7) the reproduction of the social sphere (chapter 8), multiple localisms 
(chapter 9) or majority-minority relations (chapter 10), all of which may or may not 
be part of the emergence of cultural heritage. To analytically reconstruct these ele
ments is to take seriously different definitions of the situations within the situation, 
including my own ones as the analyst. It is in this context that the reflexivity of the 
researcher as the one delineating the boundaries of a situation becomes a central 
methodological challenge in research. 

different elements. My concept of heritage situations aligns with SA in that they both do not 
end with this finding of multiple elements in a situation but allow one to give attention to 
the specific relations between them as they form (Clarke 2018: 95). 
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6. Being Situated: Situational Analysis as More Than 

a Method of Research and Analysis 

In a pervasive ethos of academic capitalism that often glorifies the extraordinary 
and emphasises innovation and groundbreaking revelations, the seemingly ordi
nary nature of my research terrain – small-town life, under-researched minorities, 
and everyday cultural sensemaking – at times raised doubts and anxieties within me 
during the research process. I wondered whether delving into the nuances of these 
seemingly banal yet profoundly significant aspects of society would be perceived as 
trivial. At the same time, in my chosen role as a critical scholar, I demanded of myself 
to conduct an inquiry that has the potential to work towards social justice. Conse
quently, during the research and writing process, I tended to write and think for 
different audiences of academics and non-academics.1 I had to remind myself of 
the role of a PhD: A dissertation is, first and foremost, a meaningful way to establish 
oneself as a researcher and scientist, with the possibility of it being transformed for 
other audiences and purposes afterwards. 

My initial engagement with the field of Critical Heritage Studies focused on the 
governmentality of heritage listings, the inclusion of cultural practices into a sym
bolic and economic global market, and their effects on the local social fabric. It deep
ened my critical distance towards cultural heritage as a category and project of ide
ology, its conservative appropriations and history in nation-building processes. 

Christoph Brumann considers such strong positionalities of researchers to be 
expected in the field. He describes the three categories heritage researchers and 
managers fall into: ‘heritage believers’; ‘heritage atheists’; and ‘heritage agnostics’ 
(2014a: 174). Heritage believers endorse conservation and consider heritage inher
ently good because it serves education, economic development, reconciliation, na
tion-building, or world peace. Initially, I positioned myself as a heritage atheist, 
which is opposed to heritage belief. 

1 I have discussed the trouble this has gotten me in an article reflecting my research experi
ences for my Master’s thesis project (Peeck and Sielert 2019). 
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[D]espite, or perhaps because of, the hegemonic position of heritage belief in 
wider society, much work in the social sciences is informed by heritage atheism. 
By this, I mean a fundamental doubt about the value of specific heritage items 
or heritage as such. In this view, heritage is not a naturally positive force and 
instead serves all kinds of dubious or outright objectionable purposes that are 
not immediately obvious. (ibid) 

In this position, the researcher’s primary responsibility is to unveil the true nature of 
heritage by removing its facade and revealing it as inevitably something less appeal
ing than how it is portrayed. Accordingly, in an arena where official heritage policies 
or vocabulary are absent at first sight, I wanted to map out the social fabric of the 
places that stand in danger of being alienated by structured cultural policies influ
enced by global heritage discourse.2 I did find powerful heritage regime actors in the 
field and reconstructed quite some criteria of (e)valuation akin to a heritage reper
toire. I realised there is no straightforward relation or distinction between a local 
cultural arena and global heritage regimes. This experience prompted me to follow 
Brumann in his third approach to studying heritage, which he terms ‘heritage ag
nosticism’. Inspired by scholars studying religion, Brumann states: 

Heritage agnosticism doesn’t share the certainties of heritage atheism. Whether 
heritage is indeed culpable of the usual sins is a matter of empirical investigation, 
and the possibility of surprises must be allowed. But heritage agnosticism doesn’t 
share the unconditional commitment of heritage belief either, aware as it is of the 
social construction of all heritage categories and standards. (2014a: 179) 

The theory-method package of SA served as a valuable approach to navigating these 
individual ‘conditions of production’ connected to my subjectivity as a researcher 
and inherent in my research project. From my theory chapter and beyond, it should 
become evident that conducting a Situational Analysis is applying a method, but 
it is also much more than that. Its conceptual vocabulary including ‘the situation’ 
of inquiry, ‘social worlds’ and ‘arenas’ is central to my theoretical model of Ethni
cised Heritage Situations, as well as its ontological and epistemological assumptions 
shaping my own approach. 

In critical qualitative research, specifically in a field that is so interrelated with 
policy areas and practitioners, the researcher’s transparent positionality is of cen
tral importance. Still, selecting a method should primarily align with the subject of 

2 Rereading this concern after the elections for the European Parliament in 2024 with right- 
wing and fascist parties gaining immense momentum, this concern, which is still true, is nev
ertheless relative as to what can be considered the main threats to the social fabric of small 
towns in peripheral areas. 
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research and research questions rather than solely catering to the researcher’s sub
jective conditions. 

As demonstrated in the previous chapter, the definition of my research subject 
within SA is intertwined with the method’s theoretical framework and co-con
structed by me as a researcher. This aligns with quality criteria in qualitative social 
research as outlined by Jörg Strübing et al., particularly the criterion of the ‘Gegen
standsangemessenheit’ (appropriateness of the subject matter), ‘a way of producing 
the object of the research object, which takes the empirical field seriously and meth
ods, questions and data types to a continuous ongoing adjustment requirements’ 
(2018: 83, my translation). This criterion emphasises producing the research subject 
in a way that continuously adjusts to the empirical field, considering a crucial start
ing point to be how research participants define the situation, not merely reflecting 
the empirical world. 

Other criteria for qualitative social research further guide the quality of the re
search: empirical saturation (how well the analysis is anchored in the data); theoret
ical pervasiveness (the quality of and irritating power of the theoretical references); 
textual performance, and originality (Strübing et al. 2018). 

The chapter is composed of two parts: First, I introduce the project’s core episte
mological grounds, and Situational Analysis as a research programme that was well 
suited for my interdisciplinary research interests in the field of migration and eth
nicity. These posed some ethical challenges and were guided by a number of central 
sensitising concepts. I then outline the research process, starting with the first de
cisions made in terms of research questions, places to study and the data sample, 
to the types of data collected and the analysis process. Central throughout all stages 
of the research process was the abductive moving between empirical data analysis 
and conceptual formation. I collected most data during a number of short research 
stays in the three small towns, which included interviews, some ethnographic ob
servations and the gathering of local newspaper articles. Situational Analysis as a 
research programme is suited to analyse different types of data aiming towards a 
cohesive understanding of the situation of research. In doing research in the field 
of migration and ethnicity, the constructivist and feminist approach of Situational 
Analysis allowed me to avoid a number of pitfalls, such as presupposing the rele
vance or even presence of stable ethnic groups as social worlds in the small towns, 
what Brubaker terms ‘groupism’ (2002), or to assume the relevance of mobility ex
periences to be limited to migrant minorities’ sensemaking. Moreover, the research 
process was conducted as self-reflexively as possible, with my role as a researcher 
being a relevant element to be mapped out and analysed alongside the other data. 
The epistemological grounds laid out in my chosen research programme, therefore, 
found their way into my decision-making as to the concrete shape of the research 
process as well as to my approach to writing. 
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6.1 The Epistemological Grounds of Situational Analysis 
as a Research Programme 

6.1.1 Staying with and Positioned in the Data Instead of in Disciplinarity 

Academia’s social and organisational structure is set up in disciplines, which re
mains a powerful barrier towards multi- or interdisciplinary research and develop
ing my self-understanding as an interdisciplinary scholar. Throughout the project, I 
realised that my research could not solely be placed in the field of cultural sociology 
and is instead influenced by research and reflections from the much broader inter
disciplinary fields of Critical Heritage Studies and Small-Town Research, which in
volve perspectives from disciplines such as archaeology or social work. In this sense, 
this project is intended to be an opening up of cultural sociology to the interdisci
plinary fields of small-town research, that is, the specificities of cultural endeavours 
in provincial regions and to Critical Heritage Studies, that is, the study of cultural 
heritage as a phenomenon. 

The theoretical grounds from which Clarke builds SA are interdisciplinary, 
stemming from symbolic interactionism, Foucauldian discourse analysis, science 
and technology studies, feminist standpoint epistemologies,3 and, centrally, social 
world/arena theory. The latter focuses on meaning-making amongst social worlds, 
understood as group actors engaged in collective action (Clarke and Leigh Star 
2008: 113). 

Doing a SA involves three kinds of such mapping techniques (Clarke et al. 2018: 
104). In situational maps, all elements in a research situation and their relationality 
are specified. Social world/arena maps help reconstruct central arenas of concern 
that serve different social worlds as a space of negotiation. Finally, positional map 
structure discourses a discursive position in the situation, which I used in my re
search process. 

Jan Kalenda argues that social science disciplines frequently focus on specific 
aspects related to a situation, such as the mindset of individuals, their emotional 
experiences, the material components present, the discourses they engage with, or 
simply the actions and conduct of the individuals involved. 

What makes the SA approach different is its emphasis on the fact that all these 
elements create the research situation and that we cannot focus on just one of 
them, as this would break it away from its relations to the other elements of the 
situation that constitute it. (Kalenda 2016: 346) 

3 Offenberger (2019) has shown how the feminist legacy of SA tends not to be recited in the 
German reception of it. 
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Understanding SA’s inherent interdisciplinarity helped me not doubt going along 
with my subjectivity as a researcher while validating my interdisciplinary approach 
with a recognised method. 

To do research in an interdisciplinary way in Situational Analysis means to stay 
with the data in the practice of mapping. Clarke emphasises staying with the data 
in the field and theorising without prematurely closing the data analysis. This ap
proach aligns with an agnostic position, where the researcher remains open to the 
data’s complexities. Additionally, Clarke advocates for including the researcher’s po
sitionality in the research process through reflexivity. This practice helps to balance 
my tendency towards being a heritage atheist, allowing the researcher to acknowl
edge and navigate their perspectives without outright denial. In essence, maintain
ing an agnostic stance and integrating reflexivity contributes to a more nuanced and 
open-ended exploration of the research subject. 

Incorporating my voice and reflective moments into the analysis chapters, I 
seize the opportunity to enhance the intersubjective comprehensibility and situat
edness of the knowledge I have generated. Each analysis chapter commences with a 
puzzle – an anecdote drawn from the research process that struck me as surprising 
and significantly influenced the paths of my analysis. The decision to do so stems 
from Clarke et al. (2018: 197) strongly advising researchers to go along with such 
moments of surprise in field research and data analysis. In ethnographic fieldwork, 
these puzzles serve as ‘moments of nonrecognition’ (Glick Schiller, Çağlar, and 
Guldbrandsen 2006). They represent instances where constant questioning of the 
relationship between elements in the research situation leads to shifts in concepts 
and research questions, challenging initial assumptions. This approach enriches 
the analysis by embracing the unexpected and adapting to evolving insights within 
the dynamic research context. 

6.1.2 Heritage Regimes, the Heritage Repertoire and Boundary Work 

The concept of the definition of the situation is the theoretically most stimulating aspect 
of Situational Analysis. The situation of research is no longer defined in classical so
ciological terms as a face-to-face moment to be analysed. Instead, the situation of 
research is, as outlined in constructivist research approaches, centrally influenced 
by decisions made by the researchers as to, for example, the boundaries of a given 
situation. Moreover, the situation is composed of different kinds of elements (polit
ical, non-human, discursive, historical, etc.), including those that would normally 
be considered mere context to researched situations in classical sociological under
standings (See fig 6.1. for a template showing possible types of elements in situa
tions). 
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Fig. 6.1: Situational Analysis Ordered Situational Map Template (Clarke 2018) 

Individual Human Elements/Actors Non-human Elements/Actants 

e.g., key individuals and significant (unorgan
ised) people in the situation, including the 
researcher 

e.g., technologies; material infrastructures; 
specialised information and/or knowledges; 
material “things” 

Collective Human Elements/Actors Implicated/Silent Actors/Actants 

e.g., particular groups; specific organisations As found in the situation 
Discursive Constructions of Individ
ual and/or Collective Human Actors 

Discursive Construction of Non-human Actants 

As found in the situation As found in the situation 
Political/Economic Elements Socio-cultural/Symbolic Elements 

e.g., the state; particular industry/ies; local/re
gional/global orders; political parties; NGOs; 
politicised issues 

e.g., religion; race; sexuality; gender; eth
nicity; nationality; logos; icons; other visual 
and/or aural symbols 

Temporal Elements Spatial Elements 
e.g., historical, seasonal, crisis, and/or trajec
tory aspects 

e.g., spaces in the situation; geographical 
aspects; local, regional, national, and global 
spatial issues 

Major Issues/Debates (Usually Contested) Related Discourses (Histori
cal, Narrative, and/or Visual) 

As found in the situation; see positional map e.g., normative expectations of actors, ac
tants, and/or other specified elements; 
moral/ethical elements; mass media and 
other popular cultural discourses; situation- 
specific discourses 

Other Kinds of Elements 

In this chapter, I delve into how Situational Analysis has enabled me to navigate 
and sidestep particular challenges commonly associated with research in migra
tion and ethnicity and challenges in the study of culture as a causal mechanism 
addressed in repertoire theory. Constructivist-oriented ethnicity research and di
aspora and migration studies highlight some of these challenges faced by research 
and policy when using an ethnic lens or employing ethnic/diasporic groups as the 
basic unit of analysis. Issues such as internal diversity, ‘superdiversity’ (Vertovec 
2007), and variations in groupness (Wimmer 2010) underscore the need for re
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search designs that address the pitfalls of ‘groupisms’ (Brubaker 2002; Werbner 
2015), ‘methodological nationalism’ (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002), and ethnicity 
bias (Fox and Jones 2013). Scholars advocate for strategies that recognise de-eth
nicisation processes to avoid reinforcing the reification of groups. Additionally, 
there is a call to de-ethnicise research designs when necessary by not presupposing 
the importance and existence of clearly bounded ethnic groups (Dahinden 2009; 
Fox and Jones 2013; Glick Schiller et al. 2006). Janin Dahinden (2016) takes this 
approach a step further by proposing strategies to de-migrantise research, aiming 
to avoid uncritically reproducing categories of an institutionalised nation-state 
migration apparatus. To study small town arenas as places struck by mobilities of 
all kinds, whether residential, social or indeed international is a perspective helpful 
in de-migrantising and de-ethnicising research designs. 

In the study of arenas, Situational Analysis, being grounded in social world anal
ysis, allows us not to presuppose the relevance of (ethnic) communities and other 
groups in the field and in peoples’ sensemaking. The decision as to which social 
worlds are relevant in a given situation is to be made in and with the empirical ma
terial and never in advance. Situational Analysis’s post-structuralist and feminist 
approach sensitises towards the constructed nature of meaning and therefore cau
tions to reify cultural repertoires as too easily determining action or social struc
tures, something that has often been described as the culturalisation or ethnicisa
tion of phenomena. One of my main research interests is to determine the role of 
migration as a taking of routes and ethnic boundaries in how people value the cul
tural productions they are involved in, such as festivals and associations. It is also 
relevant because the moments when heritage is employed as an evaluative reper
toire are the points at which symbolic boundaries in such sensemaking are drawn. 
The art of creating a research design sensitive to these dangers is one that can ‘cap
ture the complexity of social experience in ways that do not privilege – nor censure 
– ethnicity’ (Fox and Jones 2013: 391), or, it should be added, migration experiences. 

These insights had tangible consequences in my research practice. I chose to 
compare three cities based on their substantial ethnic and migrant minority popu
lations and the observable presence of Ethnicised Heritage Situations within them. 
I refrained from presupposing the importance of these inhabitants as collective ac
tors or communities in the field. I avoided assuming the relevance of ethnic subjecti
vation and boundary making to the individuals I encountered. This approach aligns 
with the principles of Situational Analysis for two reasons. 

First, as previously explained, Situational Analysis centres on the situation and 
the interplay between human and non-human elements, allowing for a nuanced ex
amination of social ecologies. Within these elements and their relationality in situa
tions, the role of collective human actors or the discursive construction of collective 
actors is one aspect among many. By employing Situational Analysis, I concentrate 
on understanding situations in which ethnicity, as a form of symbolic boundary 
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making, may or may not be produced in everyday life, encompassing various forms 
of experience. This analytical approach helps me to avoid uncritical assumptions re
garding the significance of ethnicity for individuals and ethnic groups as collective 
actors. 

Second, I study Ethnicised Heritage Situations in small-town arenas and sub
scribe to the city scale level, which is another point that draws my research away 
from taking ethnic communities as the basic units of analysis or assuming their rel
evance in heritage situations. Grounded in the work of Anselm Strauss (1978), par
ticularly his social world approach rooted in US-American pragmatism, Clarke has 
embraced and expanded grounded theory and systematically integrated Strauss’s 
perspective into her research programme (Clarke et al. 2018: 149). In the arenas of 
concern, multiple social worlds come together to debate and negotiate particular is
sues. As discursive sites, narratives about themselves and others are constructed in 
arenas. In the context of my research, the small towns that are my research field are 
understood as arenas: not territorial entities or containers but socially and discur
sively constructed in human relations. Within these arenas, I focused on how the 
production of the towns’ ethnicised (Portuguese, East Frisian, Dutch) heritages is 
negotiated in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 

Social worlds are the principal affiliative mechanism via which people organise 
their social life, and they align their sensemaking and criteria of (e)valuation while 
they most often participate in and are committed to more than one social world. As 
a collective actor, they can be leisure groups, a profession, and an academic disci
pline, more or less institutionalised groupings with ‘life of their own’ as a collective 
(Clarke et al. 2018: 148). They can be small or vast groupings that share some primary 
activity, goal, resources, and sites (ibid: 14). Sometimes, more formal organisations 
can evolve out of social worlds, but often, they are more loosely bound. Within the 
context of the World Heritage regime, ‘local communities of practice’ are one of the 
leading social worlds addressed and presupposed by intangible heritage policies as 
bearers of such heritage. 

Clarke et. al (ibid: 148) underline that social worlds and arenas are changing 
and dynamic, a ‘reopening that which seems closed is always possible’, thereby 
profoundly relational. Having social world and arena analysis in my theoretical 
framework allowed me to analyse the operations of heritage regimes and asso
ciated bureaucratic apparatuses, their worldmaking, in the small-town arenas 
and sensitised me to how the arenas, their ethnicised heritages and social worlds 
are constructed from different perspectives (accessed at times via specific types 
of data). These different perspectives describe the development of or discursive 
construction of social groups and organisations as collective actors and their ways 
of drawing symbolic boundaries along differing criteria of (e)valuation. Using 
social world and arena frameworks of analysis means that maps can reconstruct 
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the powerful worldmaking of relevant actors in Ethnicised Heritage Situations and 
collective landscapes of membership formation via symbolic boundary making. 

Despite my theoretical awareness not to overly culturalise phenomena and ac
tions influenced by other societal factors, there remains the risk exposed by reper
toire theory in cultural sociology to the challenges of engaging in causal explanation 
that precede specific situations. In these situations, analysing the situatedness of 
action would have been the more appropriate analytical approach. The reconstruc
tion of how research participants use cultural heritage as a repertoire to draw sym
bolic boundaries – their sensemaking – was primarily conducted through positional 
analysis. This discourse-analytical method opens up the data in Situational Analy
sis, allowing me to reconstruct people’s repertoires of (e)valuation, explaining their 
sensemaking and action strategies. 

Clarke’s concept of the situation supports engaging in such a causal explana
tion. In an article on culture as a causal explanation, Matthew Norton (2014) ar
gues that opening the black box of an action’s situation and understanding how it 
functions enables one to comprehend culture in action by specifying cultural mech
anisms without sacrificing the deeply intersubjective and relationally organised na
ture of sensemaking in social life. Norton emphasises that ‘actors realize cultural 
systems qua systems in situational interactions, and this mechanism is essential to 
understanding the causality of culture.’ (ibid: 143). 

My primary focus on studying Ethnicised Heritage Situations in small-town are
nas is framed using Situational Analysis’s conceptual and epistemological vocabu
lary. This approach helps me sidestep the pitfalls of groupism in studying migrant 
and ethnic minorities. Additionally, employing social world and arena analysis en
ables examining the powerful worldmaking processes involving cultural heritage 
regimes and actors. Finally, the concept of the situation facilitates the study of reper
toires of evaluation and criteria of (e)valuation as a form of causal explanation that 
extends beyond individual situations. 

6.1.3 Sensitising Concepts in Situational Analysis 

Within Situational Analysis’s theory-method package, sensitising concepts is a cru
cial research strategy (Clarke et al. 2018: 54). In qualitative empirical research, sen
sitising concepts are theoretically or literature-driven, as well as at times early data 
analysis-driven assumptions that shape the researcher’s’ perspectives and therefore 
analysis process. The researcher enters the research process with such concepts and 
refines them throughout. Developing such concepts is, therefore, a central step in 
theorising as an outcome of a research project. This underlines Situational Analy
sis’s paradigmatic openness for the new to emerge, as sensitising concepts are not 
definite or unchangeable throughout the research process, they instead accompany 
it in flexible ways. 
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The Ethnicised Heritage Situations concept emerged only towards the end of 
my research process and can still be considered a sensitising concept, albeit a more 
theoretically substantiated one. However, several other and more hands-on central 
concepts developed my research process and led me to emerge with the Ethni
cised Heritage Situations paradigm. These are: entrepreneur/maverick, boundary 
objects, taking routes, and setting roots. 

In grounded theory-oriented research, developing (middle-range) theories gen
erally follow an inductive approach that start from the data rather than from pre- 
existing theories. Middle-range theories in sociology fall between abstract ‘grand 
theories’ and concrete empirical observations. Different strands of grounded the
ory research take different stances on what is meant exactly by ‘grounding analysis in 
the data’. Clarke, sharing this with Kathy Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory, 
follows the Straussian route rooted in symbolic interactionism, where this orienta
tion involves an active researcher to strive towards interpretation accuracy, rather 
than passivity and positivist approaches to the data. This also moves research from 
purely inductive to abductive approaches, meaning that analysis moves forward and 
back between the data-specificities and conceptual formation. The researcher’s in
terests and situatedness highly influence this process; as I have shown, Clarke et al. 
(2018: 118) goes so far as to argue that the researcher defines the borders of the re
search situation, with self-reflexivity in the research process becoming central (Zaidi 
2022: 5). Practising this at every step of the research process does not produce sub
jective analysis but rather analysis that does justice to the complexity of the empir
ical world. In this sense, sensitising concepts are also reflexivity tools, as they build 
the researcher’s prior knowledge, interest, and presumptions into them. 

Shehr Bano Zaidi finds that sensitising concepts are closely bound up with con
cept formation, albeit not in definite terms. She applies a variety of others’ labels 
– ‘methodological’ or ‘heuristic’ device or ‘guiding principles’ that describe ‘initial 
ideas to pursue’, possibly shaped by disciplinary perspectives – to give direction for 
research but to leave space (2022:3). They give direction for research but leave space 
open for new possibilities to arise from the analysis of the empirical world, which 
is why they can change during the research process. In Situational Analysis, gener
ating sensitising concepts is integral to grounded theorising wherein the main goal 
is not to produce a grand theory which overgeneralises or abstracts research find
ings, but rather to theorise in an ongoing ‘modest and partial but serious, useful, 
and provocative grounded analysis’ (Clarke et al. 2018: 55). 

Sensitising concepts allow the researcher to frame and focus the research and 
to situate it in the extant literature without prematurely terminating the analysis 
(Clarke et al. 2018: 122). I share with Sarah B. Evans-Jordan (2023) the experience of 
feeling ‘unsettlingly unsettled’ by Clarke et al.’s call to stay with the mess of inclusive 
situations and the ongoing conundrum of not terminating analysis too early. My 
research process often consisted of striving towards some closure, some findings 
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to hold on to, and stating that my research was an instance of X or Y. Only because 
I pushed myself to stay with the analysis did I arrive at the concept of Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations as my definition of the situation and the operationalisation of 
its elements in small-town arenas in northern Germany. 

With Clarke et al., heritage situations themselves are sensitising concepts, as 
they write: ‘A key aspect of Situational Analysis as an interpretative approach is fo
cused on the sufficiency of grounded theorizing through the development of sensi
tising concepts and integrated analytics’ (2018: 54). I would like my concept of Eth
nicised Heritage Situations to be understood as a holistic device, a tool to approach 
the nexus of intangible heritage, belonging, and the social in its complexity from 
various perspectives. 

Earlier in the research process, I mapped out a number of other sensitising con
cepts, namely the concepts of entrepreneurs/mavericks in social world/arena analy
sis and the question of the role of taking routes and setting roots in the places under 
study. 

‘Over the years’, Susan Leigh Star and Clarke (2007: 117) report, ‘a toolbox of use
ful concepts with which to think about the relational ecologies of social worlds, are
nas and their discourses has been generated.’ In chapters 7 and 8, I employ the con
cepts of entrepreneur/maverick and boundary object to better understand the role 
of festivals and the motivations of individual highly engaged volunteers in the small- 
town arenas’ relational ecology. Entrepreneurs are individuals or organisations that 
exist across different social worlds and have a powerful role in shaping rules within 
them. Mavericks position themselves at the margins of or in opposition to social 
worlds (Clarke and Leigh Star 2008: 118). Boundary objects are entities at the inter
sections of diverse social worlds, serving mutual concerns, though they only loosely 
bind social worlds together (ibid: 121). The relevance of these concepts for my analysis 
stems directly from the data, and my initial analysis aimed to find what is compara
ble across cases. 

One of my central intentions in this research project is to determine the role of 
migration experiences in how people employ heritage as a repertoire to produce dif
ference. This is evident in the choice of cases, wherein the Dutch and Portuguese 
minority inhabitants of Zeven and Cuxhaven do indeed have international migra
tion experiences, the research participants from Aurich in East Frisia, however, do 
not. In all their cultural endeavours, though, ethnicisation played some kind of role. 
My choice of making ‘taking routes’ instead of the originally chosen ‘migration ex
pericences’ a sensitising concept, is witness to the fact that I found mobility experi
ences do play role in all three cases. Setting roots became another sensitising con
cept, though not from my research interest or previous knowledge, but rather as an 
in-vivo concept stemming from the data. Both sensitising concepts are codes stem
ming directly from participants’ verbatim or their perspective referring to ‘common 
sense language and knowledge’ (Zaidi 2022: 3). 
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6.2 Inside the Research Process 

Situational Analysis comes with a theoretical legacy that is well suited for my re
search project. As a well-developed interpretative qualitative research programme, 
Situational Analysis provides researchers with hands-on advice on how to do pro
found empirical analysis. Researchers nowadays can profit from Situational Anal
ysis handbooks that provide detailed and honest insight into all steps of an Situ
ational Analysis research project (Clarke, Friese, and Washburn 2015; Clarke et al. 
2018).4 The rest of this chapter outlines the concrete, ‘hands-on’ aspects of my re
search process as a Situational Analysis project: From the first situational maps that 
helped to decide what to concretely compare in the three case studies (associations 
and festivals), via data gathering, to social world/arena maps and positional maps as 
tools to reconstruct the worldmaking and sensemaking aspects of the (e)valuation 
processes of people engaged in Dutch, Portuguese and East Frisian associations and 
festivals. Situational Analysis approaches the analysis of situations of research from 
different perspectives and different kinds of data, allowing for a level of complexity 
while also generalising findings in the process of theorising. I found that worldmak
ing does appear in the form of heritage regime operations of, for example, large or
ganisations in the arenas, such as the church of the military or in the form of criteria 
of (e)valuation associated with global heritage discourses, such as recognition or the 
reification of collective identities. At times these worldmaking aspects of Ethnisiced 
Heritage Situations harmoniously coexist with individuals’ and actors’ sensemak
ing in the small-town arenas, but often they follow different logics, and other times 
they are a cause of conflict. To reconstruct these dynamics, it was helpful to combine 
Situational Analysis with an explicitly comparative research design that structures 
different kinds of comparisons. 

6.2.1 Composing a Comparative Research Design: Data Gathering 
as an Iterative and Reflexive Process 

As a hands-on empirical method, Situational Analysis involves several mapping 
techniques that must be understood as analytical tools rather than as visual rep
resentations of research findings and that replace the ‘conditional matrix’ of more 
traditional grounded theory (Clarke et al. 2018: 16). Maps are grounded in empirical 
data and can include different types of data. In my case, I undertook ethnographic 
observations, analysed local newspapers, and conducted interviews (Fig. 6.2.). The 
data sample I gathered consists of 12 interviews, 132 newspaper articles, seven 

4 I further benefited from the Situational Analysis Working Group’s peer feedback. We meet 
regularly to discuss each other’s maps or challenges encountered in the research process. For 
more information visit: https://situationsanalyse.jimdofree.com/ (accessed June 6, 2024). 
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ethnographic field visits, and 11 participatory observations. While I transcribed 
the interviews, the other data types entered analysis directly via mapping. The 
interview quotes in this thesis were edited, tightened and translated in cooperation 
with my student assistant, Julia Frisch. 

Fig. 6.2: Overview of data gathered and analysed in the research project 

Type of Data Case & Amount 
Interviews Expert interviews (3) 

Zeven (5) 
Aurich (3) 
Cuxhaven (4) 

Local Newspaper Articles Zeven (29, 1963–2018) 
Aurich (14, 1995–2018) 
Cuxhaven (89, 1966–2018) 

Ethnographic field stay with participa
tory observations 

Zeven (3) 
Aurich (2) 
Cuxhaven (2, by student assistant) 

In accordance with grounded theory, theoretical sampling is the sampling 
method of choice in Situational Analysis and in this project. It involves iteratively 
gathering and analysing data to refine and develop theoretical categories, rather 
than relying on pre-defined sampling strategies. Traditional grounded theory sam
pling, then, is a matter of ‘constant comparison’. Data gathering is finished when 
one feels the sample to be saturated in that not many new findings emerge in this 
iterative analysis process. At times, practicalities such as the limited amount of re
search field visits or an assigned budget do interfere with saturation as a criterium 
of data sampling. Importantly then, decisions on which data to gather in theoretical 
sampling are made in communication with preliminary data analysis from the very 
beginning of a research process to its end. For example, local newspapers only 
entered the data sample at a later stage in the research process in order to make 
more visible how dominant discourses enter the local small-town arenas. 

One of the big challenges in this project in terms of developing a feasible compar
ative research design was its multi-sitedness, including three case studies on Por
tuguese, Dutch and East Frisian cultural productions, with no clear idea of what and 
how to concretely compare these. From discussions in cultural anthropology, I was 
aware that ethnicised cultural productions might, in fact, not be so easily compara
ble in their singularity as empirical phenomena. I determined that I was less inter
ested in comparing specific singular cultural productions (e.g., one festival with an
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other) than in comparing (e)valuation processes and criteria associated with these 
cultural productions as world- and sensemaking. Sociologists theorising compar
ison in sociological research, such as George Steinmetz (2004), Joachim Matthes 
(1992), or Irene Bloemrad (2013), explicitly advise doing comparative analysis at the 
level of generative causal mechanisms (Steinmetz 2004), of ‘cultural exchange pro
cesses and their regulations’ (Matthes 1992: 94) or ‘causal mechanisms’ (Bloemraad 
2013: 28). This is so as not to compare empirical events on a phenomenological level 
that prove to be particular, and that, as Matthes (1992) points out, can only be made 
comparable by the invention of abstract and, too often, Eurocentric categories, such 
as the family. 

And still, at the beginning of the research process, I was challenged to make deci
sions on a ‘tertium comparationis’, in the sense of finding an entry point into gath
ering data that is more concrete than ‘ethnicised cultural productions’. Already in 
these first steps of composing the research project and in finalising the research de
sign, situational and relational maps as well as memoing – the making of notes along 
with mapping – played a crucial role. 

Maps help to ‘open up’ data from different perspectives early on in the research 
process, focusing on elements in the overall research situation and relations among 
them (situational maps and relational situational maps), main collective actors in 
the arenas (social world/arena maps) and discourses (positional maps). The maps 
became analytical tools to be developed and recomposed at different stages of the 
research project. 

The first decision I made was to focus my analysis on three small-scale set
tings in three small towns: Zeven and Cuxhaven, with their significant Dutch and 
Portuguese minorities respectively, and Aurich as a small town in the region of 
East Frisia.5 This decision moved me towards a clearer definition of the research 
situation, however, it was only made after I explored the broader field of Dutch, 
Portuguese and East Frisian actors and platforms in Germany. I documented 
this process by encircling my research situation in preliminary memos. Memoing 
is a technique in qualitative research, where researchers record their thoughts, 
reflections, and interpretations throughout the research process, either in text 
documents, hand-written drafts or in analysis software such as MaxQda, where 

5 After deciding on three small towns as research sites, I gathered primary statistical data on 
the towns’ number of inhabitants, economic sectors, and the composure of inhabitants with 
a so-called migration background. As is known from small-town research, there is a lack of 
statistical data available on such places that shows the level of regionality necessary for com

prehensive analysis (Porsche, Steinführer, Beetz, et al. 2019: 6). The Mikrozensus 2017 census 
data confirmed the Dutch and Portuguese inhabitants of Zeven and Cuxhaven in significant 
numbers and further solidified my choice of field research sites. 
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memos can be attached to single codes. I memoed in a MS Word document. By the 
end of the project, these memos amounted to more than 30,000 words. 

To then familiarise myself with the research situation, I conducted desktop re
search on the small towns and their ethnicised cultural productions and actors, un
dertook a literature review, and interviewed three academic experts on the minori
ties in question. This early data was the basis of my first situational and relational 
maps. Situational maps and relational maps detail relations among all elements in 
a situation. Clarke et al. explicitly suggest preliminary situational maps and early 
memos to encircle the research situation and grasp its complexity. They state that 
‘this preliminary version of your messy situational map will likely not be particu
larly empirical or research based, though you may, of course, be somewhat familiar 
with the substantive topic and its literature’ (2018: 111). Memoing is also encouraged 
as a constant and vital practice in situational analytical research (Clarke et al. 2018: 
112). 

Using selected relational analysis in situational maps, I worked out which events 
or actors could be the focus of field research. Initially, it looked as if specific historical 
points in time, such as the withdrawal of Dutch troops from one of the towns or the 
closure of the Portuguese mission in another town would become the focal point of 
the field research and data gathering (See Fig. 6.3). 

After further mapping, I chose to focus on those individual and collective actors 
in associations that (re)produce public festivals as part of the towns’ annual calen
dars nowadays. The main reason for this was that the relational situational map re
vealed more (diverse) relations between elements in the situation, making it more 
feasible to study the diverse sensemaking of those involved in cultural endeavours 
in the here and now, paying dues to the presence-orientation of cultural heritage, 
beyond a mere nostalgic perspective of what has been lost in specific historical mo
ments (Fig. 6.3). 

The early maps created in this phase still make determining units of comparison, 
associations and public festivals, comprehensible. The situational maps initially al
lowed me to represent the situations’ particularity in the three towns to be expressed 
without defining observation units in advance. The relational analysis then allowed 
me to determine a tertium comparationis. 

I limited producing situational maps to single case studies and to the begin
ning of the research process, as they appeared too complex and confusing for further 
analysis. 
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Fig. 6.3: Situational Map with Relational Analysis 

After the main decisions on the research field and tertium comparationes were 
made, I accessed the field by contacting ethnic associations in the small towns, ask
ing for permission to participate in one of their events. Highly engaged volunteers, 
whom I describe as entrepreneurs within the small-town arena and different social 
worlds, functioned as gatekeepers and sometimes referred me to other possible in
terviewees or forwarded a call for interviews via their mailing list. At the beginning 
of my studies, I strongly felt what Rolf Lindner (1981) described as ‘the researcher’s 
fear of the field’ (Lindner 1981, my translation). A fear that Lindner traces back to 
field research essentially being a moment of social interaction between the observer 
and the observed, a moment of reciprocity. For the researcher, observing something 
special is a conversation at one’s coffee table, something much more every day for the 
interviewee. The reciprocity, Lindner argues, is the main methodological problem of 
participatory observation, wherein the observer ‘is caught up in the very web of so
cial interaction which he observes, analyses and reports’ (Lindner 1981: 51, my trans
lation). In my case, researcher anxiety led me to postpone answering responses to 
my call for interviews, made me take another 5-minute walk around the neighbour
hood before ringing a doorbell, or led me to sit in the corner at an event doubting 
the legitimacy of my presence there. I was conscious about not introducing the con
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cept of cultural heritage, which was not a part of people’s definition of the situation, 
or not addressing people I met as members of a migrant or ethnic grouping. Lind
ner argues that the fears are ‘an expression of the image that the researcher has of 
the image that the designated research subjects have of the researcher.’ (1981: 54, my 
translation). In moments of interaction in the field, the otherwise unequal relation
ship between researcher and researched becomes equal in that sense and might even 
turn around. Lindner concludes that it is essential to take these seemingly ‘disrup
tive disruptions’ of the research process as a source of data that can be mined if one 
manages to be reflexive about it, which does not come as a surprise to a researcher 
trained in feminist research methods. Feminist research has long questioned the ob
jectivity of knowledge production, underlining how social structures of inequality as 
well as standpoints and positionalities of researchers therein shape what knowledge 
is being produced in academia. The exchange with my close colleagues was essential 
for coping with anxieties and better interpreting moments that need such reflexivity 
in the field research process. 

It is crucial to make transparent that I did have help in the field from a student 
assistant who gathered the data in Cuxhaven, which was explicitly helpful due to her 
knowledge of the Portuguese language, which proved to be essential in field access 
and helpful during interviews. All but one interview in the overall sample of this the
sis was conducted in German, which is an essential indicator for the minority, but 
not profoundly disadvantaged or excluded minority status of the participants in this 
research. 

My student assistant Carola Steenhoff and I collaborated closely throughout this 
project. Her meticulous field notes and insightful interview material proved indis
pensable resources for the analysis. In retrospect, active participation in the field 
research phase significantly impacts the depth of understanding. During the analy
sis, there were instances where I initially felt a degree of uncertainty about my find
ings. Relying on a specific intuition or instinct (for lack of a better term) played a 
crucial role in determining the plausibility of my conclusions. In these moments, I 
frequently sought validation by engaging in discussions with Carola to refine and 
solidify the aspects of my thesis. 

Carola conducted two short-term ethnographic field visits and four interviews 
in Cuxhaven. I spent three short ethnographic field visits in Zeven, visited four 
events, and conducted five interviews. I visited Aurich twice, one together with 
Carola, where I conducted three interviews. The interviews lasted 1–2.5 hours 
and took place in people’s homes (see Figure 6.4 for a list of interviewees), often 
alongside partners, children or dogs. 
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Fig. 6.4: List of pseudomised research participants’ names and their positioning vis-à-vis 
local ethncised social worlds and associations 

Case Study/ 
Positioning 

Ethnic entrepreneur Maverick Outsider 

Cuxhaven Christina 
Rafael 

Marta Luis 

Zeven Hilde Rubens & Merle 
Joris 

Sebastian 

Aurich Clara 
Richard 

Lena 

Fig. 6.5: Questions from Interview Guide 

Narrative opening questions: 

• I would first ask you to tell me your life story as you have experienced it, especially with 
regard to how you got to where and who you are today. 

• What is it like to live, work and grow up in XXX? What does everyday life here look like for 
you? 

Other questions 

• Do you feel at home here? When do you feel most ‘at home’ and why? 
• How would you describe the people in XXX? Who do you feel close to/similar to, who is 

rather different? 
• What would you say characterises the culture here in XXX? Compared to XXX? 
• If you could invite 12 people to XXX, what would you show them about your life here? 
• You have already mentioned XXX (e.g. volunteering), where being Dutch/Portuguese/East 

Frisian plays a role. Are there other occasions or areas in everyday life where this is the case? 
• What role do the association’s activities play for you? 

◦ Is it important to you that the organisation/the festival lives on in the long term, that a 
younger generation takes over at some point? Will that happen? 

◦ This festival also exists in XXX and XXX? Would you say it is special here? 
◦ How much do the reactions of the wider public here in XX to your activities mean to 

you? 
• You have had experience in two countries. What do you do differently here than there? 
• (How) do you maintain contact with your country of origin? What does this contact mean to 

you? 
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I constructed the interviews as problem-centred (Witzel 2000),6 with two initial 
narrative questions. These questions were broad and were meant to trigger a more 
extended narrative in an attempt not to prime the narrative along an ethnic lens. I 
first asked: ‘tell me your life story as you have experienced it, especially with regard 
to how you got to where you are and who you are today.’ I underlined that I would try 
not to disturb their narrative. I then asked, ‘What is it like to live, work and grow up 
in XXX? What is everyday life like for you here?’ Later in the interview I asked more 
specific questions, such as where they feel at home, which kind of people in the city 
they do or do not feel close to, and about their volunteer work and the festivals (See 
Figure 6.5. for the complete interview guide). 

As the interviews contained most personal data, anonymising the data is of cen
tral importance here. I intended initially to use pseudonyms for individual research 
participants and the three small towns. However, I realised that not naming the 
towns does have disadvantages as to the use of pictures, the quoting of newspa
per articles and most importantly, a description of specific worldmaking aspects, 
such as policies, development plans, or regime actors central in the fields. This de
cision had implications for my publication-oriented work of anonymising the data. 
Werner et al. (2023) point out that anonymisation in social research entails much 
more than pseudonymisation. The task starts with data management and storage 
aspects, and the publication of research findings entails many decisions to be made 
throughout the research process. They state: 

This is an issue that appears simple on the surface, but on closer examination re
veals blind spots and complexities. Anonymization is particularly time-consum

ing in qualitative studies with few participants, which may be conducted in small 
towns or manageable communities. (Werner et al. 2023: 3, my translation) 

All interviewees consented to my use of their words for this and potential later re
search projects in accordance with the European General Data Protection Regula
tion (GDPR). All data that can serve to identify research participants directly is and 
was accessible only to myself and to my student assistant for limited amounts of 
time. I cut out of the text contextual data analysis that can be related to individual re
search participants and that was not relevant to the analysis. This includes the names 
of third parties, family relationships, affiliations to groups, locations (e.g. cities), in
stitutions or roles, competencies and geographical references. (ibid: 10) This meant 
the exclusion of all data that could potentially be harmful to individuals, such as their 

6 Witzel describes his interview method as ‘inductive-deductive’ (2000: 2, my translation). It 
is based on theory-generating procedures of Grounded Theory and opposes both deductive 
approaches as well as naive-inductive approaches to empirical research, which pretend the 
research is not situated in that researcher’ enter the field and analysis with an interest and 
with presumptions. 
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sexual orientation. My anonymisation strategy can generally be described as ori
ented toward publication (ibid:13). The concrete techniques I used were not naming, 
as well as generalising and pseudonymising data points. 

My ethnographic field research phases were relatively short and focused on spe
cific events and moments of interaction. They can be described as ‘focused ethnog
raphy’ (Knoblauch 2013), a form of ethnographic practice taking place in one’s own 
culture and for a limited amount of time. During the short-term ethnographic vis
its of one or two nights, Carola and I soon came to realise that it was the informal 
conversations that were of great importance to understand the heritage situations 
better. These conversations were especially important in that many of the most use
ful ones happened with people we would not have associated with being active in 
the Ethnicised Heritage Situations, such as local businesspeople or important indi
viduals without official roles in the associations. Our field notes became important 
places to document these conversations. Another moment of change in the sampling 
strategy regarding the interviews was when we realised that it was very important 
for people to position themselves via other members of the ethnic associations or 
an ethnic/diaspora community more broadly. This was when we found mavericks – 
people positioned at the margins of or opposed to the social worlds – to become a 
part of the interview sample alongside the entrepreneurs, who occupied a central 
position in and across the social worlds. 

In the earlier stages of the research process, I decided to read local newspaper 
articles to gain background knowledge on the festivals and associations in the small 
towns and only later on included them in the data sample. Some of the more re
cent articles were accessible online; for most, I visited the local newspaper archive 
or contacted newspapers to send requested articles. In the case of Aurich, I included 
14 articles in the sample, ranging from 1995 to 2018. In Cuxhaven, the sample was 
bigger with 29 articles ranging from 1966, when the Spanish centre was opened, to 
2018, when a new executive board of the German-Portuguese Cultural Association 
was elected. In Zeven, I got a bit lost in the archive and included 89 articles from 
1963, when the arrival of the Dutch military garrison in the city was announced, to 
2018, when the Four Evening Marches festival turned 50 years old. 

To sum up, the analytical practice of mapping is central to a Situational Analysis 
project from its very beginnings, laid out here to compose a research design, and 
in the process of gathering data along the principles of theoretical sampling. Map
ping along with consistent memoing, while gathering different types of data from 
desktop research, expert conversations and later on from ethnographic observation, 
newspaper articles and interviews, is an iterative process of abduction, a constant 
moving between empirical data and theorising. The goal of this theorising in Sit
uational Analysis is to understand the situation of research more clearly, a process 
that urges the researcher to actively reflect on and make transparent choices dur
ing the research process. It is this iterative process that leads to theorising and, in 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


6. Being Situated: Situational Analysis as More Than a Method of Research and Analysis 125 

my case, the development of Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a theoretical model. 
While I have so far described the ways is which mapping helped to decide on a ter
tium comparationes, the associations and festivals in all three towns, other kinds of 
structuring comparisons became central in these later stages of the research pro
cess. 

6.2.2 Doing Situational Analysis 

My Situational Analysis praxis was centrally composed of three techniques: open 
coding of the interview material, mapping, and memoing. The interview material 
takes a unique position in the research as I only coded the interviews, not the other 
types of data, field notes and newspaper articles. This is because my main research 
interest was how the research participants draw symbolic boundaries and value the 
cultural productions they are engaged in from a subjective perspective. 

Upon completing the interview transcription, I conducted three rounds of open 
coding, a pivotal initial step in the grounded theory research methodology, which 
encompasses two to three distinct coding phases, not all of which play a role in Situ
ational Analysis. During open coding, I systematically coded segments of the inter
view material. Initially, my first code list was interview-specific, yet I continuously 
made memos about recurring aspects across different interviews. This laid the foun
dation for my second code list, which highlighted codes spanning interviews within 
a case. 

This process resulted in the identification of 137 codes encompassing 728 coded 
segments. In the third phase, I employed MaxMaps as a visual analysis tool to cluster 
the codes around ‘more enduring and analytically ambitious conceptual categories’, 
as emphasised by Clarke et al. (2018: 5). As the codes evolved into more abstract rep
resentations during the open coding process, a fusion of bottom-up and top-down 
codes emerged through an abductive process. For instance, I systematically grouped 
various codes under broader categories, such as forms of boundary making or vol
unteer engagements, employing visualisations to enhance conceptual clarity. 

The focus in Situational Analysis transitions to mapping after the open coding 
stage, while the relation of codes to maps remains unclear. Clarke (2018: 27) advises 
not to put codes on maps but rather to use coding to first break up the material. In 
my case, the ideas for specific maps and their content emerged from the open coding 
process and the memoing that went along with it.7 

The project’s central challenge at this stage in the research process lay in the var
ious moments where comparison played a role. There is the question of the tertium 
comparationis in the early stages of the research process, along with the logic of 

7 Templates of all three kinds of maps that I used for my own maps can be found here: https:// 
study.sagepub.com/clarke2e/student-resources/templates (accesses June 6, 2024). 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://study.sagepub.com/clarke2e/student-resources/templates
https://study.sagepub.com/clarke2e/student-resources/templates


126 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

theoretical sampling, as outlined in the previous sub-chapter. Beyond this, the re
search questions primarily concern how individuals within specific arenas compare 
themselves to others, a process that gives rise to symbolic boundary making and, 
potentially, group formation. In this sense, comparison itself becomes an object of 
empirical investigation. Finally, the project also examined how processes of (e)valu
ation operate in relation to the cultural practices and productions in which people 
participate – amounting to a comparative analysis of fundamental social processes. 
Situational Analysis enables the explicit and systematic integration of these diverse 
modes of comparison, which are central to sociological research (Sielert 2023). Com
parison within this framework becomes a reflexive method, encompassing both ab
stract comparisons of social processes by the researcher and comparisons as an em
pirical object of investigation. 

I profited from the eclectic work already being done by Clarke and others on 
doing comparative analysis in Situational Analysis (Sielert 2023). Some researchers 
have used Situational Analysis for explicitly comparative research designs (e.g., 
Schulte-Römer 2015; Shim 2005). In key Situational Analysis publications, there are 
aspects in which comparison appears as a research method. The ‘method of constant 
comparison’ (Glaser 1965) in data coding is most relevant, as already practised in 
grounded theory and partly in Situational Analysis. In addition, there is a practice 
of ‘comparative mapping,’ in which data types are analysed in separate maps to 
make the results comparable (Clarke et al. 2018: 235). 

I produced social world/arena maps limited to one specific data source, such as 
participant observations and newspaper articles; maps limited to the data of a small- 
town arena; and maps integrating all three cases. The former helped focus the anal
ysis on what is different across cases, while the latter showed what is similar. 

As I have argued elsewhere (Sielert 2023), social world and arena maps are well 
suited to analyse comparisons at the level of the actors’ practices of comparison 
(their definition of the situation), which draw symbolic boundaries between social 
worlds in the field. Social world/arena maps are a relational ecological form of 
organisational analysis (Clarke and Leigh Star 2008). Their empirical questions are: 
‘Who cares about which issues, and what do they want to do about them?’ (Clarke et 
al. 2018: 148). Social world/arena maps proved to be especially fruitful in my research 
process not only to get a first overview of which actors participate in the (re)pro
duction of ethnicised festivals in small town arenas but also to analyse the role of 
the heritage regime’s operations as state and otherwise governmental regulation 
via institution and organisation active in the arenas. In contrast to Barney Glaser’s 
(1965) ‘method of constant comparison,’ the proximity to the empirical material and 
the correspondingly low level of abstraction means that the differentiations of the 
empirical world remain visible as differences in the various actors’ boundary-draw
ing processes. Nevertheless, the maps also make it possible to visualise affiliation 
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formations through social world relations in ethnically marked cultural production. 
It was these kinds of maps that were most differentiated per case and type of data 

Fig. 6.6 & 6.7: Social World/Arena Maps based on newspaper articles (left) and ethnographic observa
tion (right) 

For example, it proved productive to confront the social worlds and symbolic 
boundaries constructed by dominant discourses and narratives about the small 
towns’ minority inhabitants in newspaper articles with less dominant narratives 
and observations in the field (Fig 6.6 & 6.7). In the case of Cuxhaven, I found that 
while the dominant narrative in the local newspaper is to bind the city’s Portuguese 
heritage to a history of its so-called ‘guest workers,’ for people in the field or within 
events, this history was somewhat absent. 

Integrative maps that include data from all three cases are more abstract and 
already involve a certain amount of the research analysis; at times, they are an 
outcome of conducting maps per case or data. They operate on a level of scientific 
comparison, the comparison of social processes, rather than comparison as a phe
nomenon in the research field. Emile Durkheim (1984), for example, posited that 
comparison is not a particular branch of sociology, but all sociological work is com
parative per se. Theory provides the framework within which different empirical 
objects can be compared.8 The integrative social world and arena maps tended to 
move to this level of abstraction, which simultaneously focuses on what is similar 
rather than different across cases. 

All positional maps conducted for this project were integrative, which means 
that they were constructed using all kinds of data from all three case studies. Po

8 I have discussed the problematic side of this assumption in Sielert (2023). 
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sitional maps offer ecologies of positions taken or not taken and contested issues 
in empirical situations. They bring elements of discursive analysis to the research 
process, which proved helpful for my reconstruction of relevant cultural repertoires 
(Lamont and Thévenot 2000). The focus in positional maps is not on individual and 
collective actors that employ such repertoires but on the criteria of (e)valuation that 
constitute them. 

Fig. 6.8: Positional Map, integrative of all data and all cases 

Positional maps are traditionally thought to map discourses and discursive 
positions in the material. Sarah Glück (2023: 18) argues that instead of taking 
discourses as a basis for positional maps, it is also possible to map out narrative 
structures with their help. In the context of my research, positional maps proved 
helpful in reconstructing different criteria of (e)valuation that, taken together, 
hinted toward relevant cultural repertoires of (e)valuation in the field and their 
content (Fig. 6.8.). This allowed for comparing different criteria of (e)valuation of 
cultural productions as causal mechanisms for boundary making. I, for example, 
mapped out the heritage repertoire from a more active approach of making and 
appropriating heritages to a more passive-oriented receiving of heritage or was able 
to reconstruct more in-depth the contents of small-town-repertoire participants in 
the studies drew upon in symbolic boundary making. 
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Overall, I produced almost 20 versions of the social world and arena maps in 
analysis, which I developed throughout the research process and played with in the 
analysis. They first allowed the structuring of the comparative research design of 
the project. Second, they allowed me not to give up on the empirical material’s com
plexity (and to stay open, as Clarke calls it) and to reach a certain level of productive 
analytical clarity. 

As a tool for qualitative inquiry, I experienced producing and reworking maps 
as real work, which was sometimes tiring. I always had to make several maps be
fore key insights jumped out at me. I use the language of insights ‘jumping out’ at 
me consciously to indicate how it felt in the moment and to underline how maps 
make the material speak for one’s research interest – a process Strübing names ‘ab
ductive flashes’ (2002: 324, my translation). At the same time, the maps enabled a 
transparency in the way I came to certain conclusions, which is, despite how it feels 
in the moment, much less a sudden instance of ‘jumping out’ but of hard analytical 
work. 

6.2.3 More than Wrapping up – Writing as an Analytical Process 

Writing played a foundational role throughout the entire trajectory of my research 
process. This encompassed various stages, ranging from crafting an initial project 
grounded in the existing literature to the ongoing practice of memoing, early drafts 
of chapters, and the formulation of conference papers addressing specific facets 
of the project. It extended to the critical process of translating intricate analytical 
maps, which inherently lack self-explanatory clarity, into cohesive written nar
ratives in analysis chapters. Finally, the core writing phase involved synthesising 
the research findings and theoretical contributions into a coherent scholarly work, 
which in its initial phase involved a lot of freewriting in a ‘stream of consciousness’ 
style. Writing played a huge role in these later stages of the analysis process. 

Writing is, as has been argued by qualitative and ethnographic researchers,9 not 
a mere ‘means to communicate research, but as its very aid. Writing is not just of re
search but as research.’ (Mitchell and Clark 2021: 1). Writing involves interpretation 
at every step and must be considered a research method in itself; it helps to reflect on 
the data critically and becomes a means to enhance qualitative analysis. The mean
ing of the final thesis text is constructed in a fusion of horizons as an author and 
reader (Mitchell and Clark 2021). Accordingly, Strübing et al. (2018) added the cate
gory ‘textual performance’ to the list of quality criteria in qualitative research. 

While I was very aware of and trained in the important role of memoing and 
writing an exposé as part of the research process, I have to admit that the step of 

9 See, e.g., the Writing Culture debate of the 1980s/1990s (Zenker 2014). 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


130 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

putting my analytical maps into writing analytical chapters and the analytical pro
cess that evolved in composing these chapters came as a surprise to me. While I did 
have experience writing an empirical research project for my M.A. thesis, until start
ing the PhD my writing experience was of the structured sort. I constructed lines of 
content and analysis in advance and had to write down these insights. In light of 
the years-long process and complexity of a PhD project to be published as a book, I 
ultimately had to change my habitual writing practices. 

A first breakthrough in this respect came when I accepted that this phase of 
‘writing up’ the project would sometimes be frayed and messy. I then embraced this 
aspect of writing and started to produce many pages of freewriting, asking myself 
questions like ‘What will be the content of this chapter?’ or ‘what do I want to say 
here?’. With a lot of analytical work and clarity, the development of my overall nar
rative arose from this freewriting. 

To begin to put my analytical maps into words10 on a mere descriptive level was 
another step of writing that helped in the process. This also involved reviewing all 
my maps and memos to decide which results would become part of the final project 
and where to place them. Clarke et. al. strongly recommended going along with the 
feeling of surprise in the research process when making this decision. They write: 

We are always very happy when researchers discuss being surprised at an outcome 
of an SA project, because it usually means they are working very hard and con
fronting themselves as well as the data in seriously reflexive ways. (2018: 179) 

Taking ‘moments of nonrecognition’ (Glick Schiller et al. 2006) as the starting point 
of each chapter, I followed their advice to go with the surprises. 

Another of Clarke et al.’s suggestions in finalising a Situational Analysis project 
through writing that I found extremely helpful is to produce a final project map out 
of situational maps. 

SA project maps are, quite simply, maps of particular projects or of facets of par
ticular projects prepared for presentations, research reports, published articles, or 
books. They are no longer maps pursued to further one’s own SA, but instead are 
tailored to explicate particular aspects of that analysis for intended […] audiences. 
(ibid: 202) 

It was in this last step of putting my central social world/arena and positional maps 
into such a final situational project map that I managed to most clearly develop my 

10 Special thanks to Anna-Lisa Klages and Tobias Fitzek, who accompanied me in this process 
through regular online exchanges. 
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concept of Ethnicised Heritage Situations and the operationalisation of elements in 
this situation. 

This chapter has outlined how Situational Analysis provided the groundwork 
for this study’s research design and analysis. It enabled me to bring together the
ory, data, and emergent conceptual contributions in a reflexive manner. By working 
through the complexity of the three small towns, mapping proved particularly gen
erative: it not only highlighted contrasts between everyday experiences and dom
inant representations in the literature and mainstream media but also structures 
comparisons and at times unexpected connections across the case studies. The iter
ative process involving mapping, memoing and coding showed how particularities 
of cases and experiences complicate generalised accounts, while also revealing pat
terns across cases by comparing the ways in which people categorise one another or 
(e)valuate their cultural doings. 

The analysis process was not linear but abductive – moving back and forth be
tween the empirical and the conceptual. Rather than treating theory as imposed 
from the outset, insights from the data are theorised, while theory in turn guided 
some of the questions I asked of the data. This dynamic interplay was central to 
the development of Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a theoretical model, which 
emerged not as an abstract construction but through the grounded, comparative 
work of Situational Analysis. This lays the foundation for the chapters that follow. 
The Ethnicised Heritage Situations model is taken forward as both an analytic and 
conceptual lens, allowing me to explore the processes of worldmaking and sense
making that unfold in and across the towns. 
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PART III: Worldmaking of Heritage Regimes 

in Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

and the (Dis)Contents of Heritage 

as a Cultural Repertoire 

The website ‘Dive into Intangible Cultural Heritage’ offers a colourful visual and en
gaging way to get acquainted with the almost 800 cultural elements and expres
sions listed as Intangible Cultural Heritage by UNESCO. Different listed elements 
are linked through an interactive network of nodes and lines. When clicking on a 
concept – for example, ‘music’ or ‘rituals’ – the map highlights related elements as 
circles connected by branching lines, implying that practices from different regions 
or traditions share common themes. Each node can be selected to reveal more infor
mation, which in turn expands the network further and shows new connections. 

As fun as it is to browse the map and to travel the world from the comfort of 
home, the impression one gets is that all these particular cultural endeavours and 
forms linked in a common web are part of a market of cultural diversity spanning the 
globe. This blatantly exemplifies an important aspect of heritage policies’ worldmak
ing – understood as highly institutionalised, generalised (e)valuations: Their power 
to turn cultural endeavours and forms as diverse as ‘Traditional skills of loincloth 
weaving in Côte d’Ivoire’ and the ‘Manufacture of Cowbells’ into comparable objects, 
linked by the concept of ‘family’ (Noyes 2015). 

Eight out of the many concepts on the map carry the notion of ‘community’ in 
their name, ranging from ‘community participation’ to ‘community centres’. The 
2003 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage 
mentions the concept 11 times in formulations that pose a cultural heritage belong
ing to a community, thereby posing an intimate entanglement of local culture with 
group formation and identity claims (Adell et. al 2015). This is another aspect of 
heritage policies’ worldmaking processes. 

While elements of these operations of worldmaking are present in the Ethni
cised Heritage Situations of Zeven, Cuxhaven and Aurich, the much more prevalent 
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core elements found in the sensemaking processes and organisational setup of the 
heritage festivals during this study confront the assumed relevance of such institu
tionalised (e)valuations of global heritage regimes. 

The genesis of the ethnicised festivals in the three small towns can be considered 
the product of national and religious heritage regime operations with large suprare
gional organisations rather than an ethnicised community of practice as their bear
ers. As for the cases of Cuxhaven and Zeven, this confirms what Glick Schiller and 
Çağlar (2009), among others, have found out about the relatively minor role of eth
nicity in integration pathways in small cities and the reliance of migrant self-organ
isation on supraregional organisational actors (see also Åberg and Högman 2015; 
Bonizzoni and Marzorati 2015; Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009; Kirchhoff and Bolte 
2014; Semprebon, Marzorati, and Bonizzoni 2023). However, festival (re)production 
is and always was led by individuals ‘on the ground’. There are local businesspeo
ple, as often in small town cultural settings (Hjalager and Kwiatkowski 2018; Lysgård 
2016:4), involved in the (re)production of the ethnicised festivals. Still, the volunteer- 
based nature of the work involved in festival organisation is noteworthy. My initial 
contact in the field was with entrepreneurs – understood as highly engaged volun
teers that are engaged in different social worlds, such as local media, local politics 
and associational life – who acted as gatekeepers to other research participants and 
whose lengthy interviews shaped my perspective. I contacted them via their mem
bership in ethnic associations that deliberately identify themselves as members of a 
specific ethnic group, as evident in their names such as ‘Portuguese’, ‘East Frisian’, 
or ‘Dutch’. Among these associations is a religious and ethnic group under the aus
pices of the Catholic church in Cuxhaven, along with ethnic and cultural associa
tions in Zeven and Aurich. These associations often have physical manifestations in 
clubhouses, cultural centres, or, in the case of Cuxhaven, within the local Catholic 
church. 

The historical link between Cuxhaven and Portuguese immigration is visible in 
current events celebrating or presenting the local fish industry, which almost always 
involve an element of Portuguese food folklore. When one Cuxhaven inhabitant who 
immigrated to the town and used to work in the – by now decreased – fish industry 
is asked about the fishermen festival he states: ‘Where fish used to be sold nowa
days something is being celebrated, which doesn’t even exist anymore in Cuxhaven 
– isn’t that an irony of fate’ (CN 06/2011). Performative moments of Cuxhaven’s Por
tugueseness, in other words, exist even though there is no local Portuguese commu
nity whatsoever centrally invested in the festivals’ (re)production. For the local Por
tuguese folklore dance group, an interviewee in Cuxhaven was keen to point out that 
a performance on the festival stage is a welcoming moment, but understood it as 
not more than a ‘job’ that facilitates their much more inward-oriented social events 
in less public spaces. This inward orientation towards the reproduction of social life 
is similarly true for the folklore dance group that performs in front of Aurich’s may
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pole once a year. The engagement of individuals in such cultural endeavours follows 
an orientation that favours sociability over public recognition, and supporting each 
other over professionalised displays of their activities. Dominant heritage regime 
criteria of (e)valuation such as recognition, expertise, or consumer orientation (Bru
mann 2018; Waterton and Smith 2010) were less prevalent than those that can be 
said to practice an ethic of care emphasising attentiveness, responsibility, compe
tence and responsiveness in caring relationships (Tronto 1993). This orientation that 
comes back to the use value of cultural productions poses a so-far undertheorised 
gendered matrix of heritage. 

The entrepreneurs I interviewed as volunteers highly engaged in the social 
worlds of relevance in the field have considerable power in establishing the eth
nicised festivals as boundary objects, thus delineating the borders between inter
pretive communities. Boundary objects are flexible concepts, artefacts or practices 
that different social groups can adapt to their own needs, enabling coordination 
and collaboration without requiring full consensus (Star and Clarke 2007). At the 
other end of such boundary work but no less important are mavericks, who position 
themselves on the outskirts of local minority groups. I initially tended to under
stand all festivals as boundary objects, that is, entities at the intersections of diverse 
social worlds, serving mutual concerns (Star and Clarke 2007:118). But through my 
research, I found that they are in the cases of Aurich’s Maypole celebration and 
Zeven’s Four Evening Marches nowadays but not in the case of Cuxhaven’s Fatima 
procession. 

Generally during fieldwork, I was troubled by the seemingly harmonious and 
non-conflictual course of all of the events I visited. There was rarely a sign of the 
festivals or associations being places to negotiate identity claims or to compete over 
resources. I soon understood that almost all of their history involved such ‘unset
tled times’ in the past, though not anymore. Ann Swidler distinguishes between two 
models of culture, wherein culture operates differently: one in which it accounts for 
continuities in ‘settled lives’, where it is intricately integrated with action, and an
other in periods of social transformation where ideologies, explicit and highly or
ganised meaning systems (both political and religious) establish new styles or strate
gies of action (Swidler 1986). Such temporal elements influence the Ethnicised Her
itage Situations under study here. The moments that I entered the field were rela
tively settled, which accounts for the lack of conflict over the festivals as representa
tions of the small-town arenas’ Dutch, Portuguese or East Frisian heritage. 

This situational framing has to be kept in mind during the analysis of Ethni
cised Heritage Situations in the next two chapters. This focus on the ethnicised fes
tivals and associations of the three towns brings to light a somewhat paradoxical 
relation of world- and sensemaking in the Ethnicised Heritage Situations: An eth
nicised community of practice is either absent as bearer of the festivals or, when a 
concrete community matters to individuals, it is with an orientation much different 
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from the one worldmaking processes of heritage regimes and associated criteria of 
(e)valuation seem to imply. 
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7. The (Re)production of Ethnicised Festivals: 

Large Organisations and Boundary Objects 

in the Absence of a Community of Practice 

When a member of the Dutch traditional association in Zeven offered to accompany 
me to the annual Sinterklaas festival and arrival at the City Hall, I did not know what 
to expect from this highly contested Dutch national festival being staged in a small 
German town. However, when I arrived in front of the building and met her, I quickly 
realised that I did have presumptions. I expected the people active in the production 
and performance of the event to be predominantly Dutch and maybe even members 
of the Dutch association. To my surprise, while Sinterklaas himself and some of the 
Black Peters were Dutch, the majority of the other actively involved people were non- 
Dutch, mostly German: The Black Peters that abseiled from the wall of the town Hall 
were German soldiers, and the organisers behind the event was a local, business- 
led civic association. At a coffee table with all involved after the performance, my 
companion was flustered: 

It is sad that the civic association of local businesspeople always leave the Sin
terklaas festivities directly afterwards, missing out on sitting together at the long 
‘Kaffeetafel.’ This is so German. (quoted in field notes) 

While the woman regularly attends the festival, including its inner circle meetings 
afterwards, she is motivated to do so in her representative function for the local 
Dutch association and not out of individual passion. Instead, she is an outsider to 
the festival’s (re)production. In her experience, the festival lost its Dutch character 
when the initial organiser, the Dutch military garrison in Zeven, withdrew. 

Contrary to expectations, the absence of a bounded community of practice in the 
genesis of the festivals in Zeven, Aurich, and Cuxhaven emerged as a perplexing ob
servation in the course of my research. Across the three towns, large supraregional 
organisations such as the military, the church, or the municipality (components of 
national or religious heritage regimes) played a central role in the festivals’ found
ing moments. However, at points in time these organisations withdrew from or
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ganisational responsibilities, and voluntary workers subsequently assumed the pri
mary organisational role. Notably, this organisational shift did not involve ethnically 
marked communities of practice but associations and interest groups comprised of 
small-scale entrepreneurs in the region. 

This chapter inquires into which actors are involved in (re)producing the festivals 
and explores the underlying reasons for their involvement, delving into their criteria 
of (e)valuation. The first part shows how large supraregional organisations are the 
founders of the festivals. The second part delves into the reproduction of the festivals 
after their withdrawal from the arena. While some festivals evolve into boundary 
objects, others, such as the one in Cuxhaven, are taken over by other large organisa
tions. Where large organisations become absent, various social worlds collaborate 
on relatively loose terms, participating with varying intentions and motivations. 

The national and religious heritage regimes at play in the festivals’ founding mo
ments have considerable worldmaking powers. At the same time, small-scale and 
more significant business actors in the arenas play a role in forming the economic 
criteria of (e)valuation within them. The regimes operate through the presence of 
large organisations, but notably absent from them are the clearly bounded com
munities as the primary bearers of the festivals’ heritage. Even though they appear 
ethnicised, the festivals are essential pathways of incorporation for Dutch and East 
Frisian inhabitants of the towns not because they facilitate one to ‘become’ ethnic; 
but give opportunity to connect socially. 

Organisations, then, are integral to heritage regimes, even before official her
itage interventions occur. This challenges the notion of communities as being the 
exclusive recipients or bearers of heritage. Conceptualising them as such risks in
advertently creating these communities rather than simply strengthening existing 
ones. 

Similar instances to the one of Sinterklaas festival in Zeven can be reconstructed 
in all of my three case studies. In reflecting on his first year of organising the new 
Maypole festival in Aurich, a businessperson and main organiser discussed an in
teraction he had with traditional associations: 

In our first year of organising the Maypole tradition in Aurich, we didn’t have a 
folklore dance group, only a rock band. People critiqued us for this, so we booked 
a local East Frisian dance group this time. That was it. (field notes) 

From these observations, I titled this chapter with the notion of the ‘absence’ of a 
community of practice; in my case studies there is no congruency between an eth
nicised community of practice and a festival. 
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7.1 Large Organisations as Heritage Regime Actors in the Festivals’ 
Founding Moments 

It is striking how critical a role different types of organisations played in the ethni
cally marked festivals in Cuxhaven, Zeven, and Aurich, especially at the moment of 
their tradition being invented (Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992). In Zeven, this organi
sation is the Dutch military, in Cuxhaven, the Catholic church, and, when it comes 
to the fish festival, an interest group of local and globally active corporations. In Au
rich, organisations like the Ostfriesische Landschaft (East Frisian Landscape Associ
ation), an explicit heritage institution, is among many important regional organisa
tional actors. In the case of the Maypole festival in the town centre, the municipality 
and its administrative bodies were central. 

These large organisations founded all of the festivals under study. By ‘large,’ I 
am emphasising that they are local outposts of supraregional organisations with a 
considerable amount of bureaucratic and financial power and organisational dif
ferentiation, and they are embedded in an upscale network of national, economic, 
or religious organisations and heritage regimes. This is opposed to smaller organ
isations, like local associations or regional interest groups, who rely on members’ 
financial remittances or generally have much smaller financial households and no 
upscale organisational structure.1 The founding moments of the festivals in all three 
cities and the large supraregional organisations as representatives of national or re
ligious heritage regimes therein show the role of worldmaking in the genesis of such 
ethnicised events. In other words, they show that in these cases, there was no local 
community of people aiming toward being represented in festivals and taking the 
appropriate bottom-up initiative. 

Fatima processions are celebrated by Portuguese diaspora communities world
wide, wherein, just as the case of Cuxhaven, prayers are often said not only for the 
Portuguese Catholic community but for the universal Catholic Church (Dumont 
2003). So while the festival appears as Portuguese to the town’s public, in the eyes of 
the church members organising it the festival is first and foremost Catholic.. This 
becomes clear when Christina describes praying the rosary: 

1 I use ‘supraregional’ to denote the organisations’ framework of action as national or global, 
as opposed to more local actors, and to position them as actors in different heritage regimes. 
It did not feel necessary to my argument to go into debates about typologies of organisa
tions. Such debates can be found elsewhere, see Apelt and Tacke (2012); Eldridge and Crom

bie (2013). 
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So today we prayed in six different languages – the rosary. And in that sense the 
person next to me… It does not matter what he is, at that moment he is a Catholic. 
(Christina)2 

Or when she made clear that in the halls of the church, everyone is the same as a 
Christian: 

The Portuguese and German flags, that means that we are a community together, 
only together we are something. In the Catholic church, there are no German, 
Portuguese and Chinese people; in the Catholic church, there are only Christians. 
(Christina)3 

The local Portuguese mission under the leadership of the Portuguese priest first 
organised the Fatima procession in Cuxhaven. The institutionalisation of Catholic 
missions for foreign work migrants in Germany that began in the 1960s is an essen
tial precursor to the associations that shape the small-town arena today. As Dietrich 
Thränhardt and Jenni Winterhagen underline, ‘From the beginning, Catholic mis
sions shaped patterns and themes of migrant self-organisation that continue to 
influence the integration process today’ (2012: 200). A study conducted in 2007 
found that over 20 percent of young Catholics in Germany hailed from immigrant 
families. These individuals exhibited higher religiosity than their counterparts 
without immigrant backgrounds, where only one in four identified as ‘religious’ or 
‘very religious’. The church’s main aim was to provide pastoral care in the worker’s 
mother tongue, which was soon accompanied with support by social workers from 
different countries of origin. They offered the migrant workers helpful knowledge 
for handling everyday life in a foreign country and organised activities to produce a 
sense of community and support among one another. 

The local Cuxhaven newspaper reported in 1966 that a Spanish cultural centre 
was to be opened. ‘The Spanish and Portuguese breathe in a sigh of relief ’ (CN 
04/1966) as they finally find a place for themselves to ‘feel at home in a foreign 
country’ (CN 04/1966), the paper stated. In the following decades, especially since 
the 1990s, two differentiated association landscapes, a Portuguese and a Span
ish one, have developed. Tränhardt and Winterhagen (2012) point out that in the 
early years after immigration, contact with other local Catholic communities was 
scarce and not pushed for by the mission administrations. Only when local Catholic 
communities were increasingly dying out and suffering from a lack of community 

2 „Also wir haben heute in sechs verschiedene Sprachen. den Rosenkranz gebetet. und insofern und der 
neben mir ist ob. Es spielt keine Rolle was er ist. in dem Moment ist ein Katholik.“ (Christina) 

3 „Die portugiesische und deutsche Fahne, das bedeutet, dass wir zusammen eine Gemeinschaft sind, 
nur zusammen was sind. In der katholischen Kirche gibts keine Deutschen ((unverständlich)) Portu
giesen und Chinesen, in der katholischen Kirche gibts nur Christen.“ (Christina) 
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participation did they reach out to the more lively and active neighbouring mis
sions. Since the 2000s, debates around integrating Catholic missions into the local 
German Catholic Church led to the closure of some missions, such as the one in 
Cuxhaven in 2006. 

In comparing Italian, Spanish, and Croatian missions in Germany, Thränhardt 
and Winterhagen show how different ideological presumptions form their work. In
terestingly, the presumptions in this context relate not only to the specificities of 
migrant workers as members of the community in Germany but also to the history 
and current developments in the countries of origin: ‘For the Spanish priests, inte
gration meant above all integration through education. They developed a successful 
double strategy of regular German school and supplementary education for the im
migrants’ children.’ (2012: 212, my translation). Consequently, one can assume that 
a focus on educating young people with a Portuguese family history in language 
classes and church confirmation groups today comes from this specific history. 

The Catholic church played a direct role in the genesis of Cuxhaven’s Fatima fes
tival and an indirect role in the other ethnicised festivals and cultural endeavours, 
as it was the institution first providing space for local Portuguese immigrants to 
meet and connect. The church established the Fatima procession through the town 
centre with a Fatima sculpture imported from Portugal by the then-local priest, as 
Christina narrated: 

Priest N. in his Golf... he travelled from Portugal in the Golf he had at the time, 
and I can still remember exactly how he said: ‘A man and a woman, we came from 
Portugal together. I took her with me, right? And she was lying in the car, and I was 
in good company for the whole drive’ (Christina).4 

Indirectly, the church played an essential role in migrant self-organisation, evi
dent in the landscape of Portuguese associations in Cuxhaven today. The church, 
however, is not involved in organising the second festival that I researched in this 
locale, the local fish festival organised by a local interest group of supraregional 
corporations active in the fish industry. This festival is primarily a culinary fes
tival and is only ethnicised as Portuguese secondarily. In contrast to the small- 
scale entrepreneurs I will address in the next section, these corporations have a 
supraregional scope of action, so I typify them as large organisations. Taking place 
since 1994, the fish festival is a pillar of the town’s use of old harbour buildings. 
The festival organisers see it as a part of ‘targeted PR and press relations’ as well 

4 „Pfarrer Nelsen in seinem Golf... er ist mit dem Golf, den er damals hatte, aus Portugal gereist, und 
ich kann mich noch genau daran erinnern, wie er sagte: „Ein Mann und eine Frau, wir sind zusammen 
aus Portugal gekommen, ich hab’ sie mitgebracht, ne? Und sie lag da im Auto und ich war in guter 
Begleitung die ganze Fahrt“. (Christina) 
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as ‘joint marketing measures’ (Association homepage, my translation). The festival 
comprises of a culinary event that involves eating fish accompanied by music and 
‘some Portuguese folklore’ (Association homepage, my translation). 

A Dutch National heritage regime instituted by a Dutch military organisation 
and its garrison in Zeven is the most important actor in the birth of the Dutch 
festivals in the town, specifically Sinterklaas and Four Evening Marches.5 When in 
1963 a Dutch military brigade was installed, the military administration immedi
ately started organising festivals in the town. This was the case in Zeven, but also 
happened in at least one other town with brigades, Blomberg (Graf 2010). These ac
tivities can be seen in the context of the military’s and, therefore, the nation-state’s 
policies and practices regarding military-civil relations. On the one hand, public 
festivals were part of life in the barracks as a sort of enclave, a ‘total institution’ 
(Goffman 1961), providing soldiers and their families with their everyday needs as if 
they were in the Netherlands. Hilde, an active volunteer in the Dutch association of 
Zeven, described the situation like this: 

Back then, we had everything in the barracks. Our eldest went to a Dutch school, 
there was a Dutch club for every sport, we had a citizens’ office, we didn’t need 
anything German. Tennis, swimming, all that was done in the barracks.6 (Hilde) 

Maybe, in this context, the festivals also produced an image of the citizen-soldier 
(Burk 2002). On the other hand, the festivals attempted to increase the local pop
ulation’s acceptance of the Dutch soldiers.7 Although Dutch military members and 
their families were already largely welcome in the town, bringing money and boost
ing the economy, newspaper articles from the time show that there were more minor 
conflicts with the local population. One article discussed fights between the young 
male soldiers and the local population. A newspaper article titled ‘General S. Regrets 

5 While the Catholic Church heritage regime dominated the start of the Portuguese-marked 
arena under study and still does dominate, it is not the only actor, as the Portuguese state 
of origin also always played a considerable role, although not so much in cultural endeav
ours. In Cuxhaven the Portuguese Foreign ministry has always played an active role, mainly 
in the form of a consulate based in the neighbouring bigger town. Its representatives and 
administration workers regularly visit the town for festivities. The consulate has also paid for 
some language courses in the past and is involved in developing economic partnerships be
tween regions in Portugal and Cuxhaven. The active management of emigrant populations 
by countries of origin is a well-known phenomenon, specifically in cases where the countries 
are dependent on the emigrants through, for example, revenue. 

6 „Damals hatten wir alles in der Kaserne. Die Älteste war damals auf einer niederländischen Schule, es 
gab für jeden Sport einen niederländischen Verein, wir hatten ein Bürgerbüro, ja, wir brauchten nichts 
Deutsches. Tennis, Schwimmen, alles hat man in der Kaserne gemacht”. (Hilde) 

7 Such policies are nowadays instituted by NATO and are called CIMIC (Conception, implemen

tation and development of civil-military cooperation). 
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Incident’ (ZN 06/1963). As Andrea Graf (2010: 60) found in a NATO mission in the 
German town of Blomberg, organisation and participation in the Sinterklaas festi
val was popular among the soldiers, as it officially counted as working time. 

In the case of Aurich, the genesis of Maypole traditions in the town with its 
neighbourhoods goes far back; their origins are unclear to historians, and often 
no major institution takes the lead in their organisation. However, until 2016 the 
municipality organised and financed the main Maypole tradition in the centre 
of Aurich. Being a ‘subscale’ of the German state, the municipality is not a large 
organisation, but it does have an amount of organisational power and resources at 
hand. Therefore, the Aurich Maypole festival is operated by an organisation that can 
be considered part of a national heritage regime until 2016. 

All of these cases demonstrate the role in establishing the festivals is played by 
national heritage regimes at the municipality and Netherlands country-of-origin 
levels, a Catholic heritage regime, and corporate-oriented activities. These regimes 
manifest through prominent organisations such as the Catholic Church’s missions, 
a corporate interest group, the municipality, and the Dutch military. These findings 
challenge the underlying assumption of communities of practice being ontologised 
in heritage management and, at times, in research. In my case studies, and likely in 
many other instances, it is not a community but highly institutionalised and pow
erful organisations that initiate and invent local cultural productions. UNESCO is 
among the most visible in current global heritage regime discourses. 

7.2 The Effects of Transformation in Small-Town Arenas: Festivals 
as Spaces of Commerce and Encounter 

The 2000s marked a period of upheaval and transition in all three north German 
towns. The large organisations previously involved withdrew from the festivals’ 
(re)production for varying reasons, transforming the towns’ once relatively settled 
times into a stage of ‘unsettled lives,’ to borrow cultural sociologist Ann Swidler’s 
(1986) conceptualisation of culture’s functioning in settled and unsettled lives. By 
the time of my field research, the arenas were reorganised, new action strategies 
had been established, and times were relatively settled again. 

7.2.1 Economic Criteria of (E)valuation in Small-Scale Corporate Activity 

In 2017, the Aurich municipal government cut back on cultural expenses and stopped 
financing and organising the Maypole festival, which then did not take place that 
year. After some debates in the local newspaper, an interest group of local small-scale 
restauranteurs took on reviving celebrations in the town centre in 2018. When the 
military withdrew from the town of Zeven in 2006, a voluntary association mostly 
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made up of local businesspeople took over the organisation of the Dutch festivals 
in the yearly calendar. Meanwhile, the Fatima procession in Cuxhaven is still organ
ised by the Catholic church, though the Portuguese mission was closed in the early 
2000s, a process painful to its members at the time, as one of them told me. The other 
big festival, the fish festival, is still and always was organised by the association of 
supraregional and local corporations with an explicit economic interest. 

A comparison of the social worlds and other actors in all three towns shows the 
relevance of local business makers as actors, often the main organisers, of the fes
tivals. Their involvement is testament to economic (e)valuation criteria in the field, 
which usually does not dominate the overall festival appearance or imply its com
mercialisation. 

In all studies, the businesspeople are not only intentionally and actively involved 
in the (re)production of local festivals but are also their main organisers, sometimes 
sponsors. At the same time, the festivals’ labour is mostly voluntary. The business 
actors have generalised interests, such as entertaining visitors, creating social cohe
sion, or promoting interest in the activities and topics associated with the festivals. 
However, they do also have specific economic interests. 

These economic interests include focusing on the tourism industry or creating 
direct financial revenues. For example, in the case of Zeven they aim to make the 
town an attractive place to live for current and possible future employees. As a mem
ber told me, there are many local businesspeople active in the association, so the 
association aims to make Zeven ‘and the surrounding villages attractive and live
able for the people through a variety of events’ (Association homepage, my transla
tion), ‘people’ also referring to possible employees. Both the Zeven association and 
the Cuxhaven corporate organisational interest group have an interest in marketing 
the area where their festivals take place, with a focus on their specific local character
istics. The Sinterklaas festival and the Four Eveneing Marches are promoted beyond 
the region. The restauranteurs in Aurich and the fish industry in Cuxhaven want to 
make the town more attractive to tourists and locals and use the festival as a space to 
promote their products. Tourism, though, can only be said to be a primary driving 
factor in Cuxhaven, whose overall economy is tourist-based. 

While the local entrepreneurs do not explicitly go about their activities in the 
festivals in a vocabulary of heritage, their engagement is part of a wider discourse 
around the cultural and civil society development of provincial regions in Germany. 
Local businesses are being addressed in their ‘Corporate Cultural Responsibility 
(CCR)’ (Steinkellner 2015) to be active agents in funding and infrastructure in the 
cultural development of regions. Culture, for them, is a ‘locational and economic 
factor’ (Götzky 2013: 119). Moreover, in the context of promoting volunteering in 
civil society, businesses are called upon to motivate their employees to take over 
volunteering roles to become involved in ‘corporate volunteering’ (Klein 2005). 
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There is a difference in how visible and prominent commercial criteria are for the 
different small-town arenas and their festivals. Most obvious is probably the com
mercial interest in the Cuxhaven fish festival, which is also supported by my observa
tion that Portuguese restauranteurs or folklore dancers regarded their participation 
in the festival as a ‘job’ (fieldnotes). The festivals in Aurich and Zeven are much more 
typical small-town festivals, in that corporate actors are involved without commer
cial criteria dominating the festival. In a large-scale quantitative study of rural fes
tivals and local entrepreneurship in Denmark, Anne-Mette Hjalager and Grzegorz 
Kwiatkowski come to the following conclusions, which mirror my research results: 

On the one hand, the results show that very few of the surveyed festivals are en
tirely commercial and that commercial objectives are, due to ideological and re
lational reasons, generally low-ranked by organizers. On the other hand, there is 
strong evidence that local businesses actually participate in rural festivals’ ecosys
tems and that there are numerous mutual interactions among local businesses, 
festival organizers and residents […]. (2018: 1) 

After the municipality’s withdrawal from the Maypole festival in Aurich and the 
Dutch military from the Dutch festivals in Zeven, local business makers jumped 
in as the main organisers. However, in those moments of rupture, wherein the 
future of the festivals was unclear, an opening for new social worlds and actors to 
get involved appeared. Even though the interest groups have considerable organ
isational power in the festivals’ (re)production, they neither label the festivals as 
their own nor do they dominate them with a commercial interest. In researching 
the (e)valuation of heritage festivals in Switzerland, Regina Bendix has argued that 
different criteria of (e)valuation should be understood as a spectrum, ‘ranging from 
passion to economic calculation’ (2018: 190), where both can be simultaneously 
present. At least so in settled times, where there is, to my knowledge, no conflict 
among the social worlds and actors participating in the festivals between ‘culture 
and commerce, politics and entertainment, or tradition and regeneration’ (Frost 
2016: 3). 

7.2.2 Ethncised Festivals as Boundary Objects 

In heritage literature, festivals are identified as potential boundary objects (Clarke 
and Leigh Star 2005: 118), representing elements in the dialectical relations between 
people and things integral to heritage-making processes (Chidester 2018). On the 
interrelation of materiality and heritage, David Chidester (ibid) shows how bound
ary objects, including intangible heritages like rituals and festivities are being trans
formed through cultural policy and regulatory mechanisms. At the same time, her
itage policy practice tends to assume that cultural heritage fosters clearly identifi
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able collective identities on a more discursive level, and social coherence on a level 
of praxis among those ascribing to such, and other, identities. 

Both these assertions come into question when examining the three small towns’ 
festivals. First, as to the understanding of heritage as boundary objects, the cases of 
Zeven and Aurich present a process where festivals that might already be part of a 
town’s cultural heritage become boundary objects following the withdrawal of large 
organisations’ involvement, hinting toward the fact that cultural heritage can but 
does not have to be understood as a boundary object. What follows details the situa
tion after the transformation processes in the organisational structure of these two 
towns’ festivals – the Maypole in Aurich and the Four Evening Marches and Sinterk
laas in Zeven – and presents Cuxhaven in contrast, as the festivals here remain in 
the organisational hands of the Church and the fish industry association. Second, 
none of these festivals in the three towns can be said to distinctly generate or solid
ify the social cohesion of an ethnically marked local community of practice. This is 
due to the functioning of the festivals as boundary objects serving different social 
worlds and interest in Aurich and Zeven, and the dominance of large organisations 
and their interests in Cuxhaven. The festivals’ visible cultural expression and their 
organisational and social fabric can be systematised differently in Zeven and Aurich, 
with less ethnicisation and an integrative function as boundary objects from Cux
haven, with its ongoing dominance of large organisations in organising the festival. 
These different organisational setups lead to the interplay of world- and sensemak
ing within these ethnicsed heritage situations, taking different forms and ground
ing the festivals’ differing relationships to cultural policy and regulatory setups. 

The festivals in Zeven and Aurich function as boundary objects after the with
drawal of large organisations. They bring together various social worlds, including 
local business associations, municipalities, the military, schools, voluntary associ
ations, and interest groups, which has an integrative effect and blurs or even plu
ralises their perception as group in the wider public. In Zeven, the local business 
association organises Four Evening Marches and Sinterklaas festival with involve
ment from the Dutch association. The municipality provides the infrastructure, the 
military supports its execution, and all kinds of local entrepreneurs, schools, kinder
gartens, and interest groups participate, especially so in the marching event. A simi
lar array of actors (excluding the military and schools, adding the union) participate 
in organising the Aurich town centre Maypole event. Despite the diversity of organ
isers participating in the festivals, each participant engages in a larger process of 
social transformation by tailoring their engagement with the festival according to 
their local context. It is this processural nature that defines boundary objects; they 
can be interpreted differently by different communities of practice and transformed 
based on the perspective of each interacting group. 

One can participate in the Aurich and Zeven festivals without ‘becoming ethnic’, 
or nationalised in any sense, which is another sign of those festivals functioning as 
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boundary objects. Nowhere in Aurich’s two-day Maypole festivity was it marked as 
specifically East Frisian, neither by the participants nor via material objects such as 
banners or food stands. Instead, the atmosphere wavered between a majority folk 
festival or a more commercial event with local restaurateurs aiming to act together 
in their interest of promoting the city centres’ attractiveness. While at Zeven’s Four 
Evening Marches there is a presence of some ‘oranje’ coloured accessories, a facili
tator with a Dutch accent, and a Dutch national flag, I was surprised to hear from 
an ex-inhabitant of the town that she participated regularly, but she did not know 
that the festivity is related to the Netherlands in its genesis. This means that de
spite the festival’s history with the Dutch military stationed in the town, it is not 
clearly ethnicised as Dutch, with many different local actors negotiating its appear
ance and organisational setup. In both cases, there is no clearly bounded ethnicised 
community organising these festivals. And in both cases, one can participate in the 
festival to pose as a majority in the towns, as well as participate in opposition as 
an ethnicised minority. This also means that the festivals are not ‘naturalised’ ob
jects, fully integrated into any specific community of practice or social world. They 
are not taken for granted and are not clearly combined with the production of be
longing within a community. As Star and Bowker point out for boundary objects, 
they arise from situations where ‘two or more differently naturalised classification 
systems collide.’ (1999: 297). Both the Four Evening March festival and the Maypole 
festival, in their role as boundary objects, are rather extensive, integrating a vast ar
ray of social worlds from the overall small-town arenas. The festivals’ function here 
is not the production of a rather homogenised group of Dutch or East Frisian in
habitants of the towns representing their common traditions. Instead, they bring 
together different social worlds and actors to negotiate and (re)produce the festivals 
as boundary objects in the absence of a clearly bounded community as bearers of the 
festivals or a clearly ethnicised discourse surrounding them. 

In Cuxhaven, instead of serving as an integrative event within the small-town 
arena involving many actors and social worlds – a boundary object – the Fatima pro
cession and fish festivals are still organised by single main organisations, the church 
and an interest group of supraregional corporations. Cuxhaven’s small-town arena 
of Portuguese-marked events and associations appears more differentiated, with 
various festivals and events scattered in different places. They, therefore, lack the 
same extensive integration of social worlds seen in Aurich and Zeven. 

The Portuguese Fatima procession is organised by the Catholic church alone, 
with other Catholics joining in individually, maybe sometimes a rancho group in tra
ditional dress. The local fish industry manages the fish festival, with only some Por
tuguese culinary businesses having a presence there and the rancho group perform
ing. The fish festival has an explicitly commercial atmosphere, as the yearly event is a 
main attraction for tourists and is advertised accordingly beyond the borders of the 
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town. This differentiation within the arena continues in the landscape of ethnically 
marked associations in Cuxhaven and their lack of relationship among one another. 

A notable gap appeared between the newspaper discourse and the ethnographic 
experiences of my research assistant in Cuxhaven. An ex-worker in the fish industry 
who spoke of losing his job a long time ago and who was interviewed by a local news
paper talks about the fish festival that takes place in one of the old industrial halls 
illustrates this gap as he points out that there is no fish sold anymore where the event 
takes place in. In another instance, an interviewee involved in voluntary work was 
keen to distinguish between those fish workers and herself, who managed to get an 
education, which hints toward symbolic and social boundaries among Portuguese 
inhabitants of the town due to social stratification. Generally, Cuxhaven Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations seems to be constituted by dominant discourses regarding the 
town’s history of the fish and the Portuguese ‘guest workers’, rather than a collabo
ration of different social worlds and actors in festivals as boundary objects. 

With the above exception, local newspaper discourse solidifies this impression: 
the journalists as authors of articles and the officials interviewed for articles nar
rated the town’s history of the fish industry. This is similar in other cases of the local 
municipalities and institutions activities. Relating to their Portuguese inhabitants: 
There was a special exhibition on the history of the fish industry in the town, and a 
town-twinning project was developed along the town’s coastal position. These dis
courses dominating the small-town arena in Cuxhaven construct an abstract and 
homogenous group of the Portuguese as ex-guest workers. 

When examining the self-presentation of associations or individuals within 
the Portuguese community through ethnography and interviews, a prominent con
nection of Portugueseness with the fish industry workers was noticeably absent. 
Strangely, this historical connection was seldom mentioned by interviewees or 
other people met during the fieldwork in the town. This history typically only arose 
when individuals sought to draw symbolic boundaries between themselves and ear
lier immigrants who may not have experienced the same level of social mobility. As 
with other histories of migration, it is the second and third generation of migrants 
or migrants settling in the 1990s that gained higher educational qualifications and 
higher paid jobs in Cuxhaven, making them a part of the towns (lower) middle 
class. And it is this group of people that was encountered during field research 
that was involved in Portuguese associational life. The local associations primarily 
promoted Portuguese cuisine, music and traditional dance. In this capacity, they 
preserve Portuguese cultural heritage in Cuxhaven, albeit primarily through cul
tural expressions rather than a comprehensive narrative of Portuguese history and 
not necessarily in the form of the most visible expressions of Portuguese history in 
the town: the fish festival and the Fatima procession. 

Essentially, two different forms of world- and sensemaking have been described 
as part of the Ethnicised Heritage Situations in Aurich and Zeven, as well as Cux
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haven. In the former two cases, the worldmaking power of large supraregional 
organisations ceased after the festivals, as visible cultural expressions became 
boundary objects, integration into different social worlds and their sensemaking 
in (re)producing the festivals. In the latter case, there is a notable gap between 
dominant newspapers and the lived experiences and sensemaking of the town’s 
Portuguese inhabitants that were interviewed and observed in going about their 
cultural endeavours as to what constitutes the Portuguese heritage and history of 
the town. 

In all three cases, the festivals cannot be said to generate or solidify the social 
cohesion of a clearly bounded and ethnically marked local community of practice. 
Rather, the festivals serve to negotiate and stage both world- and sensemaking as
pects: Economic criteria of valuation play a role in both aspects, and ethnicised and 
other group boundaries are made, unmade and remade (Leal 2015).8 

7.2.3 The Making of Ethnicised Communities in Unsettled Times 

In none of the three case studies was a bounded ethnic community of practice to be 
found as organiser of the festivals, regardless of whether large organisations were 
supporting them. But during the time I conducted my research the towns could be 
considered relatively settled. Ann Swidler distinguishes between two models of cul
ture, wherein culture operates differently. In settled times, culture accounts for con
tinuities in ‘settled lives’, and cultural endeavours are intricately integrated with ac
tion without large conflict. In contrast, in periods of social transformation, ‘ideolo
gies – explicit, articulated, highly organised meaning systems (both political and re
ligious) – establish new styles or strategies of action.’ (Swidler 1986: 278). In such un
settled times, communities, particularly ethnicised ones, are explicitly employed for 
political claim-making and struggles for social justice, as can be seen in the case with 
First Nation initiatives in the US or national minority claim-making in a Central Eu
rope of moving national borders, where culture becomes entangled and integrated 
with action (Swidler 1986: 278). In what follows, an example from Zeven shows how 
different the situation can be when lives and times become unsettled, and how the 
festivals in the town became engrained in highly ideological discourses. The case of 
Zeven shows how a diaspora community with seemingly clear boundaries responds 
to and is constructed by a crisis. 

In the early 2000s, rumours reached Zeven that the Dutch foreign minister was 
considering withdrawing the Dutch troops and closing the barracks to cut back 

8 This takes place in a tension field of dominant majority and minority positions. Chapter 10 
will delve deeper into the role that majority and minority relations as well as processes of 
boundary making in the ways that my interview partners engage their ethnic and migrant 
heritages. 
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on military spending – local politicians were alarmed. A withdrawal would mean 
the loss of more than 4000 inhabitants from the town. The economic setback, they 
feared, would be devastating: As the municipality’s finances is partly dependent on 
the number of inhabitants, it would significantly decrease. Moreover, many military 
personnel had bought houses, and selling them all simultaneously would leave the 
housing market in shatters. And what about the purchasing power of the Dutch 
inhabitants of the town? What about the German employees in the barrack kitchen? 
Dutch inhabitants of the town, like a teacher at the Dutch school with a husband 
in the military, saw personal family drama ahead: Will she find a job back in the 
Netherlands? Will they be able to sell the house at a reasonable price? And how does 
she share the news to her ten-year-old son? 

A meeting was quickly called by local politicians, and the participants voted to or
ganise a protest march and a collection of signatures against the closure. More than 
2000 inhabitants of the town marched ‘in solidarity with their Dutch neighbours’ 
(ZN 06/2003). Protest banners read, ‘If the Dutch leave, we are in need’, or ‘5000 
Dutch friends have to stay’. While the march was led by people in official function 
such as the mayor, local politicians, and politicians from the German parliament, 
who travelled to the town in support, apparently many families with with small kids 
and people on bikes, ‘whole streets of houses’ (ZN 06/2003) followed. ‘If it was not 
for the protest banners and some serious faces, one could have thought to witness 
a big family excursion’ (ZN 06/2003), one journalist said of the atmosphere at the 
event. A local station radio show gathered many actors in a debate, such as a major, 
a teacher, a headmaster, and a Dutch general. In their alarmist statements, a stan
dard narrative arose: While the financial setback would, of course, be intense, what 
would be even more devastating is the loss of what was 40 years of German-Dutch 
cohabitation in the town. 

From this crisis, the festivals and other aspects of the ethnicised cultural en
deavours became involved in more immense ideological formations, and a bounded 
Dutch community as town inhabitants was constructed. The people in official politi
cal or administrative function propagated that in this cohabitation of two Völker (na
tions), with Völkerverständigung (international understanding) having existed on the 
ground for many decades. They further drew on values of European integration (‘40 
years of lived integration’), German-Dutch foreign relations, and good neighbour
hoods. In one case, the situation in Zeven was even seen as an exemplary case of Ger
many ‘coming to terms with the past’.9 These ideological formations involve a model 

9 The concept of Vergangenheitsbewältigung circulates in German cultural policy and describes 
the effort to critically engage with and assume responsibility for the legacy of National So
cialism. In this official discourse it entails institutional, cultural, and educational practices 
of remembrance aimed at fostering historical consciousness and safeguarding democratic 
values. 
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of two nations/people coming together in intercultural exchange. In another case, 
an interviewee discussed the coming into being of a particular third kind of mental
ity, which, however, he stated, relied on the two mentalities upon which it was built. 
A TAZ newspaper article described the celebration of 40 years of Dutch presence in 
Zeven, under the light of the looming withdrawal of the troops, and was peppered 
with anecdotes about the cultural differences between Germans and Dutch people 
(TAZ 2016). 

A general noticed that 

Germans and Dutch people are somehow related like brothers. However, if one 
plays football against the other, the Dutch treat the deserved second place to the 
Germans […] The Germans always wonder how to make a product better, while the 
Dutch ask for the best price. (TAZ 2016, my translation) 

Narrations of the friendly and beneficial coexistence of the town’s Dutch and Ger
man inhabitants dominated the discourse. In this context, German participation in 
Dutch festivals was mentioned as one such instance of coming together; German- 
Dutch marriages are another such instance in everyday life. ‘This coexistence of the 
peoples,’ the radio show host concluded, ‘permeates all relationships in Zeven’ (Radio 
Bremen 09/2003). 

In this politically tense discourse around the withdrawal of the Dutch military 
from Zeven, then, the coexistence of two different peoples is positioned as an 
exemplary model of actually living through European integration and intercul
tural understanding to make clear the loss the town faces through a withdrawal of 
troops. What was, in Swidler’s (1986: 279) words, tradition or almost common sense 
in settled times in Zeven, the coexistence and joint participation in Dutch festivals 
reached the realm of ideology in unsettled times. Dutch cultural production in the 
town suddenly became ‘fraught with significance’. Taken-for-granted praxis and 
action strategies, for example, how and by whom the festivals are (re)produced, 
become troubled, and new action strategies must be invented. In the propagation 
of ‘intercultural dialogue’ and ‘European integration’ as highly normative ideologies, 
symbolic boundaries between the Germans and the Dutch of the town are drawn, 
and a Dutch group of inhabitants of the town is constructed as a relevant social 
agent in this moment of crisis. The festivals appear more Dutch than they did in 
settled times. 

The announcement of the Dutch military’s withdrawal from Zeven represents 
a highly situational moment where a bounded community momentarily emerges 
and takes action. In this instance, a political stance regarding festivals comes to the 
forefront, presenting an opportunity to discursively align with global cultural dis
courses, specifically those surrounding Völkerverständigung and EU integration. In 
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today’s context, almost two decades later, a similar discourse would likely be framed 
regarding the town’s multicultural heritage or related themes. 

In Zeven, an ethnicised community of practice advocating for recognition sur
faced only in a moment when the entire small-town arena faced the prospect of los
ing a significant and financially robust portion of its inhabitants and an empty bar
racks. Salzbrunn (2015) came to similar conclusions in a town district in Swizter
land; and Pnina Werbner has shown similar dynamics for Pakistani diaspora com
munities in England, wherein such communities might not always exist with clear 
boundaries. Werbner found that although diasporas do have boundaries, they are 
‘defined and highlighted situationally, dialectically and over time, in action, through 
performance and periodic mobilizations’ (2015: 51). Heritagisation in Zeven in the 
early 2000s can be seen as a coping mechanism for moments of uncertainty and the 
prospect of loss (Harrison 2013: 227). To include an attention to the functioning of 
culture in settled and unsettled times into the analysis of Ethnicised Heritage Situ
ations, then, is an aspect of temporality that situates the nexus of heritage-commu
nity-identity in time. 

7.3 Conclusion: On Imagined Communities of Practice 

The shift toward considering communities as the carriers of cultural production and 
intangible heritages in cultural policy is a vigorously debated topic in Critical Her
itage Studies. Many proponents of the debate caution against predefining ethnic 
or religious communities, as it can sometimes result in their production in the first 
place (Coombe and Weiss 2015; Salzbrunn 2015). Ellen Hertz even characterises com
munities as a ‘pure artifact’ of UNESCO conventions (2017: 51), which tends to ide
alise and homogenise local processes characterised by internal heterogeneity and 
fuzzy boundaries. The findings in this chapter further support the need for caution 
in assuming communities are the inherent bearers of heritage and instead show the 
situatedness of heritagisation and community formation as social processes. 

The Fatima procession and fish festival in Cuxhaven, the Four Evening Marches 
and Sinterklaas in Zeven, and the Maypole festival in Aurich are all events wherein 
the specific ethnicised history of the three towns becomes publicly visible. From 
the perspective of social world analysis, they were and/or are all organised by large 
supraregional organisations that can be considered significant players in heritage 
regimes. When some of these organisations withdrew as the primary organisers in 
Zeven and Aurich, volunteer associations and interest groups of local businesspeo
ple stepped in and assumed a prominent role. This important role played by local 
corporate actors and the voluntary sector confirms what small-town research has 
found specific to cultural life in small towns (see, e.g., Hannemann 2004; Hjalager 
and Kwiatkowski 2018; Kolb 2007; Lysgård 2016). Small-town research on migrant 
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participation has also shown that the relevance of large organisations is, in these 
cases, an effect of the lack of migrant self-organisation and ethnicised organising 
(Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009; Kirchhoff and Bolte 2014). 

The festivals in Zeven and Aurich can be seen as boundary objects. The crucial 
insight from this chapter is the absence of a community of practice as the bearer of 
the festivals as heritage. Instead, my analysis of the festivals found them to be ‘spaces 
of encounter’, wherein interpretative communities draw boundaries and are moti
vated to participate by different (e)valuation criteria. I have also demonstrated that 
most festivals have become economic value production and consumption spaces. 

In exploring who can be considered bearers of the festivals and how they are 
(re)produced, I have gained crucial insights into the Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
of the small-town arenas. There are some important political and economic ele
ments as worldmaking powers in heritage situations. Structured cultural policies 
or a heritage vocabulary did not play a role, nor have official heritage initiatives been 
launched. Even in this absence, I can identify multiple heritage regimes operating. 
Similar to Christina Sánchez-Carretero’s analysis of the preservation of the Camino 
de Santiago in Spain, where she states that ‘[r]egimes in the plural are critical in 
this case study as there is no single regime controlling the governance of heritage 
initiatives’ (2013: 153), the same holds valid for the (re)production of the festivals in 
my case studies. 

In Cuxhaven, a religious regime of the Catholic church and its former Por
tuguese mission continues to play an important role. National heritage regimes can 
be found in the cases of military operations in Zeven and municipal politics in Au
rich. Nowadays, economic heritage criteria play a leading role in the reproduction 
of festivals. This regime, however, is far from what heritage scholars consider the 
‘heritage industry’ (Hewison 1987) or closely related to the tourist industry. Instead, 
local businesspeople are engaged in the arenas for various purposes revolving 
around culture as a factor to strengthen the towns as economically successful sites, 
though not in the sense of ‘creative cities’ or similar branding strategies for urban 
centres. Instead, they are an integral part of the festival’s ecology, which centres 
around social rather than cultural capital. This might be a specificity of heritage 
situations in small towns (Lysgård 2019; Steinführer et al. 2016). 

Upon examining potential and ethnicised communities of practice during the 
cities’ ethnicised public festivals in settled periods, there appears to be no potential 
for heritagisation led by ethnicised communities of practice. Instead, the function
ing of large organisations as heritage regime institutions and economic criteria of 
(e)valuation already active in the field resemble a cultural repertoire of heritage and, 
consequently, contribute to its potential for actualisation. 

As UNESCO is an essential organisation in the global heritage regime, other 
large organisations appear as actors of national, religious, or economic heritage 
regimes and take on the central role of festival organisers. This is not to say that 
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they intentionally employ global discourse but rather to emphasise that different 
‘regimes of comparative cultural (e-)valuation’ (Bendix 2018: 128) always already 
prevail transitions into and interventions toward official heritage interventions by 
UNESCO or associated actors. 

The idea that a heritage regime intervenes in and penetrates, alienates, or com
mercialises local communities of practice in profound ways is, of course, correct in 
many instances, as research has shown. However, in my case, similarly to the carni
val in Binche, Belgium, as Tauschek (2011) shows, the field is saturated with heritage 
regime institutions and criteria of (e)valuation akin to a cultural repertoire of her
itage already. This might affect how other official heritage regime interventions and 
vocabularies in the name of intangible cultural heritage actualise in the three small- 
town arenas. 

The second important element that is central to the heritage situation in Zeven 
is a temporal one. While I conducted my study in relatively settled times, a bounded 
and explicit community of practice did appear in unsettled times when the Dutch 
military and its members threatened to be withdrawn from the small-town arena. 

Together, these findings show that not all cultural productions and ‘doing cul
ture’ serve to produce and/or stabilise (ethnic) forms of community and membership 
in everyday lifeworlds. If one also understands intangible heritages as a sort of do
ing culture, this conclusion applies here, too. In playing with the notion of ‘imagined 
communities’ (Anderson 2016), in the intangible heritage regime, the communities 
of practice themselves might also be imagined. 
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8. The Social Use Value of Heritage for Engaged 

Volunteers: On the Reproduction of Leisure 

Associations as Concrete Communities 

One afternoon during my field research, while visiting two entrepreneurs in the East 
Frisian traditional dance world in their home, I experienced a moment of non-recog
nition (Glick Schiller et al. 2006). I wrote in my field notes: 

I am surprised at how involved they are in the production of East Frisian cultural 
events that can be considered heritage and how little they speak of authenticity or 
originality simultaneously. Handling rediscovered, imitated, and reinvented tra
ditions seems reflexive and almost playful. There is none of the seriousness I asso
ciated with the (re)production of ethnicised culture in the participants’ lives. (field 
notes) 

Not only does this impression stand in stark contrast to my presumptions on her
itagisation as a process of worldmaking, but it also differs from the stories the eth
nic associations tell of themselves. While disseminating heritage is considered an 
important goal or even a part of their praxis, the volunteers I encountered seldom 
explicitly employ the cultural repertoire of heritage or its associated (e)valuation cri
teria in their discussions, despite its accessibility through their organisational con
texts. The most active volunteers within these associations rarely articulate an ex
plicit narrative of loss or use heritage-related vocabulary when discussing their mo
tivations. 

While the absence of communities of practice in the three towns’ ethnicised 
festivals during settled times is, as shown in the previous chapter, filled by large 
oganisations, these volunteers also play a central role. This centrality of volunteering 
to small town arenas and intangible heritage-making has been pointed out within 
small-town research and Critical Heritage Studies, and in the cases of Aurich, 
Zeven, and Cuxhaven it is ethnic associations that occupy a pivotal role in these 
small-town arenas’ volunteering spaces. 

Through interviews and informal conversations with the ethnic associations’ 
highly engaged volunteers, this chapter brings their similar motivations into focus. 
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Examining the volunteers’ criteria of (e)valuation concerning their cultural endeav
ours helps to distinguish world- and sensemaking aspects of the heritage situations 
in the towns. These quasi-discursive elements of the Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
show that the volunteers are primarily oriented around reproducing social life in 
concrete communities, emphasising sociability and support rather than centring 
on criteria derived from a heritage repertoire such as recognition, expertise, or 
consumer orientation (Brumann 2018; Waterton and Smith 2010). A focus on the 
use value of heritage should not be overlooked, and this chapter highlights the pro
foundly gendered nature of such orientations. This, in turn, holds implications for 
comprehending heritage situations and the construction of the heritage category 
as articulated in global heritage discourse. 

Individual volunteers play a crucial role within their respective social worlds and 
formal organisations and in navigating various social worlds by interacting with 
other associations, local businesspeople, or municipal entities. In a sociological 
sense, these volunteers can be conceptualised as entrepreneurs, drawing from the 
perspectives of Adele Clarke, Susan Leigh Star (2007) and Howard Becker (1973). 
They may even be considered ethnic entrepreneurs (Thomson 2011). In this sense, 
they are engaged in sensemaking in Ethnicised Heritage Situations but also have a 
certain amount of power for worldmaking. Some individuals hold leadership posi
tions in ethnic voluntary organisations, frequently representing their associations 
and social worlds and acting as spokespersons in local media. 

The volunteers demonstrated a criterion of sociability and support through a 
focus on the pleasure of get-togethers and support for community members in 
need. These are inward-oriented, emphasising ‘home identities’ (Kockel et al. 2019: 
6) and focusing on reproducing local social life. Consequently, this chapter engages 
with the social use value of heritage, which is associated with concrete commu
nities of practice rather than abstract imagined communities, and it exemplifies 
how these coexist with exchange-value-oriented criteria in heritage situations. 
Heritage regimes’ worldmaking, instead of merely assigning an exchange value to 
heritage practices and potentially disrupting local social fabrics, has the potential 
to rearrange the relationship between use-value-oriented activities (represented by 
inward-oriented criteria of (e)valuation) and outward-oriented activities linked to 
exchange value, both of which are inherent in heritage situations. 

To state that the entrepreneurs’ orientations are gendered does not imply that 
all of them who identify as female employ solely female-gendered criteria and vice 
versa. Instead, this argument is based on the association of care and responsibility 
to others with female-gendered approaches to ethics and individual rights, and jus
tice with a male-gendered approach to ethics. I situate the criteria of support and 
sociability as practising an ethic of care. Joan Tronto defines an ethic of care as 
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a species activity that includes everything that we do to maintain, continue, and 
repair our ‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as possible. That world includes 
our bodies, our selves, and our environment, all of which we seek to interweave in 
a complex, life-sustaining web. (1993: 103) 

An ethic of care names care as a necessity for all and recognises dependence, not in
dependence, as a fundamental human condition. This has consequences for re/the
orising the category of cultural heritage in pluralised societies. 

A number of entrepreneurs’ volunteer work in the cultural associations predom
inantly shows such an orientation in their sensemaking, which is marginalised in 
the worldmaking of global heritage discourse. I conclude, then, that the call for in
creasing participation of laypeople in heritage management and the call to include 
local grassroots cultural actors imply a specific kind of stakeholder. Global heritage 
discourse constructs them as male-connoted subjects, focusing on outward and ex
change-value-oriented criteria of (e)valuation associated with constructing abstract 
(national) imagined communities (Adell et al. 2015; Anderson 2016). Criteria ori
ented inward toward a concrete community of practice and the reproduction of so
cial life are often overlooked. These activities and motivations are historically pri
marily assigned to women, even if not always only performed by women. This leads 
me to reflect on and theorise the possible gendered matrix of heritagisation along 
the lines of the time-politics of care and the difference between heritage’s use value 
and exchange value. Heritage, in the former case, appears as an unintentional con
sequence of other activities. 

8.1 Outward-Oriented Criteria of (E)valuation As an Aspect of the 
Heritage Repertoire: Recognition, Expertise & Consumer Orientation 

Two ideal types (Hekman 1983) of individuals appear as entrepreneurs in my re
search fields.1 Both these entrepreneurial orientations can coexist within the same 
individual’s involvement in volunteer activities, albeit in different measure. The first 
type can be termed outward-oriented: an entrepreneur applies criteria of recog
nition, consumer orientation, and exchange when engaging in volunteer work, all 
centred around the exchange value of heritage. The second, inward-oriented type is 
driven by an interest in (re)producing social life through criteria of support and so
ciability.2 While both types of criteria may be present in the worldmaking and sense

1 There is a field of research on volunteering which gives a much more detailed and differen
tiated insight into motivations for volunteer work. For the German context, see, e.g., Corsten 
and Kauppert (2007); Haumann (2014); Kals, Strubel, and Güntert (2021). 

2 Leisure researcher Cora Baldock asserts that volunteer work occupies a unique position be
tween the public and private spheres, describing it as ‘essentially unwaged labour carried out 
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making endeavours of individuals engaged in volunteer work, my primary contribu
tion lies in uncovering the prevalence of inward-oriented criteria of (e)valuation. 

While I was not seeking to solidify a specific gender association with particular 
entrepreneurial motivations, outward-oriented criteria were more frequently ob
served in the narratives and endeavours of the male entrepreneurs I encountered in 
the field – though not exclusively so. These entrepreneurs tend to be more publicly 
visible than their inward-oriented counterparts. Some actively participate in local 
politics, garnering representation in the media and often serving as spokespersons 
in public discussions. Notably, such individuals in Cuxhaven and Zeven self-identify 
as well-integrated members of the majority society. In certain instances, they explic
itly differentiate themselves from their fellow ethnicised inhabitants of the town. It 
is imperative to view these observations as tendencies rather than a definitive repre
sentation of the empirical landscape, and the examples provided serve as exemplars 
rather than representatives of the broader context. 

One position entrepreneurs take is to (e)valuate their cultural endeavours and 
their involvement via their positioning as experts, especially in relation to other ethni
cised inhabitants of the cities. Rafael from Cuxhaven is an example of this position. 
Rafael is very visible as a Portuguese inhabitant of Cuxhaven, primarily via appear
ing in a representative function in the local newspaper and in public events related 
to the town’s Portuguese history. He is a member the local association, and in 8 out 
of the 51 newspaper articles analysed, he is mentioned as being involved in the estab
lishment of Portuguese traditions and culture. In an informal conversation between 
Rafael and my student research assistant, he seemed uncomfortable with being at
tributed as ‘The Portuguese’ of the town, saying he feels wholly integrated. He dis
tinguished himself from fellow residents because of his knowledge of the history of 
Portuguese immigration to the town. 

Richard in Aurich was also keen to underline his expertise and special interest 
in the town’s history to me. Together with another local entrepreneur, Richard is 
involved in the association of small-scale businesspeople which organises the central 
Maypole festival in the town. I met him for an informal meeting in his capacity as a 
member of the restaurateur association and conducted an interview with him. As a 
volunteer entrepreneur, he is involved in several activities ranging from local media 

within the public sphere’ (1998: 23). Historically, volunteer work became institutionalised in 
the 18th and 19th centuries, predominantly practised by middle-class women in practical help 
charities. This has led to persistent gender stereotypes linking volunteer work with women’s 
domestic roles and altruistic motives, especially in the social services (Stebbins and Graham 
2004: 16). Feminists view volunteer work as unpaid labour within patriarchal structures, em

phasising compulsory altruism (Baldock 1998). Alonso Gonzalez (2014: 372) discusses volun
teer work on Spain’s pilgrim ways as part of the ‘way’s community’ and heritage commons. 
Silvia Federici (2012) highlights that women have historically been responsible for the repro
duction of the commons. 
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to communal politics. In the past, he developed an archive of the town’s historical 
sights and histories. He told me: 

And then I stumbled across so many things that he had collected about the history 
of this town. And suddenly I had a completely different approach to it, and I said, 
‘woah, that’s really interesting, I never knew that.’ And all that stuff with those 
old counts here, and the whole East Frisian history, that never interested me. Well, 
and then I suddenly developed this new perspective. Which is surely related to the 
fact that the big city was beginning to get on my nerves. And so I started becoming 
increasingly interested in Aurich, and then I opened my own website, and made 
the history of Aurich accessible in a different way, in the digital world. (Richard)3 

After creating the archive, the local newspaper approached Richard to do more 
archival work for them. He went on to receive quite some recognition for his expert 
knowledge and skills from the local media and the town government. 

Underlining expertise as a criterion of (e)valuation overlaps with the heritage 
repertoire constructed by dominant global heritage regimes. As shaped by UNESCO 
policies on intangible heritage, global heritage discourse also focuses on laypeople’s 
participation in nomination processes. Meanwhile, the role of experts and expertise 
in the process remains omnipresent despite the discursive shift towards lay com
munities’ involvement (Brumann 2018: 1223). Paradoxically, the need for experts and 
expertise might increase due to more complex application processes. 

The second outward-oriented criteria of (e)valuation that emerged among the 
entrepreneurs was on an economic register. In the previous chapter I laid out the 
economic interests in producing the festivals by local businesspeople who are or
ganised in ‘interest group’-type volunteer organisations. Here, I want to point to a 
different kind of economic criteria of (e)valuation, namely the approach of some en
trepreneurs to formulate their volunteer work in a language of efficiency, exchange, and 
waged work. This is a type of criteria of (e)valuation that entrepreneurs from Aurich 
expressed. Richard, for example, said: 

Basically, it’s the same in the commercial sector, when it’s good or profitable, 
there’s that pretty saying, ‘it’s so easy to do something nice for people, so why 

3 „Und dann fielen mir so viele Dinge in die Hand, die er gesammelt hat über die Geschichte dieser Stadt. 
Und plötzlich hatte ich da einen ganz anderen Zugang zu, und hab’ gesagt, �boah, das ist ja interessant, 
wusste ich ja gar nicht.’ Und mit diesen ollen Grafen hier, und die ganze ostfriesische Geschichte, das 
hat mich ja nie interessiert. So, und jetzt entwickelte ich da plötzlich so einen Blick. Was sicherlich 
auch damit zusammenhängt, dass mir diese Großstadt so langsam auf den Geist gegangen ist. Und 
nun fing ich also an, mich hier zunehmend für Aurich zu interessieren, und machte dann auch eine 
eigene Webseite auf, und hab‘ dann irgendwie die Geschichte Aurichs mal anders aufbereitet, also in 
dieser digitalen Welt.“ (Richard) 
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don’t we?’ Because of course, it has an economic aspect as well. If you create 
something that’s fun for people, I’ll say here’s another 10 €, well done. Then you’ll 
get a donation. But if what you’re doing is shit, and it isn’t well received by people, 
and they say, ‘what a load of crap’, well, then you look stupid, and that might be 
deserved. (Richard)4 

Richard argues that the success of volunteer work activities and cultural production 
in this context depends on the market attractivity for the consumers of the produc
tions. Clara, from Aurich, is also interested in preparing the local museum she is 
involved in for the eyes of (tourist) consumers. 

Clara was not born in East Frisia but moved there years earlier to live with her 
husband. Both of them are highly engaged in traditional dancing and are involved 
in volunteering activities. Clara is member of a traditional dance association, an 
umbrella association bringing together different local groups, and is involved in a 
Heimatverein (local heritage society). In both contexts, she initiates and organises 
regular events. In her function as an entrepreneur who hosts events and writes his
tories, Clara’s approach to her work influences the moral rules and criteria of the 
(e)valuation of social worlds and networks she is involved in. 

As a member of a local heritage society, Clara wants to take the initiative for the 
building’s renovations, especially so since much of the town’s other infrastructure 
had been lost or closed down: 

I find that important. The Heimatverein, which includes the folk dancing group, 
they dissolved the museum. And now, there is no museum anymore, and I’ve al
ready said before, ‘it’s an absurdity that a district town doesn’t even have a local 
heritage museum, not even a room, a small house, where a few things are ex
hibited.’ And we’re working on that now, us women, making sure we nudge the 
Heimatverein in the right direction, and that we always have a bit of external im

pact and establish some areas of focus to ensure that we are open and offer insight 
into our town. And, of course, that we satisfy the tourists as well, and that we have 
something to offer in, in this town. (Clara)5 

4 “Es ist ja es im Grunde auch im kommerziellen Bereich so, also wenn es gut oder wirtschaftlich ist, 
da gibt’s diesen schönen Satz, ,es ist so einfach, Menschen eine Freude zu machen, warum tun wir es 
nicht?‘ Es hat ja auch ‘nen wirtschaftlichen Aspekt. Also, wenn man eine Sache aufzieht, die den Men
schen Spaß macht, dann sag ich hier, hast du noch mal zehn Euro, toll gemacht. Dann bekommst du 
auch eine Spende. Wenn man Scheiße baut, was bei den Leuten nicht ankommt, wo die sagen ,was für 
ein Mist‘, ja, dann stehst du doof da, und vielleicht auch mit Recht.“ (Richard) 

5 “Das finde ich ganz wichtig. Der Heimatverein, da gehört hier die Volkstanzgruppe auch dazu, die ha
ben diese Pelde-Mühle und das Museum da aufgelöst. Und jetzt gibts ja kein Museum an sich mehr, 
und da habe ich auch schon gesagt, ‘es ist ein Unding, dass so eine Stadt noch nicht mal ein Heimat
museum hat, nicht mal einen Raum, ein Zimmer, ein Häuschen, wo ein paar Sachen ausgestellt sind.‘ 
Und da sind wir jetzt mal dran mit den Frauen, dass man da so guckt, dass man den Verein mal wieder 
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To have an impact on the broader public, to satisfy tourists and to possibly attract 
more is an important criterion of (e)valuation for Clara when she engages in volun
teer work to renovate the local museum. Richard makes very explicit comparisons 
between economic events and the local festivals he participates in. Both, therefore, 
are oriented towards possible consumers of their cultural practices, which overlaps 
with the heritage regime repertoire of global discourse stressing touristic develop
ment and underlining the need to present cultural productions appealingly (Waitt 
2000). Heritage research similarly often focuses on economic revenue potential or 
audience participation in heritage festivals (Kockel et al. 2019: 1). 

Clara’s words also show a specific way to value the museum as a means to gain 
recognition. When she said the association should regain some external visibility, she 
also said between the lines that the work of preserving and displaying the town’s her
itage is important for the town to be recognised. Recognition is the third outward- 
oriented criterion of (e)valuation that I found in the material. Quite in contrast to 
the majority of entrepreneurs, some entrepreneurs want to be visible to the broader 
public and recognised for their cultural endeavours. 

In the context of his German-Portuguese association, Rafael is doing a lot of 
work within the more institutional realm, actually inscribing the Portuguese of Cux
haven into the local library with a donation of Portuguese books or co-organising an 
exhibition on the fish industry in the local museum. However, he does not explicitly 
employ recognition as a criterion when discussing his activities. Christina is more 
explicit here. 

Christina lives in Cuxhaven. In her teenage years, a family visit turned into a 
permanent residence. She is an active member of a Portuguese group in the town’s 
Catholic church and presents herself as very religious. This means that she is not a 
member of an ethnic volunteer organisation in the strict sense. Still, she is doing 
volunteer work in the local Catholic church, focusing specifically on representing 
the interests of the local Portuguese church members. This gives her considerable 
power of speech within the Catholic community. My student research assistant met 
her during a very crowded and long evening in the Portuguese cultural centre, which 
involved live music, food, dancing, and kids running around all evening. She was 
ready to be interviewed but soon proposed other people to meet and activities to 
participate in. Her entrepreneurial function is very clear in the following story, as 
written down in my student associate’s field notes. Christina invited her to partic
ipate in the Portuguese youth communion group led by the local non-Portuguese- 
speaking priest. The priest took her presence as an incentive to discuss the youth’s 
Portuguese family history. In her field notes, she wrote: 

in die richtige Richtung stubst, und immer irgendwie ein bisschen Außenwirkung hat, und ein paar 
Schwerpunkte setzt, dass man eben offen ist, dass man eben auch Einblick bekommt. Und die Touris
ten natürlich auch befriedigt, und dass man eben auch was anbieten kann in, in dieser Stadt.“ (Clara) 
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When asked if they would like to move to Portugal, most say no way […] For most of 
them, the quality of life in Germany is higher. One boy says that Portugal is com

plete shit and that’s why he doesn’t want to go there. At that moment Christina 
comes in and is slightly annoyed, she generally seems to me as if she wants to con
trol the communion lessons and what the children tell me or what the priest asks. 
Christina tells the children to have respect among themselves. The priest seems to 
find this funny, including the fact that the boy said Portugal sucks. When Christina 
gets upset, the priest starts laughing and tells her to let the kids talk. The priest 
asks Christina about the health insurance system and unemployment benefits in 
Portugal and asks how it is there, Christina reacts angrily and says that Portugal is 
not the Third World, but in Portugal it is regulated the same way as in Germany. 
She speaks to the children in Portuguese and says they should respect each other 
and respect the opinion of each other, she also warns the children about the priest 
and points out that he sometimes says things that are not right or stupid. (field 
notes, research assistant) 

Whether successful or not, this is an example of how Christina tried to implement 
her moral rules around how the young people discuss their Portuguese family her
itage and country of origin. This ability to make strong moral claims is what makes 
an ethnic entrepreneur in discursive arenas. 

Cristina’s founding story of the Portuguese community begins with instances 
dating back to before she was born. When asked about how important it was to her 
for the Portuguese inhabitants to show their presence in town in the annual Fatima 
procession, she replied: 

Well, it’s like that; we are not walking through the cities out of pleasure alone or 
for the sheer hell of it [Dollerei], right? We want to show the world Maria is here. 
Maria is God’s mother, or the mother of Jesus, and we are proud to be Portuguese, 
where Maria has appeared a hundred years ago. (Christina)6 

In this narrative, Cristina exhibits an outward orientation. The town’s Fatima pro
cession is a crucial instance for her to express a visible presence as a Portuguese 
Catholic in the community. Consequently, the procession is not an isolated event 
but a means to demonstrate a proud presence. This outward orientation, directed 
towards a more comprehensive public sphere, places the festival amid a conflicting 
politics of recognition. 

6 I: „Ist es auch wichtig für sie hier in der Gruppe. Präsenz zu zeigen in der Stadt?“ Christina: „Das ist ja 
so, wir laufen durch die Städte, nicht aus Spaß und Dollerei, ne? Wir möchten schon der Welt zeigen, 
Maria ist da, Maria ist die Mutter Gottes, oder Jesus seine Mutter, und wir sind stolz, Portugiesen zu 
sein, wo Maria erschienen ist vor hundert Jahren “. 
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One can assert that Cristina strives to carve out a space within the town’s hege
monic cultural values framework (Fraser 2000: 113). In other words, she seeks to in
tegrate the Portuguese Catholic procession into the town’s arena. This aligns with 
claiming recognition and asserting cultural significance in the broader community. 

Similarly, a volunteer at the Portuguese cultural centre emphasises the impor
tance of visibility to the town’s German population. Recognition becomes a key fac
tor as they aim for the German population to acknowledge and partake in the vibrant 
community life flourishing within the centre. Both entrepreneurs in Cuxhaven and 
Clara in Aurich employ recognition as a criterion for (e)valuation, akin to heritage as 
a repertoire, as expressed in the formulation that heritages are ‘promoting respect 
for cultural diversity and human creativity’ within the Intangible Heritage Conven
tion (UNESCO 2003). 

The criteria of expertise, consumer orientation, and recognition, then, are out
ward-oriented, extending towards the broader small-town arenas or even a more 
expansive public sphere. They further serve as symbolic markers, in the sense of 
more classical national repertoires such as being concerned with propagating and 
preserving specific languages, or symbolic practices, in demarcating towards a ma
jority society. In terms of articulations of community, this orientation and criteria 
resemble an imagined community (Adell et al. 2015; Anderson 2016) where practis
ing Portuguese or East Frisian heritage is an actuality of a national or regional (and 
religious) community which exceeds personal interactions and one’s life span. When 
employed as criteria for (e)valuation, these criteria are also integral components of 
heritage, characterised by a cultural repertoire dominated by UNESCO. 

I contend that heritagisation should not be viewed merely as a process where 
cultural productions acquire a second metacultural life. Instead, it should be under
stood as a potent generalisation and institutionalisation of specific criteria of (e)val
uation as part of a heritage regime and of a project of ideology. As elucidated by her
itage research, this process involves transforming the incomparable and partial into 
something comparable (Alonso González 2015; Noyes 23). It can include processes 
of commodification (Rodzi, Ahmad Zaki, and Syed Subli 2013), fetishisation (Alonso 
González 2019), or alienation (Hafstein 2018). In outward-oriented criteria of (e)val
uation that are oriented toward a majority society or consumer ‘other’, in the way 
described so far, the cultural production of the entrepreneurs’ volunteer efforts are 
assigned a sort of exchange value, that makes otherwise particular cultural endeav
ours comparable. A process that has also been described as an effect of global her
itage policies (Noyes 2015; Alonso González 2019). They are addressed as representa
tions of pluralised societies to be consumed or expertly presented here and could as 
well be elsewhere. They assume an exchange value and embody the broader dynam
ics of cultural (e)valuation of heritagisation as worldmaking. They do so in a way that 
is not similar to the (neoliberal) heritage regime (e)valuation processes in the con
text of touristic development or the heritage industry. Still, regarding my primary 
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research question, the entrepreneur’s worldmaking power lies in the overlap of their 
criteria of (e)valuation with dominant global heritage discourse, which accounts for 
an increase of the potential for heritagisation to emerge in the Ethnicised Heritage 
Situations. 

The quasi-overlap of entrepreneurs’ cultural productions and dominant her
itage repertoires places them in an intriguing relationship with heritage regimes 
and their discourses. They are both lay individuals and heritage experts, a subject 
position UNESCO-related regimes aim to foster through their promotion of par
ticipation, volunteer work, and the engagement of stakeholders in heritagisation 
processes. Consequently, unlike other positions I will discuss, these entrepreneurs 
hold a subject position within heritage regimes; a subject position closely entangled 
with heritage’s exchange value in the above sense. 

8.2 Inward-Oriented Criteria of (E)valuation 

Quite in contrast to the above temporal frame of wanting to preserve the activities 
of ethnic associations beyond one’s biographical life span, Hilde from Zeven tells 
the story of her association as one that started within her lifespan and will most 
probably end within it as well. She represents the second ideal type of entrepreneur 
in this study’s small-town arenas. This type is primarily oriented toward the repro
duction of concrete communities, an inward-oriented sensemaking that pertains to 
heritage’s use- rather than exchange value. 

Hilde lives with her husband in Zeven and is an active member of a Dutch asso
ciation. While she used to work back in the Netherlands, moving to Zeven because 
of her husband’s job in the military ended her career. In a way, volunteer work, in 
which she was always involved, replaces the work she used to do for wages. She has 
experience of doing volunteer work all her life and has not been limited to Dutch-re
lated activities. For example, she also took a position in a local sports club at which 
her children were members. Part of her power to shape the rules and criteria of the 
social worlds she is involved in comes from her official position in the Dutch as
sociation, as is the case with all volunteer entrepreneurs in this chapter. However, 
being the wife of a highly decorated ex-general of the Dutch military also seems to 
strengthen her position. 

Instead of investing in the survival of the association’s structures and activities 
beyond their biographical lifespan, for the type of (e)valuation criteria that Hilde 
employs, other motivations lie on top. These are motivations that are inward-ori
ented towards the (re)production of local social life. Two types of criteria of (e)valu
ation became apparent: First, sociability, which is oriented towards being together 
sociably with no other purpose. Second, support, which showed itself in several dif
ferent ways of ‘caring for’ one another. The stories of individual volunteers in the 
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arena shows how they pertain to practising ethics of care that function in cyclical 
rather than linear modes of time. They also underline heritage’s use value, an often 
overlooked and gendered process that is marginalised in heritage situations, some
thing that potentially underlies all heritagisation processes. 

8.2.1 The Joy of Getting Together: Sociability as A Criterion of (E)valuation 

As detailed in the chapter introduction, I was genuinely taken aback by the preva
lence of sociability as a critical criterion of (e)valuation. This realisation struck me 
during a visit to Clara’s living room, where I sat alongside her husband, absorb
ing her narratives about various dance variants. At this moment, I was surprised 
by how her storytelling revolved around rediscovering, imitating, and reinventing 
traditions, including a sense of almost reflexive playfulness. Despite my initial ex
pectations of traditions and provincial life being potentially conservative and rigid, 
I found myself charmed by their enthusiasm not for adhering to the ‘proper’ way of 
doing things but for the sheer fun and enjoyment of their activities. 

This experience reveals my journey and initial estrangement from my research 
topic and field. Lacking biographical experiences related to similar ethnicised cul
tural productions, I initially needed to grasp the profound importance of such ritu
als and associations for reproducing local social life. Furthermore, entering the field 
with a perspective that regarded cultural heritage as a nationally dominated con
servative phenomenon, constructed with an essentialising effect, left me somewhat 
startled by the playfulness and high levels of reflexivity exhibited by the individu
als I encountered. Had I delved into literature on sociability, such as Georg Simmel 
(Simmel and Hughes 1949), beforehand, I would likely have been less surprised by 
these findings. 

The living room scenario represents a specific instance in which an explicit her
itage repertoire within heritage situations is set aside in favour of a repertoire of a 
more sociable orientation. Clara further actively deprioritised a focus on represen
tation and recognition, even in situations where her dance group is invited onto a 
stage to perform: 

We arrived in traditional costume, and nobody was there. But of course, we still 
had a lot of fun together, and afterwards, we drank tea and ate cake and did some 
nice dances, and sometimes it started to rain. But there was really nothing going 
on. That’s not really that important. We do know someone who’s in the newspa
pers constantly, who presents himself all the time; and I said I don’t do that. It is 
not about being a ‘Rampensau’ (upstaging everyone). (Clara)7 

7 “Wir kamen da in Tracht an, und niemand war da, aber wir hatten natürlich trotzdem viel Spaß zu
sammen, und hinterher Tee getrunken und Kuchen gegessen und haben schöne Tänze gemacht, und 
manchmal fing es auch an zu regnen. Aber da war wirklich nix los. Es ist eigentlich nicht so wichtig. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


166 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

Instead of representing, she underlines a leisurely character and repeatedly names 
‘having fun’ as one of the most important purposes of her dance activities. She calls 
her volunteer work her hobby, which relaxes her after a long day at work. Dancing, 
then, is something she does for the sake of dancing; no traditional dresses or other 
means of representation are needed. 

Christina from Cuxhaven similarly used an affective vocabulary of fun and joy 
when she described her volunteer work preparing the annual Fatima procession. She 
put particular emphasis on being sociable, on a ‘being there together’, as the source 
of this joy: 

It is all about the anticipation and one laughs a lot, that is something special. I 
think it’s sad if people don’t experience this, they don’t know what they lose, this 
joy, the communication and being there together. (Chrstina)8 

Sociability is a dominant criterion of the (e)valuation of the associations’ cultural 
activities from its organisers’ perspective.9 They describe their activities as a sphere 
outside the home and work life. With Simmel, sociability is a play-form of associa
tion, corresponding to art and play in that the joy and pleasure of getting together 
builds an end in itself, with no other rational or utilitarian purpose: ‘In sociability, 
whatever the personality has of objective importance, of features which have their 
orientation toward something outside the circle, must not interfere’ (Simmel and 
Hughes 1949: 256). Sociability is important in the processes of the genesis, repro
duction, and (e)valuation of group membership. It is directed inwards and supports 
social cohesion within a community, while it is vulnerable to differences between in
dividuals from ‘real life’. In sociability, the get-together is an end in itself, and there 
is no role or duty for individuals except to enjoy being together. At the same time, this 
sociability is built on an illusion of equality if seen from the outside, which makes it 
fragile to outside interference on an experiential level. 

Wir kennen auch jemanden, der ständig in der Zeitung abgebildet, ist der ständig sich so präsentiert, 
und da habe ich gesagt, das mag ich gar nicht. Also es ist nicht dieses, als Rampensau dazustehen.“ 
(Clara) 

8 „Die Vorfreude die Vorbereitung, man lacht viel, und das ist was Besonderes. Ich finde nur schade, wenn 
andere Menschen sowas nicht kennen. Die wissen gar nicht, was sie dabei verlieren, diese Freude, dieses 
Mitteilen, dieses Miteinander da sein.“ (Christina) 

9 Sociability as a concept in (empirical) research has not been a focus of systematic sociolog
ical theorisations. However, it has played a role in much research such as ethnographic and 
geographic work on the social dimension of space, work, or inequality (Daniels 1985; Olden
burg 1999; Portes 1998), in organisational research on sports and cultural associations (Giu
lianotti 2005; Hoffmann 2003; Kleine and Fritsch 1990) or as in aspects of cosmopolitanism 
and transnationalism in domains of everyday interaction (Glick Schiller, Darieva, and Gruner- 
Domic 2011; Gowricharn 2017). 
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Clara’s place of dancing is disturbed by interference from work or home, which 
she described as instances of ‘real life.’ She told me that housework piling up at home 
distracts her from the sociable moments of volunteer activities. She described a con
flict of objectives between home and volunteering. Hilde in Zeven also highlighted 
potential conflict lines within the protagonist’s life, particularly showcasing that a 
more explicit language and vocabulary of heritage recognition may clash with ev
eryday sociability. The conflict manifests in defining the boundaries of belonging to 
the Dutch diaspora community in the town. Hilde expressed discomfort with indi
viduals attending festivities solely to boast about their affinity for drinking Dutch 
coffee and indulging in Dutch cookies: 

They found and married a German girlfriend, didn’t have anything to do with the 
barracks for years. And then: ‘ooh, something Dutch...’ Well, they all have a differ
ent history. Suddenly, they are pleased about ‘a kopje koffie en een koekje’. They 
get excited about very different things than we do. And they live and do everything 
in German, and that’s interesting. (Hilde)10 

Hilde draws a distinct line between regular soldiers integrated into the German- 
speaking sphere and her group. For her, speaking Dutch and embracing Dutch 
customs are everyday practices for the club members, pursued solely for joy and 
pleasure. The seemingly non-reflexive sociability she seeks is disrupted when a 
group demarcation becomes evident, with others positioning themselves towards a 
Dutch heritage made explicit. Such explicit narratives cast these individuals almost 
as traitors to her understanding of the communal gatherings. 

Clubhouses, where associations and cultural events often occur, are frequently 
appropriated by strong female volunteer entrepreneurs. Sociability, oriented to
wards the reproduction of social life, fosters essential social connections for the 
interviewed women. Another criterion of (e)valuation aligning with this orientation 
is an emphasis on everyday solidarity and support. 

8.2.2 To Care for an Other: Support As a Criterion of (E)valuation 

One criterion of (e)valuation evident in the interviewees’ portrayals of ethnic asso
ciations is support. Associations serve as crucial support structures for their mem
bers in their everyday life situations, often revealing instances of caring for others. In 

10 „Die hatten in der Zwischenzeit eine deutsche Freundin gefunden, haben die geheiratet, hatten jahre
lang nichts mehr mit der Kaserne zu tun. Und dann ,aha, etwas holländisches...‘ Die haben eine andere 
Geschichte. Sie freuen sich auf einmal über ,eine Kopje Koffie en een Koekje‘. Die freuen sich dann auch 
über ganz andere Dinge, als wir uns dann darüber freuen. Und die wohnen und leben und machen alles 
auf Deutsch, und das ist interessant.“ (Hilde) 
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the case of Cuxhaven, this primarily revolves around assisting newcomers grappling 
with bureaucratic challenges in a foreign country: 

Well, we had our relatives here, and we had M., who is here for longer already, and 
he helped my parents a lot, of course, with finding a house, and work, and figuring 
out insurance. Which, you know how it is, here in Germany, of course, bureaucracy 
and all that shit. He took them by the hand, and that was good for all of us and is 
still the same today. If O., or M., or my mother hear that someone is new here in 
Germany, they take them by the hand, invite them to the cafés. (Luis)11 

In Zeven, the focus shifts toward addressing the association’s ageing population. 
There arises a need to care for them to prevent feelings of loneliness. As one member 
of the association explained: 

There are also older military people here who don’t have much family. And it is 
important that they have a place where they can talk to other people. (Rubens)12 

Hilde focusses on the care for those in situations of illness and crises and is moti
vated by her religious ethics and morals: 

It’s not important what one person or another says you’re supposed to do. No, it 
is more about life and looking out for one another. And that’s what I find in the 
association right now. There is no religion, but people care for one another, for 
example, when someone is in hospital… (Hilde)13 

A younger ex-inhabitant of Zeven described how, during a life crisis after an acci
dent, his father was helped and motivated by his activity in the Dutch association: 

Since then, he’s been involved and very active. And he does volunteer work there, 
and all that is incredibly meaningful for him. My father had [illness C] in 2000, and 

11 „Ja, wir hatten ja hier unsere Verwandten, und dann hatten wir M., der ist schon länger hier, der hat 
meinen Eltern natürlich viel geholfen, mit Wohnungssuche und Arbeit und Versicherung klären. Also, 
es ist ja, hier in Deutschland, natürlich, Bürokratie und so‘n Scheiß. Der hat die natürlich an die Hand 
genommen, und das war schon gut für uns, das wird ja heutzutage immer noch weiter gelebt. Wenn 
O., oder M., oder meine Mutter, wenn die hören, dass jemand neu hier in Deutschland ist, werden die 
an die Hand genommen und in Cafés eingeladen.“ (Luis) 

12 „Es gibt auch ältere, militärische Leute, die nicht so viel Familie haben. Und es ist dann auch doch wich
tig, dass die dann irgendwo einen Platz haben, wo sie andere Leute sprechen können.“ (Rubens) 

13 „Es nicht so wichtig, was der sagt oder der sagt, was man tun muss. Nein, es ist mehr das Leben und 
sich nacheinander umzusehen. Das finde ich dann auch jetzt im Verein ein bisschen zurück. Da ist das 
keine Religion, aber man sieht nacheinander um, zum Beipsiel, wenn jemand im Krankenhaus liegt...“ 
(Hilde) 
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then he couldn’t really work anymore, and then there were long years of a, well, 
not so great working situation, where he had to work off the books, and all kinds 
of things. And the association really helped him a lot, was my impression. That he 
can be involved in the association, and with the Dutch community, with the older 
people who are united there, and active, who meet there for brunch and every
thing. He has his friends there, too, and it’s fun for him, and he’s working towards 
goals. Recently, he made pins, these badges, creative things, and now he’s hand
ing them out to everybody, all proud. It really means a lot to him, that association. 
(Sebastian)14 

In both of these diasporic situations, the focus on whom to care for and how appears 
to continue the association’s specific histories. In Zeven, the will to support one an
other is linked to the void left by the Dutch military barracks as an infrastructure 
in people’s lives. In Cuxhaven, conversely, the emphasis on newcomers stems from 
the origin of Portuguese and Spanish associations initiated by the Diakonie in the 
1970s, with a primary focus on aiding newcomers to integrate into the town. 

The support of each other in everyday life situations generally as well as in vul
nerable moments such as ageing or health problems is a huge motivation for en
trepreneurs in volunteer associations across all three case studies, as Clara from 
Aurich, among others, shows. Clara also employs the criteria of support and soli
darity, albeit more abstractly. She discusses her ‘Helfersyndrom’, her innate need to 
help others, as part of her effort to improve the world. At least discursively, her ac
cess to these criteria extends beyond a specific group of East Frisians to encompass 
the world. 

Both sociability and support are (e)valuation criteria oriented towards repro
ducing social life among the inhabitants of the three towns. In their work in asso
ciations, ethnicised heritage and its preservation for future generations is not the 
primary focus. On the contrary, the time horizon of these inward-oriented (e)valu
ation criteria is limited to the participants’ biographical lifespan. The constructions 
of belonging and community challenge reified or abstract ideas of community as 
imagined, as they are oriented to concrete personal networks. 

14 „Seitdem ist er da drin, und auch sehr aktiv. Und engagiert sich da ehrenamtlich, und es gibt ihm auch 
wahnsinnig viel. Mein Vater hatte 2000 [Krankheit C] und konnte dann nicht mehr richtig arbeiten, 
und dann gab es lange Jahre von, ja, nicht so toller Arbeitssituation, dass er irgendwie obskur musste, 
und alles Mögliche. Und der Verein hat ihm da sehr geholfen, hatte ich das Gefühl. Dass er sich da 
engagieren kann, auch mit der holländischen Community, mit den älteren, die darin vereint sind, und 
sich engagieren, und sich da zum Brunch treffen und alles. Da hat er auch seine Freunde, und das macht 
ihm Spaß, und er organisiert das Ziel. Er hat neulich gerade so Pins gestaltet, so Anstecker, so kreative 
Sachen, und verteilt die jetzt an alle ganz stolz. Ihm gibt es sehr viel, dieser Verein.“ (Sebastian) 
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If one can derive a form of heritagisation from these orientations, heritage is 
understood as the natural continuation of a concrete community of practice.15 This 
understanding becomes particularly apparent in moments of disruption, such as 
the case with maverick members of the Dutch association and their approach to a 
‘gezellig kopje koffie en koekje’ (a sociable cup of coffee and a cookie). 

The dominant global discourse often implies a certain amount of strategic ini
tiative as part of a repertoire of heritage; in contrast, heritage production from the 
perspective of inward-oriented criteria of (e)valuation is somewhat unintentional. 
Although something inevitably remains from their cultural endeavours, whether it 
be the name of a clubhouse or a yearly festival, the aim for these to survive is not the 
primary orientation or motivation of the volunteer entrepreneurs. There is no dis
cernible reflexivity or intentional politics in this direction, yet heritagisation is still 
co-produced. The immediate use value of their engagement in cultural endeavours 
dominates the entrepreneurs’ motivations presented here. 

The entrepreneurs’ activities and their caring motivations are historically mostly 
assigned to women, even if not always only performed by women. Much research 
on volunteering assumes that volunteers are propelled by the needs of others (Over
gaard 2019). This inward-oriented criterion of (e)valuation towards an Other in a car
ing way can be comprehended as being fuelled by an ethic of care. Ethics of care, 
a feminist approach to ethics, critiques dominant, particularly utilitarian, moral 
theories as male-centric, as they often minimise values and virtues associated with 
women or roles deemed ‘feminine’. A care ethic is rooted in the fundamental depen
dency of all human beings within networks of social relations. According to Maureen 
Sander-Staudt in the Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ‘Care ethics affirms the 
importance of caring motivation, emotion, and the body in moral deliberation, as 
well as reasoning from particulars’ (2011). 

Philosophers such as Tronto elevate care-ethical thinking to the realm of political 
philosophy, a bit like Clara from Aurich does when she extends her ‘Helfersyndrom’ to 
a world society. Tronto (2013) advocates for shifting societal and democratic consid
erations away from the perspective of waged work and exchange to one centred on 
care as work and an orientation towards others and gifts. Critical Heritage Studies 
have also addressed ethics of care as a potential normative foundation for heritage 
management practices (Arauz 2021; Ireland and Schofield 2015). 

15 In the cases presented here, this community refers to the group of members of an ethnic 
association or Catholic mission. Other forms of concrete communities exist in the material, 
albeit not the primary focus of my analysis. For second-generation inhabitants in Cuxhaven 
and Zeven, as well as for an ex-inhabitant of Aurich – whom I position as outsiders or mav

ericks in relation to my field of research – the family serves as the main ethnicised unit of 
community. 
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The fact that an ethic of care drives the cultural endeavours of central volunteers 
in the small-town arenas has at least two consequences for how we theorise the cat
egory of heritage in global discourse, one addressing concepts of time, the other ad
dressing concepts of the use value and (unpaid) labour feeding the (re)production of 
cultural heritages. 

First, there is a temporal aspect to care, framed as a circular process. The timing 
of care becomes dominant for actors in the Ethnicised Heritage Situations, high
lighting the cyclical nature of caring practices and the phased nature of time in the 
care of small children (De Angelis 2006: 1). It underscores the ongoing and reciprocal 
nature of care within social relationships, challenging linear and transcendent mod
els of exchange prevalent in other moral theories. This temporal dimension aligns 
with caring motivation and orientation towards others, as advocated by the ethics of 
care. Most importantly, when an ethic of care is so involved in the ethnicised cultural 
productions and practices of volunteers in my research field, the linear model of 
time central to cultural heritage has to be radically questioned. J. Kelechi Ugwuanyi 
(2021). has done this from a decolonial framework when he confronts dominant her
itage knowledge systems with indigenous concepts and heritage ontologies from the 
Igbo in Nigeria, whose heritage re-emerges annually or periodically in circular ways. 

I also observed that those female interviewees who most prominently focused 
on everyday support in their activities described their volunteering most clearly as 
work, not as a leisure activity or a labour of love. Hilde, for example, described how 
complex the competencies needed for her volunteering are and how much time 
needs to be invested, all of which keeps her constantly in ‘busy mode’ between being 
present and planning the events as places to get together: 

Um, it’s not that demanding. Last month we had Mosselen and the Bock Beer Fes
tival. I don’t really have much to do for that, but I just need to hear if everything 
has been planned and all that. But you do have to get together, you’re supposed to 
be there. One group visited [factory M], they were busy. And that morning some

one explained how it is with the difference in inheritance here in Germany, which 
also needs to be accounted for. I really just need to coordinate that. But you’re 
supposed to check everywhere, is this planned, is that planned, and is this really 
planned? Just yesterday, I didn’t have anything important to do, but you’re sup
posed to be there and we were invited to the town, otherwise I would have gone 
to the Christmas market. So I was there at two. And that requires a bit of planning. 
(Hilde)16 

16 “Äh, ist nicht so anstrengend. Letzten Monat haben wir Mosselen und Bockbier-Feier gehabt. Brauch‘ 
ich weiter eigentlich nichts dran zu tun, aber nur zu hören, ob alles geplant worden ist oder so. Aber 
man muss beieinander kommen, man soll da sein. Eine Gruppe hat [Fabrik M] besucht, die hatten zu 
tun. Und an dem Morgen hat einer erklärt, wie das mit dem Unterschied in Erbschaft ist. Muss man 
auch für sorgen. Ich brauch das nur eigentlich abzustimmen. Aber man soll überall gucken, ist das 
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For many of the female entrepreneurs in Zeven, volunteering replaced the life of paid 
labour they had before moving with their husbands to Germany. This leads me to the 
second insight my findings can bring forth in this section: a focus on the importance 
of the use value of heritage and the gendered nature of doing the work to (re)produce 
heritages. 

The notion of use value is occasionally discussed in heritage research, often jux
taposed with non-use value, which pertains to the value a heritage site holds for 
individuals who do not directly visit it (Pagiola 1996). Critical Heritage Studies re
volves around the proactive uses of heritage by groups of people (Smith 2006). In 
this context the concept of use value can be used in a more abstract and conceptual 
sense, drawing inspiration from a Marxian analysis of commodities (Marx and Man
del 1990: 125) and how this is taken up by Arjun Appadurai (1986), who states that in 
the context of social life, the use value of heritage refers to its utility in satisfying 
needs and wants, as afforded by its material properties. 

The work and care ethics associated with the entrepreneurs’ volunteer activities 
can be understood as contributing to the satisfaction of basic needs within concrete 
communities and beyond, aligning with the broader concept of social reproduction 
of life. The commodification of heritage practices has been described as transform
ing a ‘community’s culture, developed over years or even centuries, created through 
ordinary spontaneous evolution under principles of use value’ (Rodzi et al. 2013: 416) 
– elements essential to the social fabric and essence of everyday life – into objects of 
exchange value. 

In my exploration of Ethnicised Heritage Situations, it is clear that criteria of 
(e)valuation related to the ethics of care are often overlooked in global heritage dis
course but are central to the volunteer efforts of entrepreneurs. The mostly, but not 
exclusively, female volunteers who are the main protagonists of this work do not 
have a subject position within dominant heritage discourses as heritage’s use value, 
and circular conceptions of time are not subject to these discourses. Gendered care 
ethics challenge the male-connoted ethical ideals of individual autonomy and jus
tice with interdependency and intimacy. In this situation, volunteer entrepreneurs’ 
value orientations, heritagisation as worldmaking, and sensemaking are interre
lated. 

geplant, ist das geplant und ist es auch wirklich geplant? Jetzt gestern, ich hatte nichts Wichtiges zu 
tun, aber man soll da sein und in die Stadt wurde man eingeladen, sonst hätte ich mal erst ganzen 
nachmittags nach den Weihnachtsmarkt gegangen. Jetzt war ich da um zwei. Und das muss man ein 
bisschen planen.” (Hilde) 
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8.3 Conclusion: The Use Value of Heritage in Concrete Communities 
and its Gendered Matrix 

Cultural scholar Doreen Götzky’s (2013) dissertation on actors, strategies, and dis
courses of cultural politics in Lower Saxony underlines the importance of grassroots 
culture, volunteer activities and associations in peripheral places. However, she also 
cautions us about such associations’ role and participation in the worldmaking ef
forts of more structured cultural policies. She writes, 

It can be assumed that there are limits to the implementation of networking 
strategies in more traditional areas of grassroots cultural association life. The 
networking of associations with similar profiles beyond local boundaries can 
overwhelm their structures because they do not correspond to the actual purpose 
of these associations. (Götzky 2013: 283, my translation) 

Sara Ross (2016) describes similar moments of conflict arising in culture-led regen
eration strategies in Toronto between the use- and exchange values of cultural en
deavours. Heritage scholar Ellen Hertz also finds that lace makers or an association 
of skittle-game players in Switzerland, when presented with the opportunity to be 
listed as Intangible Cultural Heritage, ‘spoke mainly about the pleasures of their get- 
togethers’, ‘expressed reluctance to enter […] needlessly bureaucratic procedures’, 
or were ‘unmotivated by a desire to promote anything but middle-aged fun’ (2017: 
48). Leidulf Mydland and Wera Grahn (2012: 564) note that volunteers’ motivation 
to reproduce cultural heritage, specifically when they are not officially listed or pre
served by heritage authorities, is to spend time and money to maintain common 
social institutions in local society, not to preserve heritage for the future. When An
dreas Pantazatos argues that the ethical concepts of care and respect should be the 
origins of archaeologists’ stewardship for local heritages, he starts his argument by 
stating that there are many cases wherein local communities deny links with their 
heritages, which ‘defies the idea that all humans are interested in heritage and par
ticularly their own’ (2018: 128). And Loes Veldpaus and Hanna Szemö (2021) also pro
pose replacing the concept of ‘protection’ of material heritages with ‘care’ to create 
new perspectives on the relationship between a historic environment and the people 
living in it. I suggest following this axis not only to rethink conservationist practices, 
as these scholars do, but to take it as a starting point to rethink the category of cul
tural heritage. 

The findings presented in this chapter bolster these claims, underlining the im
portant role of social proximity as social capital in cultural endeavours in small-town 
settings (Alisch and May 2011; Steinführer et al. 2016). Moreover, sensemaking and 
worldmaking aspects of heritage situations and their consequences can help us to 
think about, or rethink, the category of heritage. 
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Two ideal types of entrepreneurs emerge as significant in the social world of 
volunteering and ethnic associations. One type primarily employs outward and 
exchange-value-oriented criteria of (e)valuation in their activities, focusing on 
expertise, consumer orientation, and recognition – all elements associated with 
heritage as a cultural repertoire dominated by UNESCO. The other type of en
trepreneur, more prevalent in my field research, operates with inward- and use- 
value-oriented criteria of (e)valuation, specifically sociability and everyday support. 

Both types of criteria can enter into a conflictual relationship due to the asso
ciations’ fragility as sites of sociability. These spaces are not neutral grounds for 
encounters but are susceptible to external influences, such as the home or an ex
plicit heritage vocabulary. Simultaneously, they serve as places for entrepreneurs 
to build vital social networks that reproduce social life. Cultural heritage, then, can 
be considered an unintentional consequence of the cultural endeavours of the en
trepreneurs discussed in this chapter, whose main focus is the reproduction of con
crete communities. Such communities are personal; they are not linked to abstract 
national identity or homogeneity ideals. I contend that the vulnerability of such cul
tural places to outside influences stems from how criteria of support and sociability 
are influenced by understandings of volunteer work as care work and motivated by 
an ethic of care that is performed through ties of trust and emotion. 

In a different but comparable context of citizenship education policies focused 
on language, Sociologists Claire Alexander et al. (2007) argue that policy and politics 
are dominated by an unreflective and under-theorised idea of community, as some 
scholars have identified for heritage policies. The first step to not reinforce this in 
the context of minority cultures is to resist the over-acculturation of ethnicity. To 
underline the use value orientation of the entrepreneurs and communities as con
crete networks in the small-town arenas and their orientation towards reproducing 
social life is to do precisely that. The shift from imagined communities to concrete 
communities of practice in global heritage discourse (Adell et al. 2015) is not absolute 
and bears the potential for conflict. 

The entanglement of cultural endeavours with care leads to circular notions of 
time, eluding the heritage category’s basis in linear time. Moreover, instead of em
phasising heritage’s exchange value, the focus is shifted to its use value – the capa
bility to satisfy basic social needs and wants. 

The disregard of dominant heritage regimes for alternative motivations to en
gage in cultural endeavours is rooted in their inherent exchange value orientation. 
Furthermore, this exchange value orientation can be seen as inherently male-cen
tred. This chapter focused on quasi-discursive elements within heritage situations 
that allow for the study of heritagisation as a complex interplay of various (e)valu
ation criteria, shedding light on the gendered dynamics within these processes re
lated to the use value of cultural endeavours in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 
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At the same time, the prevalence of an orientation towards heritage’s use value 
does not imply that its exchange value is entirely irrelevant in the research field. In
stead, both use and exchange values are inherently related, and sometimes conflic
tive, within heritage situations. In his book The Social Life of Things: Commodities in Cul
tural Perspective, Appadurai critiques simplistic oppositions between a romanticised 
use value of gifts that conflates the concept with the notion of Gemeinschaft and cap
italist logics of exchange value in anthropological research. He states: ‘Gifts, and the 
spirit of reciprocity, sociability, and spontaneity […] usually are starkly opposed to 
the profit-oriented, self-centred, and calculated spirit that fired the circulation of 
commodities’ (1986: 11). My findings resonate with his critique and makes it relevant 
to the field of Critical Heritage Studies. In this context, heritage situations reveal the 
intricate interplay between both aspects, centring the role of cultural endeavours in 
volunteering as care work and motivated by an ethics of care as the quasi-invisible 
underside of all heritagisation. The volunteers’ experience in the three small towns 
challenge a simplistic dichotomy, offering a more complex understanding of the dy
namics between worldmaking and sensemaking aspects of cultural endeavours in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 
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Part IV: Unsettelling Ethnic, Migrant and Unilocal 

Heritage: Following Symbolic Boundary Making 

in Sensemaking Processes 

Research participant Luis, who has lived in Cuxhaven since he was five and whose 
family stems from Portugal, has an ambivalent relationship to Portugal and his Por
tugueseness. On the one hand, he craves Portugal as the country offering him the a 
potentially carefree and easy life, a place to follow the ‘bon-vivant’ aspects of his be
ing. On the other hand, Portugal is the country he cannot return to due to its catas
trophic economic situation, offering no opportunities to young people in their 20s. 
In both narratives, Luis draws a symbolic boundary constructing what it means to 
be Portuguese in Cuxhaven. Following this, one could assume with Frederic Barth, 
that the ‘cultural stuff ’ – language, food, folklore dance practices, attire, mentalities, 
landscape elements, cultural repertoires etc. – addressed in ethnicisation do not re
ally matter to the process of ethnic boundary making itself (Barth 1969: 15). An anal
ysis of the symbolic boundary-making processes in Ethnicised Heritage Situations, 
however, shows that the cultural endeavours and landscape of variations in sense
making are organised along some criteria and moments that can be reconstructed in 
comparative analysis. Andreas Wimmer also argues that ethnic boundary making is 
often organised historically around ‘dramatic cultural ruptures’ (Wimmer 2010: 111), 
such as migration or conquest. 

Part III of this book has shown that unsettled times do indeed change the dis
cursive and concrete arena of ethnicised cultural festivals and associations to align 
with heritage regimes’ worldmaking. A clearly bounded local communities of prac
tice comes into being. Outside of such moments, the the three small towns’ ethni
cised heritage are shown to be largely lacking in an ethnicised community of prac
tice. Part III also thematised highly institutionalised, outward-facing (and male- 
connoted) worldmaking that heritage repertoires tend to prioritise as being at odds 
with the use value that participants experience in their everyday reproduction of so
cial life within their festival organisation and participation. 
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If we shift to sensemaking in Ethnicised Heritage Situations – to a perspec
tive that focuses less on institutionalised practices and more on the ordinary, ev
eryday processes of (e)valuation – we can begin to see how those operating within 
these dual spaces draw their symbolic boundaries, and how people employ heritage 
as a repertoire to produce both difference and belonging. In this use of heritage 
as a repertoire, certain elements can be seen to organise the relationship between 
boundaries and ‘their’ cultural stuff. As individual and collective actors draw on this 
‘cultural stuff ’ to construct symbolic boundaries and (e)valuate heritage situations, 
it becomes clear that their experiences of mobility play a decisive role in shaping pro
cesses of ethnic membership formation and the emergence of heritage situations. 
Mobility experiences – understood as moments of detachment from, and re-attach
ment to, new places – prove to be a central organising principle of boundary mak
ing and, thus, of the aspects of Ethnicised Heritage Situations examined in Part IV. 
For the research participants, sensemaking occurs precisely through these ruptures, 
around which their symbolic boundary making is organised. 

Part IV therefore introduces how taking routes and setting roots, understood as 
processes of de/attachment to place, are complexly intertwined in Ethnicised Her
itage Situations. The concept of ‘taking routes’ has been instrumental as a sensitis
ing concept throughout the research process, reflecting my interest in the role of 
migration experiences in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. While I started focusing 
on migration as a specific form of mobility, other forms of physical mobility, such as 
residential and travel, also came to play a role. Additionally, ‘setting roots’ emerged 
as an in-vivo code in the material and became a sensitising concept derived from 
the research participants’ language and expressions (Zaidi 2022: 3).1 Individuals dis
cussed having ‘roots’ or forms of ‘homing’ in the interview material, reflecting their 
place of upbringing or efforts to integrate into the small-town arenas and German 
national culture. 

In Critical Heritage Studies, the taking of routes is mainly associated with mi
gration as a form of mobility and is all too often limited to moving from ‘here’ to 
‘there’. This produces an imaginary of ‘dual-territoriality’ (Ang 2011: 92) that stems 
from the close relation of the concept of heritage to the nation and does not do jus
tice to the complexity of the diasporan experience (Ang 2011: 92). Therefore, some 
heritage scholars studying migration call for a broader perspective on heritage and 
mobility as an ongoing process (e.g. Byrne 2002; Dellios and Henrich 2020). 

Transnational and globalisation scholars define mobility as the predominant 
way of being in postmodern times (Pries 2001: 9). I employ the sensitising concepts 

1 At first I was hesitant to use the notion of roots, as it suggests territorialised understandings 
of homing that do not do justice to the actual mobility of peoples. However, I find it useful 
as a pair with the concept of routes to make my argument. I understand it here as not only 
having pre-existing roots but more as the setting of roots in a new place. 
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of ‘taking routes’ and ‘setting roots’, taking from the new mobilities paradigm 
(Sheller and Urry 2006), wherein setting roots and taking routes are understood 
as ongoing, dynamic, and entangled processes of detachments/upscaling and 
attachment/regrounding. Sara Ahmed et al., for example, start their empirical re
search from an understanding that ‘Being grounded is not necessarily about being 
fixed; being mobile is not necessarily about being detached’ (2020: 1). Processes of 
placement and migration are simultaneous and context-dependent, happening on 
different scales – they are not opposites. All forms of mobility instead shape local 
places and vice versa: the phenomena of ‘desire paths’, physical steps that pound 
a route in the grass for others to follow along, provides a useful metaphor, or the 
process which has been described as ‘infrastructural or institutional moorings that 
configure and enable mobilities’ (Hannam, Sheller, and Urry 2006: 3). 

But as Anthias (2008: 15) points out, being dislocated from one location, such as 
the nation, does not necessarily imply dislocation in terms of other places, such as 
social class. For processes of symbolic boundary making, this suggests that dimen
sions of belonging are not mutually exclusive. Individuals may navigate multiple 
boundaries simultaneously in their lives. I found no ‘master membership’, meaning 
a form of membership, like belonging to a Portuguese diaspora or being a soldier, 
that dominates all other groups they feel a part of in any of my research participants. 

As a consequence of the new mobilities paradigm’s conceptualisation of mobility 
and immobility, criticism is directed towards the notion of the nomadic, cosmopoli
tan and mobile subject for privileging a particular male and cosmopolitan form of 
mobility, which excludes those who cannot move as freely. ‘Mobility is a resource to 
which not everyone has an equal relationship.’ (Hannam et al. 2006: 3). In this con
text, it is essential to specify the status of my research participants. From a global 
perspective, they are relatively privileged as European citizens, able to move freely 
on the continent for travel, residential changes, or working migration. All the peo
ple I met had some mobility experience: for some, this meant migration, while for 
others, it involved travelling the world or residing in a metropolitan city for a certain 
period of their lifespan. Almost all of them migrated voluntarily, or their parents mi
grated voluntarily; they can be considered a part of the (lower) middle class, a status 
that Portuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven sometimes only acquired in the process of 
mobility or as second-generation migrants, and all of them spoke the German lan
guage. Consequently, the importance assigned to continuous mobility experiences 
as opposed to departure and arrival experiences in Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
is situated within the context of Europe’s governance of mobility, reflecting the po
litical dimensions of taking routes. 

The shift to sensemaking in Part IV offers new material for reconsidering 
prominent assumptions about the category of cultural heritage in global her
itage discourse. Depending on the type of mobility, experiences of movement can 
prompt forms of heritage that exist for individuals across multiple localisms in 
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transnational simultaneity. To reground in a new place also means encountering 
minority/majority boundaries whose permeability shapes how heritage is em
ployed as a cultural repertoire – often more decisively than membership in an 
ethnic community imagined as bound by fate. This perspective again challenges 
overly simplistic and uncritically positive links between heritage, identity and 
community, and oposes it with the complexity of relations between all elements in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


9. Coming to Terms with Routes: Mobility Experiences, 

(Non)Ethnic Subjectivation, and Cosmopolitanisms 

in Heritage-Making 

Place attachment, a significant aspect in both standard and scholarly approaches 
to cultural heritage, is often conceptualised in territorialised forms, encapsulated 
in cultural heritage discourse as the representation and recognition of one’s ethnic 
roots and as a homogenising force (Berger et al. 2020; Frank 2009; Kuutma 2009). At 
times, this is the case in the form of strategic essentialism in political claim-making 
(Chakravorty Spivak 1988), for example when indigenous groups fight for their col
lective land ownership. Small towns as a specific type of settlement are often implic
itly conceptualised with a territorialised or functionalist rather than a constructivist 
understanding of space in small-town research. However, a reconciliation with ex
periences of mobility, emphasising routes, non-ethnic forms of belonging, hetero
geneity, and cosmopolitan attitudes primarily shapes the place attachments of the 
individuals under study. This sensemaking is where the small-town arenas are situ
ated within transnational and global space (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2009). 

The sense of attachment to the small towns emerges as a crucial and explicitly 
non-ethnic form of belonging, expressed consistently across all cases. The partici
pants construct the small towns as simultaneously urban and rural. They engage in 
discourses around what signifies the small-town arena and co-construct the con
tents of a ‘small-town cultural repertoire’. When explicit references are made to an 
ethnic minority or national heritage, such as traditional dance, costumes, or lan
guages, these ethnicised heritages contribute to heterogeneity and homogeneity in 
the small-town arenas.1 

1 This key finding is mirrored in the process category of ethnoheterogenesis that encompasses 
the genesis and continuously shifting social forms of ethnicities. Nina Clara Tiesler states the 
concept acknowledges ‘that the coming-into-being of ethnicities is an ongoing process that 
typically involves de-ethnization as much as ethnization, forces of both hetero- and homog

enization as well as a diversity of ethnic membership roles and multiple “ethnic options”.´ 
(2015: xi). I could, accordingly, state that ethnic heritages are always ethnoheterogeneous. 
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Individuals with migration experience do give specifics around place de-/at
tachment, which still aligns with the finding that there is no ethnic ‘master member
ship’ in the research participants’ sensemaking in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. 
First, their existence in multiple localities (towns, nations, local diasporic com
munities, regions) is a form of vernacular non-elitist cosmopolitanism, drawing 
from Pnina Werbner’s (2006) conceptualisation. Second, this narrative highlights 
instances where individuals express place detachment by adopting an explicit 
cosmopolitan attitude, a noteworthy phenomenon where mobility experiences are 
transformed into a type of heritage. This chapter, therefore, introduces mobility 
experiences as temporal, with multilocality and transnational existence as spatial 
and non-ethnic boundary making as discursive elements in the three towns’ Eth
nicised Heritage Situations. They appear in the centre of the research participants’ 
sensemaking, though only at the margins of global heritage discourse. 

The ‘moment of nonrecognition’ (Glick Schiller et al. 2006) behind this chapter 
is how physical mobility experiences shaped the life stories of all my case studies, 
even those from East Frisia with no migration background. People in Cuxhaven 
and Zeven had experienced EU migration through border crossings. Dislocation 
significantly impacted the participants’ narratives, echoing Werbner’s (2005) ob
servation that migration initiates a process of encountering new environments and 
landscapes, altering migrants’ consciousness and expectations, alongside changes 
in their home countries and social circles, often leading to a sense of estrangement 
upon return. Christina from Cuxhaven expressed such a feeling of estrangement: 

Well, the culture, for example, the quote-unquote Portuguese culture that you live 
here is different from the Portuguese culture in Portugal. Because of course, that’s 
the way it is, in Portugal, the world keeps turning as well, right? So, life goes on. 
We can’t keep up with those developments a hundred percent, since, after all, we 
live in Germany, but the roots are the same, those always remain. (Christina)2 

Christina shares her experience of dislocation, feeling disconnected from develop
ments in Portugal, her home country. She sees both ‘foreigners’ and ‘Portuguese 
emigrants’ sharing this disconnection. In Cuxhaven, all interviewees migrated from 
Portugal as children with their parents or as young adults seeking employment. 
Their narratives invariably begin with their migration experience, highlighting the 
challenges such as language acquisition, managing family visits, engaging with 
the local diaspora, and adapting to the German job market or education system. 

2 „Also die Kultur zum Beispiel, die portugiesische Kultur, in Anführungsstrichen, die man hier auslebt, 
ist anders als die portugiesische Kultur aus Portugal. Das ist ja so, in Portugal geht die Welt ja auch 
weiter, ne? Also geht das Leben weiter. Wir kriegen diese Entwicklung nicht hundertprozentig mit, 
weil wir nun ja schließlich in Deutschland leben, aber die die Wurzeln sind die gleichen, die bleiben 
immer.“ (Christina) 
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In Zeven, most interviewees moved from the Netherlands as part of or affiliated 
with the Dutch military. Only one, a second-generation migrant, lacked migratory 
experience but maintained contact with Dutch family members. While migration 
challenges appeared more pronounced for those from Portugal, dislocation still 
affected Dutch immigrants in Zeven, as seen in Hilde’s advice to her daughter, who 
migrated to Australia, emphasising the need to process such a life-altering experi
ence. Still, it becomes clear that she does not seem to frame her own relocation as a 
‘leaving behind of everything’, as opposed to her daughters: 

We agreed that we would try to see each other every year, but we wouldn’t come 
visit the first year. You need all four seasons somewhere. That is so important. And 
we were so well-prepared, but still, you just can’t imagine leaving everything be
hind. In good or in bad times. (Hilde)3 

In Zeven, women faced explicit challenges when migrating, leaving behind their ca
reers in the Netherlands to join their husbands. This transition often meant shifting 
from a working role to that of a homemaker and unpaid volunteer, as previously 
explored. Many of these women lived mobile lives, balancing caregiving responsi
bilities for family elders in their home country. 

A striking observation was that participants from my East Frisian study also dis
cussed significant moves in their life narratives. These relocations typically involved 
transitioning between urban areas and returning to provincial East Frisia. Partici
pants often emphasised the value of living in Aurich/East Frisia and how their at
tachment to the region grew stronger after experiencing life elsewhere. 

Experiences of dislocation relevant to my research participants’ sensemaking in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations extend beyond international migratory encounters; 
they also manifest when transitioning from rural East Frisia to a metropolitan city or 
when exploring the world as a young student. In all three case studies, experiences 
of dislocation serve as a central anchor point in individuals’ biographical narratives, 
irrespective of whether they migrated internationally or not. 

Rather than associating ethnicised heritages exclusively with a specific territory 
and ethnic origin, the research participants construct heritage as a process of com
ing to terms with routes and, for some, reconciling with simultaneous existences in 
multiple places. 

3 „Wir haben miteinander ausgemacht, wir versuchen, jedes Jahr einander zu sehen, aber das erste Jahr 
kommen wir nicht. Ihr braucht alle alle vier Jahreszeiten irgendwo. Das ist so wichtig. Und wir waren 
so gut vorbereitet und doch ist es so, man kann nicht vorstellen, alles hinter sich zu lassen. In guten 
oder in schlechten Zeiten.” (Hilde) 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


184 Deborah Sielert: Belonging Through Heritage? 

9.1 Mobility Experiences as a Unifying Thread: The Small-Town 
Boundary and Heterogeneity as an Effect of Heritage-Making 

A symbolic boundary of significant importance to all research participants tran
scends ethnic considerations; it revolves around their membership in the small- 
town arenas of Cuxhaven, Aurich, or Zeven. The boundary of being a small-town 
resident was often more central to my interviewees’ life narratives than any ethnic 
boundaries, and it intertwined with their experience of mobility. As Janin Dahinden 
and Emmanuel Charmillot. show for the small-scale boundary of ‘the Valleyers’, a 
peripheral(ised) place in Switzerland, ‘the mobility of people within the valley is the 
first important dimension underlying the symbolic boundary of “Valley-ers”.’ (2022: 
371). Mobility plays a similar role in my case of Zeveners, Aurichers, or Cuxhaveners. 

9.1.1 Small Town Localisms 

In small-town research, rurality and urbanity are not understood as opposed to one 
another but as two poles of a continuum (Steinführer 2021). Similarly, the individu
als I interviewed construct their attachment to the small-town arenas on a contin
uum between centrality and provinciality. They employ what can be conceptualised 
as a small-town cultural repertoire, wherein neither centrality nor provinciality is 
addressed in positive or negative terms, and small towns are constructed as sit
ting ‘in between’. They reference many of the life-world-related structural features 
of what might define small towns as a reasonable size, to identify as urban dwellers, 
social proximity and safety as opposed to bigger cities, emotional bonds to a place, 
or to give the urban centre a symbolic status (Steinführer et al. 2016: 327). 

A small town’s symbolic boundary can therefore be drawn along a rural-urban 
continuum and deficit-oriented as well as positive (e)valuations of living in a small- 
town arena. There also emerged an entanglement of people’s place attachment to 
small towns with family/biographical heritage, social proximity, and landscape ele
ments. 

When the research participants residing in Aurich discussed their attachment 
to the town, mobility experiences stemming from moving (back) to the small town 
from a metropolis in Germany were almost always central. For them, valuing small- 
town life is related to experiences of having lived a metropolitan life. Social proximity 
and proximity to open landscapes are essential categories of small-town repertoire, 
signifying its more rural side. These elements were addressed as positive attributes 
of small-town life and can be situated on the provincial side of the rural-urban con
tinuum. 

Richard and Clara from Aurich described the town’s reasonable size and social 
proximity favourably. Richard underlined how he goes everywhere by bike, even for a 
stroll or to take exercise in nature, which he can easily do due to the town’s proximity 
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to the open landscape. His (e)valuation of Aurich as a small town is interlinked with 
when he left the province to live in a big city. Only when his father died did he return 
to Aurich to resettle and find his interest and love for the town’s East Frisian history. 
He stated: 

The big city is tremendous. Just, at some point, well, when my father died... of 
course that messes with your head, you have to clear out the apartment and 
then all the childhood memories come back and all that jazz. And then I stum

bled across so many things that he had collected about the history of this town. 
(Richard)4 

Richard juxtaposed his experience of living in a big city with the intimacy and emo
tions of returning to Aurich to a place of family heritage, where his father’s death led 
him to stay and become actively involved in the town’s heritagisation. His whole life 
narrative, the whole interview, so to speak, is permeated by the contrast between 
having lived in a big city and the provincialism of his life in Aurich. After living in 
both worlds, he takes a localist position, as he is deeply attached to the town of Au
rich. His family and the town’s local heritage are entangled, which can be interpreted 
as an expression of the social proximity and place attachment of a small town’s cul
tural repertoire. 

Clara, another research participant active in Aurich also values the social prox
imity of living there. She described a feeling of coming home after her experiences 
of having grown up and lived in more metropolitan cities: 

When we leave for a few days, I’m already looking forward to coming home as 
we leave. I mean, the openness that I think is really there at every opportunity, 
including in shops, at the cash register in the Aldi for example. It’s a bit different 
in cities. Here, you always strike up conversation, even when I’ve never been there 
before. Immediately, you encounter people who are open... I mean, I can’t think of 
any moment where I don’t feel at home here. (Clara)5 

Only through her experiences in other parts of the country can Clara appreciate and 
feel at home in her East Frisian town. For Clara, to come home is to enter an open 

4 „Also Großstadt, tolle Nummer. Bloß irgendwann, ja gut, als mein Vater starb... das ist ja auch so eine 
Psychonummer, da muss man ja dann die Wohnung auflösen, dann kommen die ganzen Kindheitser
innerungen und laber Rhabarber. Und dann fielen wir so viele Dinge in die Hand, die er gesammelt hat 
über die Geschichte dieser Stadt.“ (Richard) 

5 „Wenn wir zum Beispiel jetzt ein paar Tage wegfahren, da freue ich mich schon beim Wegfahren auf ’s 
nach Hause kommen. Also die Offenheit, die, ich meine, schon da ist, bei allen GeZevenheiten, auch in 
Läden, auch bei Aldi an der Kasse, zum Beispiel. In Städten ist das ein bisschen anders. Hier kommt 
man immer in’s Gespräch, obwohl ich noch nie da war. Gleich begegnen einem offene Menschen... Also 
ich wüsste keinen Moment, wo ich mich hier nicht zuhause fühle.“ (Clara) 
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and, compared to her experiences in big cities, much less anonymous social envi
ronment This is but one instance, where mobility experiences that are not linked to 
migration are crucial in place attachment and in the construction of a towns ‘small- 
townness’. Place attachment increases the possibility for cultural productions in Au
rich to emerge as heritage. 

Being an Auricher also means living near nature and beautiful landscapes. 
Richard pointed out that landscapes are another essential element of small-town 
cultural repertoire. In an anecdote, he told me about different approaches to caring 
for nature and climate and described proximity to open landscape: 

What fascinates me, or surprises me, is that, even in this region, where people have 
known the environment in a down-to-earth way for generations, right, the rangers, 
the hunters, the farmers, truly for generations, that we have a phenomenon here 
that I really only know from the big city. From that kind of corner, the Greens. That’s 
a party that developed in the metropolises. And complete, I would say, complete 
academic baloney. Abstract. That really surprised me, and kind of shocked me as 
well, that that academic nonsense has been painted over the rural traditions for 
environment and nature at this point. And of course, they came after ideological 
hunters first, they’re the ones who make the animals die, the rangers were evil as 
well, who fell the trees. Well, if someone gets rid of my embankment hedge, then 
immediately someone will come and report that person and then it will cost them 
21.000 €. Even if it’s your own hedge. Or if you fell a tree in your own backyard, 
even if it’s half dead already. That is so insane, I find it amusing. I mean, if you 
know Hamburg. Marzahn is really just high-rise buildings. Like, really, basically 
battery cages for humans. When they make the kind of fuss that is typical here, 
I fully understand that. They fight for every tree, they have to. But if I look at the 
people here, these people, really, it’s just completely neurotic. We’re surrounded 
by trees here.’ (Richard)6 

6 „Was mich natürlich ein bisschen fasziniert, oder verwundert, ist, dass selbst in dieser Region, wo die 
Menschen das Umweltthema über Generationen bodenständig kannten, ja, also die Förster, die Jäger, 
die Landwirte, also über Generationen, dass wir hier sozusagen ein Phänomen haben, dass ich eigent
lich nur aus der Großstadt kenne. Aus so einer Ecke, die Grünen. Das ist eine Partei, die ist in den Metro
polen entstanden. Und völlig, ich sag mal, völlig universitärer Quark. Abstrakt. Das hat mich schwer 
gewundert, und zum Teil auch geschockt, dass dieser universitäre Unsinn sich inzwischen schon auch 
über die ländlichen Umwelt- und Naturtraditionen gelegt hat. Und die haben natürlich als erstes ideo
logische Jäger rausgebissen, das sind ja die, die die Tiere tot machen, die Förster waren ja auch böse, die 
die Bäume fällen. Also, wenn hier jemand meine Wallhecke wegmacht, dann kommt sofort irgendei
ner und zeigt die an und dann kostet das 21.000 €. Auch wenn es die eigene ist. Oder einen Baum fällen 
im eigenen Garten, auch wenn der schon halb tot ist. Das ist so irre, also das finde ich amüsant. Also, 
wer Hamburg kennt. Das ist so wirklich Hochhaus, Marzahn. Also wirklich sozusagen die Legebat
terie für Menschen. Wenn die so einen Zinnober machen, wie das hier üblich ist, dann habe ich volles 
Verständnis dafür. Es wird um jeden Baum gekämpft, muss auch. Aber wenn ich mir die hier angucke, 
die hier, wirklich, das ist einfach völlig neurotisch wir sind hier von Bäumen umstellt“ (Richard). 
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Valuing nature, open landscapes and social proximity are also relevant criteria of 
(e)valuation for people who (e)valuate Cuxhaven or Zeven. Research participants 
from Cuxhaven, for example, described their mentalities as open-minded and in
ternationally oriented due to the proximity to the seaside and corresponding trade. 
And a research participant from Zeven underlined the amount of nature and space 
that living in the town means. 

Besides that, the low cost of living, the calmness of living in a small town, and 
the solidarity and support among one another were praised repeatedly with regard 
to residing in Zeven. Joris underlined good neighbourly relations in Zeven, as did 
many other people I talked to in the town. Marta from Cuxhaven attributed the town 
a rather provincial status, stating ‘I think it’s a bit, well, calmer in Cuxhaven. A town.’ 
(Marta).7 

Christina also praised Cuxhaven’s provinciality and calmness, comparing it to 
bigger cities: 

Cuxhaven is a little piece of heaven. When you look around at what is happening in 
Germany, with adolescents, drugs... Cuxhaven isn’t completely safe from all that, 
but in comparison, Cuxhaven is pretty much what teens would call dead boring. 
For me, I find that nice. Cuxhaven is a city where you can relax and recuperate, 
body and soul. (Christina)8 

In the cases of Dutch people in Zeven and Portuguese people in Cuxhaven, these 
positive attributes of their place of residence are most often, as is the case with 
people from Aurich, addressed relationally when comparing the towns to bigger 
metropolises. Countries of origin are another referent for the people with migration 
experience. 

All these examples show how an experience of residential mobility prompts my 
research participants’ sensemaking of a small town’s symbolic boundary. Their at
tachment to their small-town arenas of residence, which I consider a potential for 
(non-ethnic) heritagisation, is closely related to their experience of taking routes. 
And the taking of routes in turn is nothing else but a moment of upheaval, an en
counter with difference, that can be considered an important prerequisite of all her
itagisation (Wobst 2010; Luhmann et al. 2022). 

Being a small-town inhabitant in these case studies, then, is to value provincial
ity: to see social proximity and proximity to nature and open landscapes as positive 

7 „Ich glaub’, das hier in Cuxhaven ist ein bisschen, also, ruhiger. Eine Kleinstadt.” (Marta) 
8 „Cuxhaven ist ein Stückchen vom Himmel. Wenn man sich umsieht, was in Deutschland geschieht, mit 

den Jugendlichen, Drogen... Cuxhaven bleibt auch nicht erspart davon, aber im Vergleich ist Cuxhaven 
relativ, wie die Jugendlichen sagen, tote Hose. Für mich find ich das schön. Also, Cuxhaven ist eine 
Stadt, da kann man sich erholen, Körper und Seele.“ (Christina) 
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attributes of small-town life. As to the provincial status of small towns, deficit-ori
ented views also prevailed in the interview material. Some of these views referred 
to the very same social proximity that has been addressed in favourable terms else
where. Moreover, people from both Aurich and Zeven discussed how the towns are 
infrastructurally drained, specifically their centres. Furthermore, a research partici
pant in his 20s told me what has to be done politically to prevent people from leaving 
the town, and he was keen to underline that he only understood the infrastructural 
difficulties of the town he grew up in after having left it for a while. He stated: 

It’s kind of being bled dry, and that makes absolutely no sense at all. Neither the 
hospital closing, nor the fact that there is no rail connection. And there is a bunch 
of industry and commerce stuff coming to Zeven right now… After all, Zeven wants 
to be a regional centre, and at the same time its infrastructure is being bled dry, 
and it’s all a bit contradictory. (Sebastian)9 

One of my interview questions was about the places in and around their small towns 
of residence that research participants would take visitors to. Answering this ques
tion almost always started with a visit to the next big city. This means that all my in
terviewees were oriented towards bigger cities in this sense. And still, there was also, 
at times, urbanness instead of provinciality ascribed to the small towns themselves. 
Small towns are, after all, situated on a continuum of provinciality and centrality. 

Richard, who enjoys cycling and taking exercise in the open landscape surround
ing Aurich described himself as an urban dweller actively involved in reproducing 
and recognising the town’s historic urban fabric. He gave the town’s history a high 
symbolic relevance and the long-established structures for solving social-ecological 
problems. He also described Aurich as being a bit different from the rest of rural 
East Frisia due to its city status and relatively highly educated bureaucratic classes 
working in administration or secondary schools, while at the same time ‘not being a 
university city’ (Richard). Aurich, he gave the impression, is situated somewhere in 
the middle of the continuum between urbanity and rurality, between centrality and 
provinciality. 

Such positionings can also be found in the narratives of people I interviewed in 
Cuxhaven. Luis, for example, posited Cuxhaven as urban when he distinguished it 
from his rural upbringing in Portugal. Asked about what signifies Cuxhaven’s cul
tural landscape, he only half-jokingly stated ‘money!’ (Luis), saying that you can find 
everything you want on one central shopping street. 

9 „Das wird irgendwie ausgeblutet, und das ergibt überhaupt gar keinen Sinn. Weder, dass das Kran
kenhaus schließt, noch, dass es keine Bahnverbindung gibt. Und nach Zeven kommen gerade lauter 
Wirtschaftssachen... Zeven will eben Mittelzentrum sein und gleichzeitig wird die Infrastruktur halt 
ausgeblutet und das ist ein bisschen widersprüchlich alles.“ (Sebastian) 
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Dutch immigration to Zeven seems to have pushed the town toward urbanity in 
its inhabitants’ perception. Many people were keen to tell me that the Dutch brought 
economic wealth and prosperity. Hilde remembered that their arrival in the 1960s 
was received in ambivalent terms by Zeven’s inhabitants. On the one hand, the for
eigners caused suspicion. On the other hand, 

People were happy about all the Dutch people living here. They had a bit more 
money, which meant they could buy more. So, Zeven was a bit more affluent, you 
could really feel that. At the time, we didn’t have to pay sales taxes, and when you 
lived abroad, you received an allowance as well. (Hilde)10 

They changed the provincial attitude of former inhabitants with their open-minded 
and fun attitude, as well as by entering relationships ships and marriages with Ger
man residents. Interestingly, the presence of many Portuguese people in Cuxhaven 
did a similar thing with the urban-rural continuum, as the diaspora community to 
Marta, one of my interviewees, gave the town a ‘pioneering status’ in rural Germany. 

Immigration of non-German people, then, potentially alters the lifeworld-re
lated features of small towns as experienced by their inhabitants, nudging them 
towards centrality and urbanity. It becomes evident that the construction of small 
towns as entities with distinct features and personal attachments is always juxta
posed with other places, such as larger metropolitan cities or locations in the immi
grants’ countries of origin. In the three small towns, such constructions are often 
prompted by experiences of actual physical mobility between these places, although 
research suggests that such travels can also be imagined. 

Furthermore, the key criteria of (e)valuation within a small-town repertoire em
phasise what the research participants define as lifeworld-related features that con
tribute to the unique position of small towns along a rural-urban continuum: so
cial proximity, proximity to nature and open landscapes, infrastructural conditions, 
and population density. The small-town boundary, then, as a non-ethnicised form of 
symbolic boundary, holds significant importance in my research participants’ local 
sensemaking processes. 

9.1.2 Ethnicised Heritages as Regional: Producing Heterogeneity 

Regional localisms also emerged as significant boundaries in my case studies. Indi
viduals frequently referenced ethnicised heritages, linking them to specific regions 

10 „Man hat sich gefreut, dass die Holländer hier alle gewohnt haben. Die hatten etwas mehr Geld und 
konnten auch mehr kaufen. Also war der Wohlstand in Zeven etwas besser, das konnte man richtig 
spüren. Wir brauchten damals keine Mehrwertsteuer zu bezahlen und wenn man im Ausland lebte, 
bekam man auch Zuschuss.“ (Hilde) 
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of origin and forging connections between people and their respective places. This 
phenomenon heterogenises Dutch or Portuguese diaspora membership and con
tributes to the deconstruction of East Frisia as a homogeneous imagined commu
nity. Regional localism was evident in various aspects, including discussions about 
mentalities, language, food, and folklore dance costumes. 

In Zeven, the significance of regional origins emerged as a noteworthy theme 
among several research participants. For instance, Joris highlighted the historical 
context and cultural distinctions he associates with the region of Brabant, his place 
of birth. He invoked a sense of regional pride while critiquing perceived cultural 
hegemony from other parts of the Netherlands: 

I’m from Brabant. We’re the oppressed South, from before, by the Lords at the time 
in Holland. Well, and it’s our own fault of course, what with the fruit from Holland, 
and the vegetables from Holland. But we’re the Netherlands, and Holland is north 
and South Holland, and Utrecht is Utrecht, and Brabant is Brabant. We’re Braban
tians, and everything above that sewer there, those are Hollanders. (Joris)11 

Additionally, the term ‘Holland’ as an everyday reference for the entire Netherlands 
is noted. This linguistic phenomenon is particularly prevalent in Germany, where 
‘Holland’ is often used interchangeably with ‘the Netherlands.’ 

Another participant, Hilde, underscored the contrast between living in the West
ern part of the Netherlands and her provincial life in Zeven. She described the West
ern region as stressful, suggesting a perception of urban hustle and bustle compared 
to the presumably more tranquil atmosphere of Zeven. 

We’re from the Western Netherlands. Life goes very fast there. A lot of industry, a 
lot of work, a lot of people, a lot of everything. And everything is fast, fast, fast. It’s 
all supposed to be done by yesterday. You get used to it. That’s the pace. But here, 
it’s much less. (Hilde)12 

In general, she went on to state, people from different regions in the Netherlands 
‘think differently’, just as people from the German South vary from the ones from 
the north, as well as mentalities in metropolises differ from small towns: 

11 „Ich komme aus Brabant. Und wir sind ja der unterdrückte Süden, von früher, von den Herren damals 
in Holland. Ja, und natürlich selbst schuld, mit dem Obst aus Holland, und dem Gemüse aus Holland. 
Aber wir sind die Niederlande, und Holland ist Nord- und Südholland, und Utrecht ist Utrecht, und 
Brabant ist Brabant. Wir sind Brabanter, und alles über der Kloake da, das sind Holländer.“ (Joris) 

12 „Wir sind aus dem Westen der Niederlande. Das Leben geht da sehr schnell. Viel Industrie, viel Arbeit, 
viele Leute, alles viel. Und alles schnell, schnell, schnell. Gestern soll es fertig sein. Daran gewöhnt man 
sich. Das ist das Tempo. Aber hier ist es viel weniger.” (Hilde) 
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You’ve been to the Netherlands, so you’ve seen that people in the Western part of 
the Netherlands think differently than in the north or the South. They’re different 
people, like here in Germany, people in Bavaria think differently than people in 
Schleswig-Holstein. People from big cities think differently, and in Stuttgart they 
think differently than in Hamburg. (Hilde)13 

While many interviewees in Zeven were keen to describe to me the regions they came 
from and the mentalities they associated with these regions (e.g., the industrialised, 
stressful west of the Netherlands, the conservative Bible belt), regional belonging 
played as much of a role in the case of Cuxhaven and Aurich. This regional attach
ment was evident in narratives of origin or accounts of individuals from specific 
regions in Portugal integrating into Cuxhaven and in the materialisation of regional 
origins through traditional dresses worn in local folklore groups and language. 

In Cuxhaven, there are occasions when the fish festival coincides with the 
Catholic Fatima procession. During these moments, the two local rancho groups 
that perform in the fish festival are also invited to participate in the procession, 
wearing their traditional attire. 

Well, Portuguese folklore, our tradition... today they danced in the fish festival, 
and I told them, you don’t have to get changed, it’s beautiful if you march like this, 
because it shows our traditions even more. And, after all, we’re all from different 
regions in Portugal. (Christina)14 

On the one hand, the dresses represent ‘our tradition’, meaning the Portuguese life 
of Cuxhaven, a form of homogenisation. On the other hand, as artefacts and as mi
grated heritage, they show the different regional origins of the people wearing them: 

For example, one shows the rich widow, the black one, that’s from around Aveiro, 
and then we have the typical fisherman from Vila do Conde, that’s a totally differ
ent area, and then we have the one from Viana do Castelo, that’s the one with all 
of that gold. So, every traditional dress represents a city in Portugal. (Christina)15 

13 „Du warst in den Niederlanden und du hast auch mal feststellen können, dass Leute im Westen der 
Niederlande anders denken als im Norden und im Süden. Das sind unterschiedliche Leute, wie hier in 
Deutschland, Leute in Bayern denken anders als die Leute in Schleswig-Holstein. Leute aus der Groß
stadt denken anders, und in Stuttgart denkt man anders als in Hamburg.“ (Hilde) 

14 „Also, portugiesische Folklore, unsere Tradition... heute haben sie im Fischerfest getanzt, und dann 
hab‘ ich gesagt, da braucht ihr euch nicht umziehen, das ist wunderschön, wenn ihr so lauft, weil 
das noch mehr unsere Tradition zeigt. Und wir sind ja alle aus unterschiedlichen Orten in Portugal.“ 
(Christina) 

15 „Die eine zeigt zum Beispiel die reiche Witwe, das ist die Schwarze, das ist so aus der Ecke Aveiro, und 
dann haben wir den typischen Fischer von Vila do Conde, das ist eine ganz andere Ecke, und dann haben 
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Of course, Christina added, sometimes people wear dresses from a region they do 
not originate from, as the Portuguese group in Cuxhaven comes from diverse back
grounds. Beyond being mere garments, the dresses serve as tangible embodiments 
of the regional origins of the Portuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven and signify a pro
cess of internal heterogenisation. 

Traditional dress is also a means of heterogenisation in Aurich, wherein regional 
origins are posited against the unified region of East Frisia. Clara was keen to un
derline that there is no such thing as an East Frisian traditional dress: 

Well, the dancing dress is not really East Frisian, or only partly, when they put 
on blue striped or blue printed garments. For example, in Emden, they have red 
clothes, I’m not sure why. In the north they imitated Thälmannstracht, or whatever 
it’s called, so they have dark blue and wine red, and everyone is wearing these 
funny hats. I guess they found some kind of documentation or pictures. I don’t 
know exactly at the moment, since we are still trying to establish that. (Clara)16 

Intra-regional boundaries within East Frisia were also drawn between the mental
ities of dance groups coming from one of the East Frisian Islands or the mainland, 
as well as coming from small towns versus coming from a rural area: 

People from Borkum are totally different from those from Juist. Well, I only know 
the ones in the groups, but one has a certain Habitus, and it means something. 
The Wangerooger Damen, they’re a women’s group as well, and it’s the same with 
the people from Aurich, there are a few... I don’t want to say stuck up, but it kind 
of fits, when they say they’re from Aurich. (Clara)17 

In other words, there is no explicitly East Frisian traditional dress or mentality to be 
found; rather, the costumes signify intra-regional differences such as being provin
cial or more urban or living on or off the coast. Next to traditional dress and mental
ities as ethnicised heritages, language use was also employed for regional boundary 

wir die von Viana do Castelo, das ist die mit dem ganzen Gold. Also jede Tracht zeigt eine Stadt in 
Portugal.” (Christina) 

16 „Naja, also die Tanzkleidung ist nicht so ostfriesisch, weil die sich blau gestreifte oder blau bedruck
te Sachen angezogen haben. Zum Beispiel Emden, die haben so rote Kleider, wie die darauf kommen, 
weiß ich auch nicht. Im Norden haben die auch so ‘ne Thälmannstracht, oder wie das heißt, nach
geahmt, die haben dann auch so dunkelblau und weinrot, und alle haben so komische Hüte auf. Da 
haben die wohl irgendwelche Dokumentationen oder Bilder gefunden. Ich weiß es momentan nicht 
so genau, weil wir das ja erst erarbeiten wollen.“ (Clara) 

17 „Die Borkumer sind ganz anders als die von Juist. Also, ich kenn’ jetzt nur die aus den Gruppen, aber 
man hat ja so einen gewissen Habitus, und irgendwas ist da so dran. Die Wangerooger Damen, das 
ist auch eine Damenriege, und bei den Aurichern ist es auch so, da sind so einige... ich will nicht sagen 
hochnäsig, aber es würde so dazu passen, wenn sie meinen, sie kommen aus Aurich.“ (Clara) 
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making, as an accent allows for distinctions, such as discerning whether individuals 
come from the north of Portugal or speak in a strong Porto dialect. 

The boundary-making processes I observed in relation to the mobility experi
ences of my research participants across all three case studies were dynamic and sit
uated. They are not limited to determining ethnic membership and instead indicate 
that boundary – and heritage – making involve the often alleged homogenisation 
and heterogenisation. My analysis further reveals that these processes are relational 
regarding geographical experiences. 

Forms of ethnic heritage such as traditional dress, mentalities, or languages are 
treated as ‘cultural stuff ’ (Barth 1969) in symbolic boundary-making processes, serv
ing both the homogenisation of (national/minority) membership and, more impor
tantly, its heterogenisation along regional lines. 

Taking a mobility lens means it is possible to transcend the notion that migrants 
are the primary carriers of mobility-laden heritages. In doing so, the concept of mi
grant and ethnic heritages as homogeneous minority heritages within majority so
ciety can be challenged, as can the presupposed dominating significance of ethni
cised heritages for minority populations in the first place. 

Instead, the Ethnicised Heritage Situations in these small-town arenas is char
acterised by a complex landscape of simultaneous memberships as place attach
ments. This sensemaking is opposed to linear developments towards social cohesion 
or homogenisation assumed in much heritage regime worldmaking (Hertz 2015; 
Noyes 2015). All mobility experiences and experiences of detachment give rise to lo
calisms and a sense of place attachment. Attachment to the small towns of residence, 
characterised by features that are neither entirely rural nor urban, emerges as a cru
cial non-ethnic boundary across all my case studies. When ethnicised heritages are 
explicitly addressed, they are not solely utilised in processes of ethnic homogenisa
tion but also contribute to heterogenisation. In what follows, I will delve deeper into 
the finding that just as homo- and heterogenisation processes work together in the 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations under study, so do modes of attachment and detach
ment, and they do so in specific ways for the people I met with migration experience 
from the Netherlands or Portugal. 

9.2 Navigating Migration Experiences: Cosmopolitan Attitudes 

It appears that migration heritage and potentially all, or at least most, minority 
(and majority) heritages are marked by mobility. While these findings are consistent 
across my case studies involving both migrant and national minorities in the three 
small towns, I also observed distinct forms of boundary making and subjectivation 
with those people that re-grounded in northern Germany with international migra
tion experience. Two kinds of cosmopolitan attitudes emerge to shape the Ethni
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cised Heritage Situations under study: thin and thick cosmopolitanisms. As Victor 
Roudometof describes: 

The reality of internal globalization (or glocalization) is responsible for trans
forming people’s everyday lives irrespective of whether they are transnational or 
not. Glocalization leads to two different versions of cosmopolitanism: first, a thick 
or rooted or situational cosmopolitanism and, second, a thin cosmopolitanism, 
whereby detachment allows for transcending the boundaries of one’s culture or 
local. (2005: 113) 

The mobility experience which itself transforms into heritage for my research par
ticipants can therefore be constituted as thin cosmopolitanism. 

Thick, or rooted cosmopolitanism has also been described as ‘vernacular 
cosmopolitanism’ (Bhabha 2017; Werbner 2006) or ‘everyday cosmopolitanism’ (Ver
tovec 2009), underlining the existence of cosmopolitanism across class positionings 
and travellers’ relative power and status. Advocates of such concepts refuse to see 
rootedness in territory and culture and cosmopolitan openness as oppositional. This 
implies that local, cosmopolitan, and national postures are not seen as absolutes; 
I can see them as relations of degree. No single dimension of belonging excludes 
other boundaries drawn simultaneously and in the same life. Different localisms 
or dimensions of belonging exist in the three small towns where there is no one 
‘master membership’ for any of my research participants. 

9.2.1 Multilocal Cosmopolitanism 

Joris and Luis, two research participants who position themselves as mavericks or 
outsiders to a local Dutch or Portuguese community, describe fellow compatriots in 
Cuxhaven and Aurich as exclusive, at times arrogant. They employ this as a reason for 
their detachment, positioning themselves instead as open-minded while simultane
ously underlining their emotional attachment to their countries of origin. In doing 
so, they emphasise their capacity to engage multiple national cultural repertoires. 
Together with Christina, they articulate overlapping attachments to different places 
that can be described, following Werbner, as a multilocal and ‘rooted’ cosmopoli
tanism. Such orientations allow for simultaneous attachment and detachment: as 
in Joris and Luis’s ambivalence toward their compatriots, or Christina’s sense of be
longing in two places while also experiencing a temporal rift between them. 

According to Werbner (1999), being cosmopolitan does not mean being com
pletely detached. It is also an attitude or worldview not limited to elites and no
mad travellers; it can be expressed by working-class and other less privileged people. 
She refers to people operating within the concepts of ‘vernacular cosmopolitanism’ 
(Bhabha 2017) or ‘rooted cosmopolitanism’ (Appiah 2010), who do not abandon ties 
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to morally and emotionally significant communities – families and ethnic groups 
– while remaining available to the world. They may feel sentimentally attached to 
several homes in different countries (Werbner 2006: 7). 

Werbner’s notion of rooted cosmopolitanism, applied to Pakistani diasporas 
in Britain, highlights participants grounded in localist attachments while being 
transnationally engaged and open-minded: 

There are Scottish Pakistanis and Welsh Pakistanis. Pakistani membership in 
Britain or Europe is thus mediated by several different dimensions of ‘belong
ing.’ Cosmopolitanism, in other words, does not necessarily imply an absence of 
belonging but the possibility of belonging to more than one ethnic and cultural 
localism simultaneously. (Werbner 1999: 34) 

This multilocality also emerged in the three small towns I studied. My research par
ticipants expressed multilocal attachments and, at times, detachments – a vernac
ular form of cosmopolitanism that challenges the idea of migration as a linear pro
cess from dislocation to settlement (Byrne 2002). Migrant heritages are constructed 
in a transnational simultaneity that does not exclude being ‘rooted’ or taking localist 
postures. 

Christina, who migrated to Cuxhaven from Portugal, expresses attachment to 
more than one location:18 

Well, many Portuguese say when they travel home, they’re foreigners there. I don’t 
have that problem. When they say they feel like foreigners, I can’t relate to that. If 
I’m here today, I’ll feel at home, if I’m in Portugal tomorrow, I’ll immediately feel 
at home again. (Christina)19 

She distinguishes herself from other Portuguese inhabitants, emphasising her in
tegration and success. At the same time, she experiences a temporal rift, describing 
Portuguese heritage in Cuxhaven as ‘always a step behind’ Portugal regarding music 
and folklore: 

18 I should also point out how situated such attitudes are. Many of my interviewees from Cux
haven discussed how their feeling of belonging and ascriptions change whether they are in 
Portugal or in Germany. Those who used to be Portuguese in Germany and felt at home there 
came back after several years and transformed into being German in Portugal. I will not al
ways be able to do justice and represent this form of situational importance. However, I will 
come back to it where I find it important to be mentioned in the context of my analysis. 

19 „Also, viele Portugiesen sagen, wenn sie nach Hause fahren, sind sie da fremd. Ich hab’ dieses Problem 
nicht. Wenn sie sagen, sie fühlen sich fremd, kann ich es nicht nachvollziehen. Wenn ich heute hier 
bin, fühle ich mich zu Hause, wenn ich morgen in Portugal bin, fühle ich mich sofort wieder zuhause.“ 
(Christina) 
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Well, the culture, for example, the quote-unquote Portuguese culture that you live 
here is different from the Portuguese culture in Portugal. Because of course, that’s 
the way it is, in Portugal, the world keeps turning as well, right? So, life goes on. 
We can’t keep up with those developments a hundred percent, since, after all, we 
live in Germany, but the roots are the same, those always remain. Just, maybe they 
changed something about the music for a folk tale. It’s just like it is here in Ger
many, we aren’t standing still here either, right? And us Portuguese who live some

where else, of course we’re always a step behind. I don’t mean that in a negative 
way, but we need a bit longer for these developments. We can’t grow alongside 
them because we aren’t living alongside them. (Christina)20 

Christina’s example highlights how attachment to multiple localisms introduces a 
temporal dimension to heritagisation: heritage is experienced not only in space but 
also in time, as she maintains links to both her country of origin and her current 
residence. Her ability to feel at home in two places simultaneously reflects a highly 
situated form of rooted cosmopolitanism. One reason she quickly adapted to Cux
haven was the presence of a loosely bound Portuguese diaspora already living in the 
small town. Her attachment to the town’s Portuguese heritage does not preclude an 
attachment to Portugal, showing that multilocal cosmopolitanism can coexist with 
sentimentally grounded belonging. 

Joris and Luis navigate local diaspora communities as self-defined outsiders or 
‘mavericks.’ Unlike entrepreneurs, mavericks were once part of ethnic associations 
but later disengaged from their conventions, maintaining only loose connections 
(Becker 1973: 708). This position creates a conflictual and analytically revealing rela
tion to local ethnicised social worlds. In both Cuxhaven and Zeven, they actively de
tach from local diaspora communities while emphasising attachment to their coun
tries of origin and Germany, legitimising these boundaries through different na
tional cultural repertoires encountered in their mobility experiences. 

Luis lives in Cuxhaven. At the time of the interview, he was in his 20s and had 
lived in Portugal only for the first four years of his life. Since then, he has experienced 
Portugal during family visits, so his narration of going to Portugal on holidays some
times sounded like a tourist’s story. He is very family-oriented, even though he is 

20 „Also die Kultur zum Beispiel, die portugiesische Kultur, in Anführungsstrichen, die man hier auslebt, 
ist anders als die portugiesische Kultur aus Portugal. Das ist ja so, in Portugal geht die Welt ja auch 
weiter, ne? Also geht das Leben weiter. Wir kriegen diese Entwicklung nicht hundertprozentig mit, 
weil wir nun ja schließlich in Deutschland leben, aber die die Wurzeln sind die gleichen, die bleiben 
immer. Nur vielleicht haben sie bei einem Volksmärchen an der Musik was geändert. Es ist wie hier in 
Deutschland, hier bleibt man ja auch nicht stehen, ne? Und wir Portugiesen, die woanders leben, na
türlich hängen wir immer einen Schritt zurück. Das ist nicht negativ gemeint, aber wir brauchen ein 
bisschen länger für diese Entwicklung. Wir können nicht mitkommen, weil wir da ja nicht mitleben.“ 
(Christina) 
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keen to differentiate from his family’s Portugueseness and expectations. While his 
relationship with his family is ambivalent, Luis was quite evident in making a dif
ference between fellow Portuguese people in the town and himself, which, in a way, 
de-minoritises his status in Cuxhaven. He positioned himself as an outsider in this 
respect. Discussing his social life, he prioritised his German friends, whom he trusts 
more: 

It’s difficult to trust your own people, and it shouldn’t be like that, but it’s difficult. 
I prefer confiding in my German friends. With them, I know it’s safe. (Luis)21 

He also critiques fellow Portuguese in Cuxhaven: 

Well, there are just some people here, from our culture, who are idiots. Complete 
idiots, because they just love talking badly about others without ever having really 
gotten to know them, or knowing what they really do. And of course, we distance 
ourselves from those people accordingly, just like there are many Portuguese at 
my work whom I have distanced myself from, and I only say hello and goodbye to 
them now. (Luis)22 

Another interviewee, Marta also described the Portuguese community in Cuxhaven 
as a closed group where word travels fast: 

Well, sometimes they talk too much and say things that are wrong, like rumours, 
for example, ‘oh, I heard that such and such person...’ (Marta)23 

Joris, whom I would position as a maverick in the social world of Zeven’s Dutch asso
ciation, described his relation to his ‘fellow compatriots’ in the town in quite similar 
terms; he mistrusts them and finds them too superficial. Just like Luis, Joris regularly 
visits the social spaces of the Dutch clubhouse but positions himself at the borders 
of this social world, whose conventions and ways of being he does not want to be a 
part of. He described some excluding and negative experiences in the clubhouse and 
a lack of feeling to be accepted for who he is. 

21 „Es ist schwierig, seinen eigenen Leuten zu vertrauen, und das sollte eigentlich nicht so sein, aber es ist 
schwierig. Ich vertrau’ mich lieber meinen deutschen Freunden an. Da weiß ich, da ist es safe.“ (Luis) 

22 „Also, hier gibt es einfach Menschen aus unserer Kultur, die sind Idioten. Richtige Vollidioten, weil die 
es einfach lieben, schlecht über andere zu reden, ohne die vorher richtig kennengelernt zu haben oder 
zu wissen, was die wirklich tun. Und von solchen Leuten distanzieren wir uns natürlich dementspre
chend, genauso wie ich mich auch von vielen Portugiesen auf der Arbeit distanziere und nur noch hallo 
und tschüss sage.“ (Luis) 

23 „Also, manchmal sprechen sie zu viel und sagen Sachen, die falsch sind, also Gerüchte, zum Beispiel, 
„oh, ich habe gehört, dass die hier...“ (Marta) 
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Joris was in his 60s when I met him for the interview. He came to Zeven for a job 
in the military, which he left quickly after building a life in the town, including mar
rying a German woman, having children, and buying a house. He proudly described 
his successful career, despite many hardships. He was keen to underline the ‘Ger
manness’ of his life and social contacts in Zeven and how he feels accepted as part of 
his wife’s family. His main issue with the members of the traditional association is 
a feeling of not being one among equals, as some of them feel entitled to reproduce 
the ‘command and obedience’ structure even after leaving their military posts: 

Most of them are ex-soldiers, military. I was a staff sergeant and there are a couple 
others, the lowest was a simple serviceman. And the sergeants, the officers that 
weren’t colonels and all that, those are often people who say, ‘no, I’m a civilian just 
like you.’ But all the others, for 40, 45 years, they always called the shots. They 
told people to jump, and they jumped. No, no, there was nothing like that in the 
Dutch army. But they gave orders and others did what they told them to do. And 
now they’re all walking around thinking that they can still do that, and sometimes 
they treat us that way. (Joris)24 

In this hierarchy, Joris feels at the lowest point as an ex-soldier and civilian. Just like 
Luis, Joris underlined the ‘Germanness’ of his network of friends, whom he trusts 
more: 

When you’re accepted by north Germans, you’re accepted for life. Not so with the 
Dutch. They’re like vacation acquaintances, really. Terrible. When I learned the dif
ference, I thought, what is wrong with these people? They’re so fake, saying things 
indirectly and ‘oh, how nice’ and all that. Building their own image, that’s what 
they do with you. (Joris)25 

Joris, Marta, and Luis, as outsiders and mavericks, differ from ethnic entrepreneurs 
in how they relate to local nationalised diaspora communities. While some en

24 „Die meisten davon, das sind Ex-Soldaten, Militär. Ich war Stabsunteroffizier und da sind noch so ein 
paar, der niedrigste war ein einfacher Soldat. Und die Unteroffiziere, wenn es keine Offiziere sind, die 
Oberst und so waren, das sind dann schon mal Menschen, die sagen, �nee, ich bin Zivilist wie du auch.’ 
Aber die anderen, die haben alle 40 Jahre, 45 Jahre, immer das Sagen gehabt. Die haben gesagt, sprin
gen, und die Leute sind gesprungen. Nee, nee, sowas war in der niederländischen Armee nicht. Aber 
die haben befohlen und die anderen haben gemacht. Und jetzt laufen die alle rum und denken, dass 
sie das immer noch können und gehen auch manchmal so mit uns um.“ (Joris) 

25 „Wenn man bei den Norddeutschen einmal akzeptiert ist, dann ist man das sein Leben lang. Bei den 
Niederländern nicht. Das sind so Urlaubsbekannte, wirklich. Fürchterlich. Als ich dann den Unter
schied kennengelernt habe, habe ich gedacht, was ist denn jetzt kaputt? Die sind so falsch, durch die 
Blume und sowas und ,ach, wie schön‘ und sowas. Sich selbst profilieren, das machen sie mit Ihnen.” 
(Joris) 
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trepreneurs draw boundaries based on Dutchness or Portugueseness versus 
German ways, these mavericks are less attached to local communities and their 
heritage, instead affiliating with German friends and networks. This does not mean 
they lack national belonging; both Joris and Luis demonstrate a strong emotional 
connection to their countries of origin. Joris, for example, was keen to tell me that 
he likes being ‘Oranje’ (the colour of the Dutch football team): 

I think it’s nice to be Oranje. And I’m proud to be Dutch, as well. (Joris)26 

By the way, I’m Oranje like hell, which means I support the king to no end. And, as 
an aside, I find it beautiful to support the king. So, I’m a royalist, maybe? (Joris)27 

He told me that he gets emotional when it is the (then) king’s birthday. Similarly, 
Luis expressed his affective attachment to Portugal when he described how it is his 
country of choice, a country that he would go back to if he could, a country where 
his heart and soul lie. In navigating their relation to ‘fellow compatriots’, Joris and 
Luis continuously construct German and Dutch/Portuguese national cultural reper
toires. They employ these repertoires as a way to ethnicise specific ‘cultural stuff ’ 
such as values or character traits in order to draw (and redraw) boundaries. 

And they do so in situated and context-specific ways. In moments where Luis 
described his success in terms of education and career, he switches the way he em
ploys national cultural repertoires. Luis has two very different narrations regarding 
Portugal as his country of origin. I have described these two narrations as ‘Portu
gal as a heaven’ regarding the sphere of culture and society, and ‘Portugal as a failed 
state’ regarding politics and the economy. The latter narration came into play when 
Luis discussed why people leave the country or why he cannot return. He painted a 
picture of Portugal as an economically drained country with a history of civil wars 
and an incapable government: 

People talked a lot about, okay, what really happened in Portugal? All of the wars, 
the scandal at the time... I actually still remember, we were all sitting at the dinner 
table, and we all looked out of the window and there were policemen who were 
holding something back. Because there was a civil war back then. It was terrible 
at the time, because of course, the people earned very little, and the state kept 
a lot. Of course, it’s only with time that all that began to go back to normal, and 
while people can live, you can’t compare what would be a full-time salary there 

26 „Ich finde das schön, Oranje zu sein. Ich bin auch stolz, Niederländer zu sein.“ (Joris) 
27 „Ich bin übrigens Oranje wie die Pest, also ich bin königsgesinnt bis zum geht nicht mehr. Und das 

mal eben so zur Information, ich finde das sehr schön, königsgesinnt zu sein. Also, ich bin Royalist, 
vielleicht?” (Joris) 
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with here. They’re dimensions apart, and that’s, in my opinion, in large part due 
to the country. (Luis)28 

At the same time, Portugal, his holidays there, and his family are places of longing 
for Luis. This feeling culminates in the statement that his body is in Germany, while 
his soul and mind reside in Portugal, even extending to his end-of-life wishes: 

I also firmly believe, if I were to, well, let’s say, kick the bucket, and I were dead, 
well, my personal wish would really be to actually be buried there. So, not here, 
because here I know, okay, I’m here, like, my body is here, but it wouldn’t be the 
same. My wish is also, and even in the future it will actually always stay that way, 
when I die, I want to be buried in my village, and if possible, even next to my par
ents as well. (Luis)29 

Luis states that Germany means hard work for him and everyone around him. Quite 
in contrast, his firm ‘bon-vivant’ side is wholly bound to being Portuguese and only 
feels satisfied during his holidays to the country. His soul, he tells us, always remains 
much longer abroad than his body. And if he would have the option to return with a 
job prospect, he would immediately do so: 

Well, I would, if I had to choose right now, today, ‘I’ll give you a job there’, with a 
monthly net salary of at least 1.2 thousand, I would move there. I wouldn’t have a 
problem with it because I personally feel more comfortable there, since that’s my 
country. (Luis)30 

28 „Man hat viel darüber geredet, okay, was ist in Portugal wirklich alles passiert? Die ganzen Kriege, 
der Skandal damals... Das weiß ich sogar noch, da saßen wir alle am Essenstisch, und da haben wir 
alle aus dem Fenster geguckt und da waren irgendwelche Polizisten, die irgendwas zurückgehalten 
haben. Weil, das war damals Bürgerkrieg. Das war schlimm zu dieser Zeit, weil natürlich, die Leute 
haben wenig verdient, und der Staat hat viel behalten. Das hat sich natürlich im Laufe der Zeit erst 
alles normalisiert, und die Leute können zwar leben, aber man kann ein Gehalt, was da Vollzeit ist, 
nicht mit hier vergleichen. Da sind Dimensionen dazwischen, und das liegt, meiner Meinung nach, viel 
an dem Land.“ (Luis) 

29 „Ich würde jetzt auch stark behaupten, also, wenn ich jetzt, sagen wir mal den Geist aufgeben wür
de, und ich wäre tot, also, mein Wunsch wäre es auch persönlich wirklich tatsächlich da beerdigt zu 
werden. Also, nicht hier, weil hier weiß ich, okay, ich bin hier, also, mein Körper ist hier, aber das wäre 
nicht das gleiche. Also, mein Wunsch ist es auch, tatsächlich auch in Zukunft wird das immer so blei
ben, wenn ich sterbe, will ich in meinem Dorf beerdigt werden, wenn’s geht sogar noch neben meinen 
Eltern.“ (Luis) 

30 „Also ich würd’, wenn ich jetzt heute entscheiden müsste, ,du kriegst da von mir nen Job‘, und ich würde 
da mindestens 1,2 netto raushauen, ich würd’ dahinziehen. Ich hätt’ da keine Probleme mit, weil ich 
mich persönlich da wohler fühl’, weil das mein Land ist.“ (Luis) 
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Joris and Luis reject belonging to local nationalised communities, legitimising this 
boundary through Portuguese, German, and Dutch national repertoires. As Luis’s 
case shows, they do so in differing, situated ways, reflecting a broader pattern across 
countries and political cultures. This aligns with Bonikowski’s extension of Billig, de
scribing nationhood as a cultural repertoire: ‘Not only is the nation itself pervasive 
and deeply institutionalised, but the same may be true of the range of options avail
able to everyday people for conceptualizing the nation’s meaning’ (Bonikowski 2017: 
164). 

The presence of these multilocal vernacular cosmopolitan attitudes – expressed 
through attachments, detachments, and navigations of national cultural repertoires 
– indicates that such experiences are a prerequisite for the formation of migrant 
heritage within the Ethnicised Heritage Situations of Zeven and Cuxhaven. This 
challenges conventional notions of migrant heritage as a linear movement from a 
national ‘here’ to a national ‘there’; instead, heritage-making emerges as a process 
of coming to terms with routes, grounded in multilocality. 

9.2.2 Detached Cosmopolitanism 

I also observed thin and ‘detached’ forms of cosmopolitanism in cases of people with 
migration experience, an example of Ien Ang’s (2011) call to fundamentally rethink 
how the experience of migration itself is transformed into heritage. When my re
search participants expressed such an attitude, mobility became a kind of heritage. 

After growing up mostly in Portugal, Marta is now at school in Cuxhaven. When 
we talked about her future, she based her ambitions around her mobility heritage 
and language skills: 

I would like to be a flight attendant. I think that would be something for me be
cause I like languages. I could already speak Portuguese, and then I learned En
glish, and I can understand Spanish as well. And then I came here and learned 
German, and in Portugal I also learned French. (Marta)31 

As ethnographer Christine R. Yano (2011) argues, the image of a flight attendant, 
specifically developed for the marketing images created around Japanese-American 
flight attendants in the 1950s, is strongly related to an image of cosmopolitanism 
that has been shown by research looking at the care work aspect to be bifurcated by 
racial and ethnic boundaries (Alex Jong-Seok Lee & Kathreen Barry). Jong-Seok Lee 

31 „Ich möchte gerne Flugbegleiterin werden. Ich glaub’, das ist was für mich, weil ich gerne Sprachen 
mag. Ich konnte schon Portugiesisch, und dann habe ich Englisch gelernt, und Spanisch kann ich auch 
verstehen. Und dann bin ich hierhergekommen und hab’ Deutsch gelernt, und in Portugal habe ich 
auch Französisch gelernt.“ (Marta) 
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shows that Emirates Airlines flight attendants are involved in reproducing hierar
chies that are part of the airline’s work culture not to endanger their ‘privileged, yet 
precarious, cosmopolitan status’, and to ‘disavow being associated with the labour 
migrants deemed less desirable.’ (2018: 128). Marta’s image of being a flight atten
dant seemed to be shaped by the cosmopolitan image only, and she was also keen to 
underline that she has no vision of staying in her current residence in Germany. 

Sebastian in Zeven was similarly young, as he has just finished university stud
ies. Born in Zeven, his mobility heritage consists of his history of studying in several 
countries, travelling the world, and moving between his German and Dutch families. 
He is self-reflexive about the role of colonialism in the history of the Dutch empire 
when he narrated his travels to South Africa: 

In 20xx I was in South Africa. With the Afrikaans language, I always found it fasci
nating that I could understand a lot. And district names like ‘Delft’ or ‘Leiden’ al
ways brought a smile to my face, though a rather painful one, as my next thought 
was shaped by the knowledge that all of that came to South Africa through colo
nialism. (Sebastian)32 

What both interviewees have in common is a focus on the role of language skills in 
regard to their cosmopolitan positioning. While these two protagonists belong to 
a ‘younger’ generation, a couple I interviewed as members of the Dutch traditional 
association, who are not soldiers but a teachers/actor and a housewife, were keen to 
distinguish themselves from ordinary Dutch people who have not left the country as 
they did: 

But it’s also important to note, if you move abroad, you’re already not average any
more, since most Dutch people stay living in Holland. But if you do that differently, 
if you decide not to work in Holland anymore, but to work here in the barracks or 
at the school, those really are different people. We always travelled a lot. She went 
on a trip around the world. I’ve been travelling to Afrika and Asia and so on since 
’78. The people who are here aren’t average Hollanders. (Merle)33 

32 „In 20xx war ich in Südafrika. Bei der afrikaansen Sprache fand ich es immer sehr spannend, dass ich 
viel verstehen konnte. Und bei Stadtteilnamen wie ,Delft‘ oder ,Leiden‘ hatte ich immer ein Schmun
zeln im Gesicht, wenngleich ein eher schmerzhaftes, wenn im nächsten Gedanken dann mitschwang, 
dass das alles auf kolonialistischem Wege nach Südafrika gelangt ist.“ (Sebastian) 

33 „Aber wichtig ist auch, wenn man ins Ausland zieht, dann ist man schon nicht mehr Durchschnitt, 
denn die meisten Niederländer bleiben in Holland wohnen. Aber wenn man das anders macht, wenn 
man sich entscheidet, nicht mehr in Holland zu arbeiten, aber hier in der Kaserne oder an der Schule zu 
arbeiten, das sind schon andere Leute. Wir haben immer viel gereist. Sie hat eine Weltreise gemacht. 
Seit ’78 mache ich Reisen nach Afrika und Asien und so. Was hier ist, das ist nicht der Durchschnitts
holländer.” (Merle) 
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Here, one can see how mobility experiences are employed to draw boundaries 
to all kinds of localisms or national attachments. On such thin cosmopolitanism, 
Roudomentof states: ‘Locals are likely to value being a native of their country, having 
the country’s citizenship and having a sense of belonging to its dominant national 
group. [thin] Cosmopolitans are likely not to value these attributes.’ (2005: 125). 

All three research participants express place detachment rather than attach
ment, which escapes most understandings of cultural heritage, even of intangible 
cultural heritage as territorialised and ethnic. These ‘thin cosmopolitans’ instead 
turn their mobility experiences into heritage in and of itself. Their mobility heritage 
makes them able to be citizens of the world. Coming to terms with routes via migra
tion or diasporic heritage, then, is more than a story of dislocation and settlement 
in a new place. It is shaped by multilocal attachments, sometimes cosmopolitan 
detachments, and a transnational simultaneity. 

9.3 Conclusion: Ethnicised Heritage Situations and Taking Routes 
in the Absence of a Master Membership 

Two pivotal insights emerge from these findings that have implications for Critical 
Heritage Studies and Small-Town Research. First, the role of non-ethnic boundary 
making in Ethnicised Heritage Situations, as well as heterogeneity, cosmopolitan 
attitudes, and multiple forms of national membership in ethnic boundary making. 
Second, by exploring the role of mobility experiences in Ethnicised Heritage Situa
tions, an argument arises that re/theorises cultural heritage. 

The symbolic boundary of the small town is central to my research participants’ 
lives most of the time, even though some of them are also migrant or diasporic sub
jects. In drawing that boundary, they engage with (e)valuative criteria from a small- 
town cultural repertoire as sketched out by Anett Steinführer et al. (2016) for a small- 
town research agenda. Even if ethnicised heritages do play a role, it is crucial to keep 
in mind that such heritages are always involved in processes of heterogenisation 
as well as homogenisation. Heritage research needs to consider the possibility that 
mobility experiences, sometimes materialised in artefacts such as traditional dress, 
language, or food, have the potential to produce heterogeneity rather than merely 
cohesion and homogeneity. This is yet another element, though not necessarily rup
ture, that the relation between symbolic boundary making and the ‘cultural stuff ’ 
(Barth 1969:15) employed to draw them in Wimmer’s words, is ‘organized by’ (Wim
mer 2010:111). 

The primary relevance of non-ethnic symbolic boundaries and the heterogene
ity of ethnic boundary making I found in my research participants’ sensemaking 
highlights the real difficulty in constructing those ethnic subjects that are supposed 
to take the ‘places of recognition’ (Taylor 2009: 41) frequently opened up by heritage 
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policies. I suggest that it might be necessary for heritage scholars to de-ethnicise 
research on migrant heritages. This could help minimise the danger of reproducing 
the reification of culture outlined in UNESCO’s heritage convention, even if unin
tentionally, for example, binding groups of people in Europe to a territory (ibid). 

Next to the co-presence of ethnic and non-ethnic symbolic boundaries and the 
absence of a ‘master membership’, the topic of mobility experiences emerged central 
to the lived experiences of research participants. When Laia Colomer discusses Third 
Culture Kids as global nomads, a privileged group of people that grew up moving 
globally, she argues that heritage studies have 

to move its analytical eyes from past elements that have been fixed geographically 
and culturally to places and materialities representing mobile lives. The latter not 
only represent the departure and arrival of people, both physically and metaphori

cally (as is common in the heritage of migration and postcolonial studies) but their 
continuous flow and mobility and how this experience develops in other visions. 
(2017: 923) 

Individuals from Zeven and Cuxhaven with migration experience live in a contin
uous flow of de-/attachments due to their multilocal attachments and existence 
expressed in vernacular cosmopolitan attitudes that are explicitly not detached. 
These attitudes involve a simultaneous affiliation with multiple memberships that, 
if not related to being a small-town resident, are primarily framed around national 
memberships to a concrete nationalised diaspora community, the German nation, 
or their nations of origin. This supports findings from transnational studies that 
ethnic pathways of incorporation for migrants in small-scale cities are often framed 
around national membership (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2008). 

For some, their mobility experiences prompt aspirations for detachment from 
specific places, making their mobility experiences their heritage. Cosmopolitans are 
born from migration experiences more than any other mobility experience. When 
Stuart Hall (Hall and Werbner 2008) reflects on the sense of loss involved in living 
in diasporas, he describes himself as a ‘cosmopolitan by default’. Moving across na
tional borders and regrounding in a new place might be more related to feelings of 
loss than moving from a metropolitan to a small-town environment. 

However, going beyond Colomer’s insight that the analysis of heritage has to 
take mobility and not groundedness as the starting point for the analysis of privi
leged ‘third culture kids’’ heritage-making, it can be said that mobility experiences 
prompt heritagisation beyond the lives of global nomads or even less privileged in
ternational migrants. All heritagisation, particularly minority heritage-making ad
dressed here via place attachment and localist attitudes, involves grappling with 
routes. These routes need not be international but can lead from urban centres to 
small towns, as in Aurich. 
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This critical insight should prompt a shift in focus within Critical Heritage Stud
ies and the small-town research agenda towards the study of im/mobilities. Further
more, it suggests that small towns, if not solely understood in territorialised terms, 
are part of global and transnational spaces, as argued by Glick Schiller and Çağlar 
(2009), a perspective reflected in my research participants’ sensemaking. 

This key finding also has consequences for theorising cultural heritage. It decen
tres the idea of migrating heritage and centres the, perhaps almost anthropological 
premise of the ontological entanglement of cultural heritage, mobility, and compar
isons that Niklas Luhmann discusses when engaging with the notion of ‘culture’ as 
a historical concept. The idea of culture, Luhmann states, is a modern phenomenon 
that is entangled with processes of comparison to the alien. Culture always occurs 
on the level of a ‘second-order’ observation: ‘The articulation and formulation of cul
ture replaces the world-invariant forms of being on the basis of comparative ob
servations – through reflection’ (1999: 49). Ethnicised heritages, if not all, are about 
coming to terms with the experiences of difference encountered by taking routes, 
be they actual physical routes or other forms of mobility. Heritage scholar Martin 
Wobst (2010) goes so far as to argue that heritage is nothing else but recognisable 
difference. 

I follow Stuart Hall’s (1999) call on cultural heritage to refrain from thinking 
about roots and instead focus on their interplay with the experience of taking routes. 
This is the consistent consequence of constructivist understandings of heritage in 
pluralised societies. It does not mean heritage-making is not profoundly driven by 
foundational questions such as ‘Where do I come from? Where do I belong?’ as the 
next chapter will show, the concept of setting roots is significant in the research 
field. It simply means not answering these questions with a call to roots. 
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National Cultural Repertoires 

It is clear that migration experiences do occupy a pivotal role in my research partic
ipants’ heritage-making activities. But as my conversations with them developed, 
it became clear that when they used a language of heritage to describe their active 
participation in local sensemaking, their migration experience was less central than 
their positioning vis-à-vis the dominant German national cultural repertoire. Small 
towns are not only embedded in global and transnational spaces but are also situated 
within national dynamics. While my research participants did discuss the preserva
tion of roots, they also talked about the making of a home, of setting roots in the 
small-town arenas. 

As the last chapter showed how there is a need to de-ethnicise research on 
cultural diversity, cultural heritage, and migration, this chapter appeals to also 
de-migrantise (Dahinden 2016) such research, underlining the need to avoid 
overemphasising the role of migration experiences in Ethnicised Heritage Situ
ations. Studies on migration and ethnicity find that dominant national cultural 
repertoires shape migrants’ and other minorities’ symbolic boundary-making pro
cesses, including their identification with ethnic memberships (see, e.g., Banai 
and Shoshana 2019: 17). Andreas Wimmer (2008: 984) describes the high stability 
of boundaries towards ‘Germanness’ across generations, and Andrea Klimt (2000: 
264) shows the legal and ‘ideological impermeability of Germanness’ for Portuguese 
immigrants historically. In comparing the German national cultural repertoire in 
the late 1990s with the repertoires of France and the US, Richard Alba (2005) finds 
that for Turks in Germany, ‘bright boundaries’ that involve no ambiguity as to their 
membership in a minority group exist between the dominant repertoire and the 
possibilities for minorities to access it or become part of it. With bright boundaries, 
individuals are unmistakably positioned as a minority to a majority, they clearly 
know on which side of the boundary they are on. Here, assimilation is anticipated to 
manifest as crossing boundaries, often felt by the person as a transformation similar 
to conversion. This process involves departing from one group and shedding signs 
of belonging to it (Alba 2005: 22). Alba (ibid: 25) found blurred boundaries in the US, 
where individuals lack a clear definition or certainty in relation to the dominant 
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cultural repertoire’s boundary; they are being viewed as belonging to both groups 
on either side of the boundary simultaneously, or they fluctuate between appearing 
as a member of one group or the other at different times. Alba’s conceptualisation 
of bright and blurred boundaries is also central to Banai and Shoshana’s (2019: 12) 
research on the relocation of Mizrahi Jewish ethnicities in three countries. They 
found that a relatively strong national cultural repertoire, with the experience of a 
bright boundary not to be easily crossed in the case of Germany, shaped the ways in 
which Mizrahi Jew inhabitants of Germany identify as ethnic. 

This chapter focuses on the interplay between my research participants’ ethni
cised heritage-making as a form of sensemaking and the dominant national cultural 
repertoire in Germany. It draws on insights from Critical Heritage Studies, partic
ularly the concept of diaspora heritage, which has been employed to explore the dy
namic relationship between majority and minority heritages (Ang 2011; Arokiasamy 
2012; Nikielska-Sekula 2019). This relationship between majority and minority po
sitionings, which reflects local power dynamics, emerges as a significant factor in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations, often overshadowing the impact of migration ex
periences. 

In other words, the East Frisian inhabitants of Aurich and the Dutch inhabitants 
of Zeven show similarities in the ways they explicitly speak of ethnicised heritages. 
This specific language of ethnicised heritage differs from the one employed by Cux
haven’s Portuguese inhabitants, showing that it is not migratory experiences that 
determine the employment of a heritage repertoire. Instead, this disparity arises 
from the local power dynamics, where the blurred boundary to the dominant Ger
man culture proves porous for Dutch and East Frisian individuals, making their eth
nic identification an option (Waters 1990). Opposed to that, this bright boundary is 
considerably robust for Portuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven, whose ethnic marking 
is much less a question of choice. 

In Zeven, attempting to trace a language of heritage presented a puzzling chal
lenge in the analysis process, which provided me with the moment of non-recog
nition (Glick Schiller et al. 2006) that serves as a foundational point for the content 
of this chapter. Zeven’s Dutch heritage, including visible landmarks in the cityscape 
such as sculptures, Dutch cafés, the old Dutch school, and Dutch festivals, was not 
framed by the participants as an intentional act of creating or appropriating her
itage. Instead, they are perceived as ‘what has been left’ after the military withdrew 
from the town. Joris articulated this perspective: ‘Those are the things where we can 
say, look, we did leave something good behind.’ (Joris).1 In a similar vein, when talk
ing about the Dutch school after it closed, Sebastian said: 

1 „Das ist doch, wo wir dann sagen können, guck mal, wir haben doch was Gutes zurückgelassen.“ (Jo
ris) 
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Well, they kept the name, so the Dutch influence was retained there, only in the 
name. The teachers were from the German secondary school. I don’t know what 
happened to the teachers from the Dutch school. (Sebastian)2 

I would not have expected this passiveness in terms of the town’s Dutch heritage 
and was perplexed by certain Zeven participants’ eagerness to emphasise their active 
engagement in a heritage of the German-dominant population.3 

This inclination towards the German national cultural repertoire therefore needs 
exploring and comparing to how ethnicised heritages are actively addressed in the 
other two towns. There are parallels between the instances in Zeven and Aurich of an 
active appropriation of ethnicised heritage pertaining to a German cultural reper
toire or one that is deliberately fashioned in opposition it. In contrast, Portuguese 
heritagisation takes on a more inward-oriented trajectory, giving rise to transna
tional moments for the participants. These accounts of transnational simultaneity 
reflect the intensity of rupture experienced by the people I met that migrated to 
Cuxhaven. Such dislocation can create a sense of division between mind and body, 
where the mind remains tied to Portugal while the body labours in Germany. In this 
context, even a visit to a Portuguese restaurant can create what might be called a 
transnational moment – a brief reunification of the body, mind and soul separated 
by migration. 

The process of setting roots in the small-town arenas and drawing ethnicised 
boundaries therein is shaped by the relation individuals experience vis-à-vis the ac
cessibility of the German national cultural repertoire. While it is possible to be both 
Dutch/East Frisian and German simultaneously, the boundary is much stronger and 
therefore bright, for the Portuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven. 

10.1 Blurred Boundaries: The Relevance of a German Majority Cultural 
Repertoire for Setting Roots in Zeven and Aurich 

For some research participants, Dutchness and East Frisianness function as what 
Mary Waters (1990) describes as an ‘ethnic option’ – a flexible, symbolic identity that 
can be selectively claimed or downplayed. In practice, this option often leads par
ticipants to orient themselves more strongly toward the dominant German cultural 
repertoire, using their Dutch or East Frisian heritage strategically rather than as a 

2 „Also, der Name wurde behalten, also wurde der niederländische Einfluss da behalten, nur im Namen. 
Die Lehrer waren halt die vom Gymnasium. Ich weiß nicht, was mit den Lehrern von der niederländi
schen Schule passiert ist.“ (Sebatian) 

3 It would be an interesting task to go back to the material and to ask in how far this orientation 
was partly prompted by my role as a ‘majority-German’ researcher in the interviews. 
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fixed marker of belonging. The choice to foreground German cultural belonging over 
ethnic heritage becomes a significant dimension of their sensemaking within the 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations of these small-town arenas. 

10.1.1 Orientations Toward the Dominant German Cultural Repertoire 

Research participants in Zeven explicitly employed a language of integration and 
underlined their active participation in German national cultural heritage. In other 
words, they illustrated their boundary crossing towards the dominant cultural 
repertoire. Hilde, for example, described her process of settling in Zeven and 
getting her children involved in German associations: 

And then my husband worked for five more years in the barracks, and in 2000, we 
said, we’re staying here in Zeven. We bought this house, starting in ’99 we lived 
here and didn’t do everything in the barracks anymore. We wanted to properly 
integrate ourselves here, because we had decided to stay here when he retired, 
and that’s what we did […] But our children as well, they were in the German track 
and field club and they also participated in other clubs. We found it very important 
for them to integrate themselves a bit as well, even though there was the Dutch 
school. All children are open and free and everyone speaks different languages, 
that isn’t an issue at all. These days it isn’t so uncommon, of course, but back then, 
in the ’80s, it was uncommon then. (Hilde)4 

To Hilde, buying a house or becoming a member of German sports clubs is a very 
conscious choice to integrate into the small-town arena, and she was keen to add 
that by doing so, they occupied a pioneering role in the 1980s. It might be true that 
during that time when the Dutch military barracks still functioned as a sort of en
clave providing their soldiers and families with everything needed in life, choosing 
to move out and engage in other kinds of leisure activities was the exception rather 
than the rule. 

Next to the language of integration in Zeven, a second form of orientation to
wards German, majority culture emerged. Some participants I met and interviewed 

4 „Dann hat mein Mann noch fünf Jahre auf der Kaserne gearbeitet, und in 2000 haben wir gesagt, wir 
bleiben hier in Zeven. Wir haben dieses Haus gekauft, seit 99 haben wir dann hier gelebt und nicht 
mehr alles in der Kaserne gemacht. Wir wollten uns hier auch richtig integrieren, weil wir uns vor
genommen haben, wenn er pensioniert wird, hier zu bleiben, und das haben wir dann auch gemacht 
[…] Aber auch unsere Kinder waren bei dem deutschen Leichtathletikverein, und die haben auch an
dere Vereine besucht. Wir haben es sehr wichtig gefunden, dass sie sich auch ein bisschen integrieren, 
obwohl es die holländische Schule gab. Alle Kinder sind offen und frei, und alle Leute sprechen unter
schiedliche Sprachen, das ist überhaupt kein Thema. Heutzutage ist es natürlich nicht so unüblich, 
aber damals in den 80er Jahren, da war das unüblich.“ (Hilde) 
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were keen to mention that they actively participated in German traditions and criti
cal historical events. Hilde told me of her and her daughters’ experiences traversing 
the border to the German Democratic Republic: 

In �88 we celebrated Christmas with 150 conscripts in Berlin. It was very interest
ing. We crossed the border with all the soldiers and all of us had to hand over our 
passports. That was a special experience, but of course it’s horrible that the wall 
was there. […] Our eldest daughter went to the German secondary school, and she 
visited the GDR for two weeks, with the school. That’s an experience that lasts 
a lifetime. And later, they could also really understand what it meant for people 
here when it wasn’t like that anymore. In the Netherlands, you hear about it in the 
news, but here, we saw it, we felt it, we experienced it. (Hilde)5 

To physically experience the border crossing to the GDR in the late 1980s was for 
Hilde an embodied and active reproduction of a German national cultural reper
toire, ‘to see it, to feel it.’ In similarly active language, she described to me how she 
learned to tie traditional German wreath for Christmas: 

Two days ago, I got a wonderful compliment from our neighbour, they’re tradi
tional German people. I’ve been learning wreath tying, and for the first couple of 
years, I was only allowed to assist the others. Now they let me tie as well, and I was 
putting my wreaths for Christmas outside. They both weren’t decorated yet, and 
then came our neighbour who said, ‘oh, you tied them tightly!’ And I said, ‘yes, I 
learned that from you!’(Hilde)6 

Hilde seems to value practising tying the wreath to get the recognition of her ‘tra
ditional German’ neighbours. Again, a language of actively producing an ethnicised 
heritage is reserved for participating in the heritage of the dominating population 
rather than what has been ‘left behind’ by the Dutch military. 

5 „In ́ 88 haben wir mit 150 Wehrpflichtigen Weihnachten gefeiert in Berlin. Das war sehr spannend. 
Da sind wir dann über die Grenze mit all den Soldaten, und alle sollten ihren Pass vorzeigen. Das war 
etwas besonders, aber ist natürlich fürchterlich, dass die Mauer da war.“ […] Unsere älteste Tochter, die 
hat dann das Gymnasium besucht, und die war mal zwei Wochen in der DDR, mit der Schule. Die Er
fahrung kriegt man für das ganze Leben mit. Und die konnten dann auch später richtig verstehen, was 
das hier bewegt hat, als das nicht mehr so war. In den Niederlanden hört man das in den Nachrichten, 
aber hier hat man das gesehen, man hat das gefühlt, man hat das gespürt.“ (Hilde) 

6 „Ich habe vor zwei Tagen ein wunderschönes Kompliment von unserer Nachbarin bekommen, das sind 
traditionelle deutsche Leute. Ich habe Kranz binden gelernt, und die ersten Jahre durfte ich nur anrei
chen. Jetzt darf ich auch binden, und ich habe meine Kränze für Weihnachten draußen hingelegt. Die 
waren beide noch nicht geschmückt, und dann kam die Nachbarin, die hat gesagt, ,oh, du hast fest 
gebunden!‘ Dann habe ich gesagt, ‘ja, das habe ich von dir gelernt!‘“ (Hilde) 
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Joris, another research participant, was keen to show how familiar he is with a 
kind of humour that he ascribed to the German national cultural repertoire: 

Well, back in my day, there were comedians like Otto Waalkes, Heinz Erhardt, or 
maybe Karl Valentin as well, and that was really a long time ago. They were funny. 
And now you think, come on, do they show anything other than comedians on TV 
anymore? And I also think much of it is... in the Netherlands we call it underwear 
humour. It’s below the belt. Well, weirdly enough, people in Germany also say that 
schadenfreude is the best kind of joy. (Joris)7 

To explicitly engage with an aspect of a German national cultural repertoire, be it 
German historical events, forms of humour and TV culture, or the tying of wreaths, 
is one way the Zeven research participants describe their setting roots in a new place. 
In a way, Joris and Hilde show how capable they are of employing a German national 
cultural repertoire since they were confronted with it in their relocation process. Set
ting roots in the small-town arenas means such active engagement with the domi
nant German national cultural repertoire and the dominant populations’ heritages. 
I describe this as an orientation towards the German-dominant cultural repertoire. 

Aurich’s small-town arena also contains orientations toward a German national 
cultural repertoire, albeit in different ways. On the one hand, being East Frisian in 
Aurich is a majority position, and a language of integration was employed to address 
the need for new inhabitants to become part of this majority. On the other hand, 
there is a recurring narrative of East Frisia as a national minority different from the 
‘rest of the republic’ due to their different heritages. 

Clara moved to East Frisia in her 30s and told her story about integrating into 
the region. She learned to speak the local Lower German language and got used to 
and learned to appreciate people’s ways of living and doing things. She contrasted 
this experience with that of her new neighbours from another part of the country: 

Of course, you have to be open to everything. A couple of houses down, we had 
neighbours that moved here as well, but they were older when they came here 
from Bielefeld. So of course they aren’t in contact with East Frisians like I am, since 
I married an East Frisian and have been a part of the family and experienced all of 
the traditions. They had moved here, and they knew the people in the neighbour
hood, but other than that, they didn’t have many East Frisian acquaintances. And 

7 „Also in meiner Zeit gab es Otto Waalkes, Heinz Ehrhardt oder vielleicht noch Karl Valentin, und das 
ist ja schon lange her. Die waren witzig. Und jetzt denkt man, sag mal, kommt da noch irgendwas 
anderes im Fernsehen als Komiker? Und dann finde ich schon da ist viel... in den Niederlanden nennen 
wir das Unterhosenkomik. Das geht unter die Gürtellinie. Man sagt in Deutschland ja auch komischer
weise ‘Schadenfreude ist die schönste Freude‘.“ (Joris) 
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of course, they had issues with the language, and when the neighbours were talk
ing to each other in Lower German, they always complained a bit, which I think is 
really unacceptable. You can teach yourself to understand it, and if it’s difficult for 
you, you need to put in the effort. (Clara)8 

For Clara, newcomers from other parts of Germany must engage with and integrate 
into the ethnic ways of living and heritages of East Frisia to do the work she did in 
that situation. This focus on the specificities of an East Frisian cultural repertoire 
implies a boundary drawn towards a German national cultural repertoire. 

The orientation towards a dominant culture in the case of Aurich most clearly 
shows itself in the talk of East Frisia being different from ‘the rest of the republic,’ 
which is mainly constructed as being metropolitan rather than provincial. The no
tion of the ‘rest of the republic’ implies that East Frisia is, in fact, considered a part 
of the Republic of Germany, as this quote from a woman who grew up in the region 
but by now lives elsewhere in northern Germany shows: 

When you get older, at some point, of course, you start school. At the time there 
was a conveniently located elementary school in the area, and two schools had 
been combined to make this school, so it wasn’t small. We had the same teacher 
that had already been my parents’ teacher, and rules that were a bit different from 
the rest of the republic, at least according to conversations I’ve had looking back 
on those times with friends from other parts of the republic. (Lena)9 

There is a dominant myth that East Frisia is founded upon resistance to German uni
fication attempts and nation-building. Richard ironically referred to this when he 
said: ‘I think, since East Frisia is kind of on a peninsula, it’s separated from the “Re
ich” a bit’ (Richard).10 By relating East Frisia to the ‘Reich’, Richard also references an 

8 „Man muss natürlich auch offen für alles sein. Wir hatten auch mal ein paar Häuser weiter Nachbarn, 
die waren auch zugezogen, aber erst im Alter aus Bielefeld. Die haben natürlich keinen Kontakt wie 
ich zu den Ostfriesen, weil ich ja auch mittlerweile einen Ostfriesen geheiratet habe, und da in der 
Familie mit drin gewesen bin und alle Traditionen miterlebt habe. Die waren zugezogen, hatten die 
Nachbarschaft, aber sonst nicht so viel ostfriesische Bekannte. Und die hatten natürlich Probleme mit 
der Sprache, und wenn die Nachbarn sich auf Plattdeutsch unterhielten, dann waren sie immer so ein 
bisschen am rummeckern, was ich überhaupt unmöglich finde. Da kann man sich reinhören, und wenn 
es nicht geht, muss man sich Mühe geben.“ (Clara) 

9 „Wenn man größer wird, kommt natürlich irgendwann der Schuleintritt. Damals gab es ganz prak
tisch eine Grundschule vor Ort, für die zwei Schulen zusammengelegt wurden, also keine kleine Sa
che. Wir hatten den gleichen Lehrer, den schon meine Eltern als Lehrer hatten, und Regeln, die sich 
vom Rest der Republik ein bisschen unterscheiden, zumindest was man später so mit Freunden aus 
anderen Teilen der Republik reflektiert.“ (Lena) 

10 „Ich glaube, weil Ostfriesland ja auch so ein bisschen auf einer Halbinsel ist, ist es ein bisschen vom 
,Reich‘ abgetrennt.“ (Richard) 
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integral part of East Frisia’s founding narrative as a region of free and democratic 
people opposing the outside influence of the Prussian monarchy and German na
tion-building. 

The historian Tobias Weger (2013) traces the intricacies of the idea of East Frisia 
as a region to nation-states, using the example of the ‘Großfriesische’ movement in 
the 1920s and 1930s. He states that regions are, up until today, often constructed 
as quasi-natural, historically grown opposites of nation-states. They were supposed 
to have the potential to ‘reduce the preponderance of the nation by opening up an 
alternative means of identification’ (Weger 2013: 144, my translation). 

As opposed to the ‘völkisch’ ideas of an East Frisian Reich that was part of the 
‘Großfriesische’ movement and that Weger deconstructs in his article, Richard ap
proaches the topic in a much more ironic and reflexive way. He constantly under
lined the constructed nature of the idea of East Frisia as a homogenous region and 
instead referred to it as an instance of ‘small Europe’: 

The former director [of a heritage institution] once said so beautifully, if we go 
back even further – so, all the chieftains who split each other’s fontanels and 
beat each other up in the 13th and 14th centuries – that’s actually little Europe. 
(Richard)11 

Still, the region’s East Frisian heritage is often constructed in tension between the 
German nation and its dominant cultural repertoire. 

Another instance of such an orientation in Aurich is when a metropolitan high 
culture is constructed as part of the German cultural repertoire. Richard propagated 
the heritage value of certain ‘red-brick’ buildings in Aurich against the impressive 
and apparent value of buildings in Germany’s metropolises: 

Of course we don’t have buildings here in the style of St. Michael’s Church in Ham

burg or the Cologne Cathedral. But if you look beyond what’s visually impressive, 
and know a bit about the history of a building, because one of those local histori
ans found something out in the fifties... They researched really meticulously: what 
was here, and which count put a brick somewhere, and who knows what else, all 
these funny stories. When you go through the town with that background knowl
edge, these bricks suddenly start speaking to you. […] It’s exactly what I said earlier 
about the Lamberti church tower. The tower itself isn’t particularly attractive, but 
the story behind it is. (Richard)12 

11 „Der frühere Leiter [einer heritage institution] hat mal so schön gesagt, wenn wir noch weiter zu
rückgehen – also, die ganzen Häuptlinge, die sich ja hier gegenseitig im 13. Und 14. Jahrhundert, die 
Fontanelle gespalten haben, und sich geprügelt haben – das ist eigentlich klein Europa.“ (Richard) 

12 „Natürlich haben wir hier nicht Gebäude im Stile eines Michels in Hamburg oder Kölner Dom. Aber 
wenn man nicht unbedingt nach toller Optik geht, sondern so bisschen was über die Geschichte eines 
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In this quote, the tangible heritage of Aurich is weighed and valued against urban 
heritage in the form of metropolitan ‘mega-buildings’ in the ‘rest of the republic.’ At 
the same time, it also clarifies that in all heritage-making, tangible and intangible 
processes are inseparable, and there is always an active moment of ascribing value to 
certain cultural artefacts and practices involved in turning something into heritage. 
Richard tells that ‘the stones begin to speak’ only through the investment of lay his
torians. To reveal the heritage value of historical buildings in Aurich to Richard is to 
make it, rather than passively transmit it, in opposition to the more obvious value of 
significant sights which are already a part of the German cultural repertoire. 

In the case of Aurich, then, East Frisian heritage is constructed in opposition 
to the German-dominant cultural repertoire while simultaneously being a (minor
ity) part of it. In Zeven, the participants underlined the active aspect, the agency 
of participating in the heritage of the dominant population. Both orient towards 
participation in or opposition towards a dominant German national cultural reper
toire when they employ an explicit language of heritage as something to be actively 
made. This exemplifies the blurred boundary (Alba 2005: 25) between the dominant 
German national cultural repertoire as experienced by these research participants. 

Coming from the other side of the majority-minority boundary, there is a ten
dency for the majority of small-town arenas of Aurich and Zeven to incorporate el
ements of minority groups. Building on a comparative social world/arena analysis 
of the towns, the ethnicised festivals are situated at the centre of the broader small- 
town arenas. The Four Evening Marches of setting to the Maypole are differently in
tegrative than the Fatima procession in Cuxhaven. While in Zeven and Aurich, many 
actors and social worlds participate, this is not the case in Cuxhaven, where differ
ent festivals are ‘scattered’ across the arena. In being so differently integrative, the 
festivals serve various functions within the arena, either stabilising it as a sort of 
praxis side or pluralising it by pluralising ’Portugueseness’. Based on the distinction, 
one can say that in the cases of Aurich and Zeven, the cultural repertoire associated 
with the festivities is much less ethnicised, weaker, and more related to the relatively 
ambiguous group of being an inhabitant of those towns, a member of the majority 
culture. The festivals, or at least aspects of them, are incorporated into the majority 
culture. 

Gebäudes weiß, weil das irgendwer von diesen Heimatforschern in den fünfziger Jahren herausge
funden hat... Die haben wirklich ganz akribisch geforscht: Was war denn hier, und welcher Graf hat 
irgendwo einen Stein hingelegt, und weiß der Henker, witzige Geschichten. Wenn man mit diesem 
Hintergrundwissen durch die Stadt geht, dann fangen diese Steine plötzlich an mit einem zu reden. 
[…] Das ist genau das, was ich vorhin mit dem Lambertiturm meinte. Der Turm ist an sich jetzt nicht 
irgendwie attraktiv, aber die Geschichte dazu.“ (Richard) 
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10.1.2 Dutchness and East-Frisianess as an Ethnic Option 

For the research participants from Zeven and Aurich to set roots in the small-town 
arenas, fluency in navigating German and Dutch / East Frisian cultural repertoires 
is key. This is an outcome of the possibility for both groups to quickly traverse the 
boundary to be a member of the German majority society. This contrasts previous 
research that highlights the firm boundary toward ‘Germanness’ in Germany for cer
tain groups of people (Alba 2005; Banai and Shoshana 2019; Klimt 2000; Wimmer 
2008) and shows that different positionings can exist vis-à-vis this boundary by dif
ferent ethnicised minorities. 

Being East Frisian does not exclude simultaneously being German. People with 
a Dutch family history in Zeven have the same option of being either German or 
Dutch in Germany. This option was expressed differently by different participants, 
showing that being Dutch is an ethnic option (Waters 1990). 

First, the blurred boundary and ethnic option is shown by how fluently one 
moves from a Dutch cultural repertoire to a German one: 

My husband got his hunting licence, and he generally does all of that in German. 
He’s a member of the Dutch traditional association, but he does pretty much ev
erything with the Germans. (Hilde)13 

Second, some research participants in Zeven explicitly expressed a duality in their 
lived experience: ‘You do everything twice here. I read German and Dutch. I do work 
for German offices and for Dutch offices.’ (Rubens).14 In other words, one does not 
have to decide to be either German or Dutch, an experience the Portuguese inhabi
tants of Cuxhaven, as I will come to show, do not have. A research participant from 
Zeven wrote to me in an email: 

Not that I ever felt like I had to choose between the two ‘identities’, that wasn’t the 
case at all. But I was aware that my experiences were somehow ‘different’, ‘bifur
cated’, and that it wasn’t that way for other ‘just German’ children. (Sebastian)15 

Sebastian was born and raised in Zeven by a German mother and a Dutch ex-soldier 
father. Regarding this quote, I have to add a note of caution from the research pro

13 „Mein Mann hat seinen Jagdschein geholt, und das macht er eigentlich alles auf deutsch. Er ist Mitglied 
vom niederländischen Traditionsverein, aber er macht eigentlich alles mit den Deutschen.“ (Hilde) 

14 „Man macht alles doppelt hier. Ich lese Deutsch und Niederländisch. Ich mache Arbeit für deutsche 
Castingbüros und für niederländische Castingbüros.“ (Rubens) 

15 „Nicht, dass ich mich jemals gefühlt hätte, als würde ich mich zwischen den beiden ,Identitäten‘ent
scheiden müssen, das auf keinen Fall. Aber, dass meine Erfahrungen irgendwie ,anders‘, ,zweiteilig‘ 
waren, und andere ,nur deutsche‘" Kinder das so nicht hatten, war mir bewusst.“ (Sebastian) 
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cess instead. It is a story that shows the importance of the research situation and the 
moment of interviewing for the kind of knowledge that I construct in my analysis. 
I have discussed this tense field of reconstructing and creating differences in quali
tative research elsewhere. Sebastian told me that he never had to decide whether he 
was Dutch or German, and this was consistent throughout my exchange with him. 
However, a focus on his Dutchness, being ‘different’ and somehow ‘bifurcated’ is a 
part of the narrative created in an email several days after the interview. Initially, he 
had told me: 

In my family, well, in my German family, it doesn’t really matter. I mean, it’s always 
noticeable, because my father has a Dutch accent. My Dutch aunt on the German 
side of my family has a slight Dutch accent as well. So, it’s always kind of in the 
back of your mind, but it’s not a topic of conversation. (Sebastian)16 

The email he wrote after the interview contained much more detailed information 
about his Dutch and German heritage, his consumption of Dutch media, and his 
childhood memories of eating Dutch food. He rarely addressed these topics in the 
interview. Being Dutch during the interview meant having a family back in the 
Netherlands, and all things about Dutch culture were happening ‘there’ rather than 
‘here’; they were only symbolic (Gans 1996). 

Sebastian’s change in narrative shows how my questioning as a researcher, even 
though I did all I could not to prime or bias my interviewees by focusing on their mi
gration history, did affect how he thinks about himself and his Dutchness. Rather 
than being a symbolic form of identification he resorts to only during family vis
its in the Netherlands or when his aunt brings pepernotjes for Christmas, Dutchness 
appears to have become more of a serious option after our conversation. 

Still, Dutchness for Sebastian is clearly an ethnic option in Mary Water’s (1990) 
sense. Waters invented the concept of ‘ethnic options’ to describe how ethnicity for 
white European descendants in the US is optional, a choice of which they might also 
have several in their family history. People with ethnic options can invoke their eth
nicity when they want and in their desired ways. And they do have the possibility of 
having their ethnic identification of choice recognised and validated by broader so
ciety: ‘To possess ethnic options in any real sense must mean that groups are actually 
able to assert at least some images and identities they desire, in a variety of social 
contexts and especially in public spaces’ (Song 2001: 64). 

16 „In der Familie, also in meiner deutschen Familie, spielt es nicht wirklich eine Rolle. Ich meine, man 
merkt es immer, weil mein Vater einen holländischen Akzent hat. Meine holländische Tante auf deut
scher Seite hat auch einen leichten holländischen Akzent. Also, man hat es irgendwie immer im Hin
terkopf, aber es ist nicht Thema.“ (Sebastian) 
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Again, an ethnic option is evident when Sebastian told me of how he got out 
of compulsory military service in Germany. It was only during this process that he 
discovered he could get a Dutch passport, which would have been another reason to 
opt-out. 

What I also found out only some years ago, is that I have Dutch citizenship as well. 
I didn’t know that. It was around 2021 when I found that out. It was more of a coin
cidence, because I wanted to register, or deregister, or something, at the citizens’ 
office, and then the woman at the office said: ‘It’s recorded in our system that you 
have Dutch citizenship as well.’ I had gotten it at birth, but I didn’t know. I hadn’t re
ally been aware of that. I don’t have a passport, but I could request one if I wanted. 
(Sebastian)17 

Finding out he was Dutch and German and the privileges that came with this came 
to Sebastian as a big surprise. This option he was initially not aware of, just as my 
interview seemed to have made him very aware of the Dutch influences in his child
hood. 

Ethnic identification for the Dutch inhabitants of Zeven and the East Frisians of 
Aurich is optional, as is their engagement in actively constructing ethnicised her
itages in the small-town arenas. When research participants from Zeven or Aurich 
employ an explicit language of heritage, they are oriented towards German major
ity culture. I argued that this is due to the highly porous blurred boundary between 
Dutchness and Germanness and East Frisianness and Germannes in Germany. The 
local situation of power, as expressed in majority-minority boundaries in my case 
studies, is more important to the setting of roots aspect of sensemaking in the Eth
nicised Heritage Situations than whether one has migrated to a small town in Ger
many. 

Sebastian described his experiences with other children with Dutch family his
tory in kindergarten and school: ‘In my area, many of the people with a Dutch back
ground went to the Dutch school. And in the town, they still spoke German and ev
erything. I mean, fluently’ (Sebastian).18 This kindergarten story can be nicely con
trasted with a similar but different story from Luis in Cuxhaven, whose narrative 

17 „Was ich auch erst vor einigen Jahren erfahren habe, ist, dass ich auch die niederländische Staatsbür
gerschaft habe. Das wusste ich nicht. Das war 2021 oder so, als ich das erfahren hab. Das war mehr 
zufällig, weil ich mich beim Bürgeramt anmelden wollte, oder abmelden, oder irgendwas, und die Da
me auf dem Amt dann meinte: ,Es steht in unserem System, dass sie auch die holländische Staatsbür
gerschaft haben.‘ Die hatte ich bei Geburt bekommen, aber das wusste ich nicht. Das war mir so nicht 
bewusst. Ich habe keinen Pass, aber ich könnte ihn beantragen, wenn ich wollte.“ (Sebastian) 

18 „In meiner Umgebung sind einige von denen, die einen holländischen Hintergrund hatten, dann auch 
auf die holländische Schule gegangen. Und im Ort haben die trotzdem Deutsch gesprochen und alles. 
Also, fließend.“ (Sebastian) 
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quite in contrast is an example of the bright boundary experiences from individuals 
between Portuguesness and Germanness in Germany. 

10.2 Bright Boundaries: Producing a Transnational Moment for Majority 
Culture in Cuxhaven 

Luis’s experience in kindergarten symbolises the bright boundary between the Por
tuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven and the dominant German national repertoire. 
Unlike the fluid movement between Germanness and Dutchness described by Se
bastian from Zeven, Luis’s experience suggested a clear separation. His experience 
reflects the persistence of symbolic boundaries: 

When I came here, my childhood was of course a bit more difficult, since I could 
barely speak German. But in preschool I of course met many Portuguese children 
who were born here. Of course, things were a bit easier then. After that, it went re
ally well and I quickly understood German. Then, at some point, I entered kinder
garten, elementary school... I ended up having to take Portuguese classes, but that 
wasn’t until sixth or seventh grade, when it got bad. My Portuguese got bad, really 
bad, I mean, I could barely speak it. (Luis)19 

While the German language was accessible for Luis, being German never seemed to 
be an option. But at the same time, by coming closer the German language, he left 
behind Portuguese in the process. 

Two other research participants described similar experiences but reacted in a 
different way when they explained the need to keep one’s roots in the Portuguese 
homeland in order to set roots in Cuxhaven. One said: 

We actually don’t necessarily need to integrate, the others need to adapt to us as 
well for a change. We have to fight for our roots. If you abandon your roots, at some 
point, you won’t exist anymore. (field notes research assistant) 

The other one added: 

19 „Als ich hier war, war meine Kindheit natürlich ein bisschen schwieriger, weil ich kaum deutsch konn
te. Aber im Kindergarten habe ich natürlich viele portugiesische Kinder kennengelernt, die hier ge
boren wurden. Das war dann natürlich ein bisschen einfacher. Danach ging das voll gut, und ich hab’ 
schnell das Deutsche aufgefasst. Dann kam ich irgendwann in die Vorschule, in die Grundschule... Spä
ter musste ich zum portugiesischen Unterricht, aber das fing erst in der sechsten oder siebten Klasse an, 
als es schlimm wurde. Mein Portugiesisch wurde schlimm, richtig schlimm, also, ich konnte es kaum 
sprechen.“ (Luis) 
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If you give up your roots, what identity will you have tomorrow? Namely none. 
You need your roots in order to still have an identity tomorrow, when you move to 
another country. (field notes research assistant) 

All of the research participants’ experience indicate the bright nature of the bound
ary between being Portuguese and being German for the Portuguese inhabitants in 
Cuxhaven. In the case of bright boundaries for Alba,’there is no ambiguity in the lo
cation of individuals with respect to it’ (2005: 24), and to assimilate means to cross 
the boundary towards the other side, which similarly leaves little ambiguity towards 
an individual’s location. 

A conversation with E., who has lived in Cuxhaven since the 1970s when her fa
ther, working in the fish industry, moved the whole family, is exemplary of how re
search participants in the field experience this bright boundary: 

She tells me she has the feeling that everyone is always talking about integra
tion, but they actually don’t live it themselves. She is mostly referring to the Ger
mans. She tells me that she has a small house in Cuxhaven and that her neigh
bours haven’t said hello to her for 20 years and only respond when she speaks to 
them. (field notes research assistant) 

E. describes experiencing a bright boundary as a matter of attribution that lies out
side of her strategies for action. She experiences this as a sort of double standard if 
one considers local discourses about integration. 

In a study conducted in Cuxhaven between 2012 and 2016, Leonie Wagner (2016) 
reconstructed the history of migration, integration policies, and offerings in the 
small town from the perspective of experts who work in migrant inclusion as social 
workers and in the town’s administration. The study shows that the experts see a 
big part of the population with a Portuguese migration background from the sec
ond or third generation as integrated well into upward social mobility. However, 
the Spanish are integrated better. Nevertheless, the study also thematised the ex
perts’ perception of the majority population and the Portuguese community living 
in ‘two separated worlds’ with little dialogue and strong segregation. To some ex
perts, it seems evident that the Portuguese constitute a bounded community. Their 
presence is described in a ‘problematic’ manner, being portrayed as migrants facing 
challenges in integration, in need of resources, and lacking proficiency in the local 
language. 

Being Portuguese in Cuxhaven means one does not have different ethnic options 
available that lead to recognition and validation by the wider society, which is a vast 
difference from being Dutch or East Frisian in similar small-town arenas. Instead, 
the Portuguese population in Cuxhaven is ethnically marked in their cohabitation 
within the town. These interpretations overlap with a study from Jaine Beswick and 
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Alicia Pozo-Gutiérrez on Portuguese and Spanish immigration to Great Britain. Due 
to the bright boundary experienced by Portuguese inhabitants of Great Britain, they 
argue, ‘“social class” emerges as a key variable, not only in terms of belonging to 
particular social strata at the time of arrival but more importantly, in terms of as
piration.’ (2010: 57). Just as Luis from Cuxhaven distinguished himself from a local 
nationalised Portuguese community, another research participant that was encoun
tered informally in the field made much more explicit this distinction along the lines 
of social class: 

He also addresses the topic of integration. Although he is committed to relations 
between Germany and Portugal and also helps ‘new’ Portuguese people in Cux
haven, he doesn’t actually seem to have a high opinion of them. Because, in his 
opinion, they don’t try hard enough to integrate and learn the German language. 
He says that he tried to teach them the ‘Ö’ and that they just couldn’t manage it 
because they weren’t trying hard enough. (field notes research assistant) 

As opposed to his fellow compatriots, this research participant states that he has left 
behind the smallness of the Portuguese group of inhabitants in Cuxhaven, which has 
everything to do with social mobility. He is an entrepreneur in the small-town arena 
social worlds, as is Christina, who similarly underlined the professional qualifica
tions that distinguish her from fellow and unskilled compatriots. The relevance of 
social class and upward mobility in Cuxhaven’s small-town arena Ethnicised Her
itage Situations establishes the role of the local power situation in my case studies. 
It is a consequence of the low permeability experienced by Portuguese inhabitants 
toward the majority cultural repertoire. 

Beswick and Pozo-Guitérrez further find that, as opposed to the Spanish pop
ulation of UK, Portuguese cultural practices in the UK had not yet been turned into 
something symbolic and capitalised by the migrants themselves and the majority so
ciety to promote integration and multiculturalism. Instead, ‘in the Portuguese case, 
however, essentialised symbols are only valued within the group’ (2010: 58). 

In their study on Mizrahi Jews in Israel, the US, and Germany, Banai and 
Shoshana describe this inward orientation as an agentic choice for the Mizrahi Jews 
in Germany arising out of the impossibility of traversing the boundary to German
ness. ‘The exclusiveness of German national identity enables and even invites, the 
“choice” by our interviewees to renew their connection with Mizrahiness in its “lite” 
form.’ (2019: 14). 

The perceived inaccessibility of majority positions, maybe paradoxically, pro
vides a space for the Portuguese minority in Cuxhaven’s agentic choices to foster 
other forms of cultural and symbolic group formation. How the people I met in 
Cuxhaven refer to or experience Portuguese heritage speaks to alternative agentic 
choices. 
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Their ethnic identification, which differs from that of Mizrahi Jews in Banai 
and Shoshana’s agentic choices, is much less voluntary. However, the agentic choice 
produced by the bright boundary to the German-dominant cultural repertoire 
is to stage an inward-oriented transnational moment in practising ethnicised 
Portuguese heritage in the small-town arena. This is opposed to the orientation 
towards the majority population’s heritage, which were evident in the Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations in Zeven and Aurich. 

When visiting the Catholic-Potuguese mass, when eating in the Portuguese cul
tural centre or one of the Portuguese restaurants, people told me they feel like they 
were in Portugal on an affective level. Christina expressed it this way when narrating 
her experiences in the local Portuguese mass: 

The German mass is an exclusively German mass, and the Portuguese one is a 
mixed mass. And when I say the Lord’s Prayer in Portuguese and say the Lord’s 
Prayer in German, I feel differently. In my own language, I feel almost every sin
gle word I say. In German, I speak along because the others are speaking as well. 
While I feel it too – after all, it is the Lord’s Prayer – it’s different. I can say that with 
a hundred percent certainty. I don’t want to say better or worse, but definitely dif
ferent […] For us Portuguese, the Portuguese mass is a piece of home. In this one 
hour, hour and a half you’re there, you forget that you’re in Germany, in Cuxhaven. 
In that moment, you think... you don’t even think, you are in Portugal. (Christina)20 

Christina also had a feeling of being home because of the immediate presence of so 
many Portuguese people in Cuxhaven after her arrival: 

I didn’t have any difficulties, I didn’t have any problems starting out or issues ad
justing. I came here and immediately knew many Portuguese people, and there 
were a lot of Portuguese people here, and, i don’t know, I felt at home right away. 
(Christina)21 

20 „Die deutsche Messe ist eine rein deutsche Messe, und die portugiesische eine gemischte Messe. Und 
wenn ich das Vaterunser auf portugiesisch bete und das Vaterunser auf deutsch bete, ich fühle da
bei anders. In meiner eigenen Sprache fühle ich fast jedes einzelne Wort, das ich spreche. Auf deutsch 
spreche ich mit, weil die anderen auch sprechen. Ich fühle es zwar auch, das ist ja das Vaterunser, aber 
es ist anders. Das kann ich mit hundertprozentiger Sicherheit sagen. Ich möchte nicht sagen besser 
oder schlechter, aber auf jeden Fall anders […] Für uns Portugiesen ist die portugiesische Messe ein 
Stück Heimat. In dieser einen Stunde, anderthalb Stunden, die man da ist, vergisst man, dass man in 
Deutschland, in Cuxhaven ist. Man denkt in dem Moment... man denkt gar nicht, man ist in Portugal.“ 
(Christina) 

21 „Ich hatte keine Schwierigkeiten, ich hab’ keine Eingewöhnungsschwierigkeiten gehabt, oder Ein
stiegsschwierigkeiten. Ich kam hierher, und ich hab’sofort ganz viele Portugiesen gekannt, und es wa
ren auch viele Portugiesen hier, und, ich weiß nicht, ich fühlte mich gleich zu Hause.“ (Christina) 
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For another research participant, this presence amounts to being able to do every
thing as if one is in Portugal, without having to be capable of speaking German: 

I can, well, if I wanted to, I could speak Portuguese every day, or only speak 
Portuguese. That’s why many people here in Cuxhaven can’t speak German very 
well, because you don’t really need it. Businesses or companies always have a 
Portuguese person who can explain things, or if you’re sick, there’s also a doctor 
who speaks Portuguese or Spanish. (Marta)22 

How Christina and others relate to ethnicised heritages, such as the Portuguese 
mass or the Portuguese cultural centre, or to speaking Portuguese, is an essential 
aspect of their setting roots in Cuxhaven. In those moments, one can feel as if being 
in Portugal. This is an orientation not towards German-dominant culture but to
wards the Portuguese homeland. Werbner also found such transnational moments 
in her empirical studies of Pakistani diaspora life in Great Britain, defining them 
as an ‘illusion of simultaneity […] as an important experiential force, especially 
within transnational families.’ (2013: 108). Klimt (2000: 277) argues that the ability 
of Portuguese immigrants in Germany to inhabit transnational space increased 
with Portugal’s entry into the European Union in the 1990s. 

On the one hand, these narrations of transnational simultaneity answer what I 
have already described as the severity of the dislocation that the people I encoun
tered in Cuxhaven experienced. This dislocation sometimes leads to a splitting of 
mind and body, of a feeling of the mind and soul still being in Portugal while the body 
is working hard in Germany. Therefore, the mass or a Portuguese restaurant visit 
produces what one could call a transnational moment. This moment bears within it 
a reunion of the body/soul and mind separated by migration. 

On the other hand, the narration of transnational simultaneity is related to the 
bright boundary and, therefore, to the local position of power that the Portuguese 
inhabitants of Cuxhaven experience vis-à-vis the German-dominant cultural reper
toire. Because the permeability of boundaries to German majority positions is 
strong for the Portuguese people in Cuxhaven, they are provided with such transna
tional moments as an agentic choice that the people in Zeven with a migration 
experience from the Netherlands do not have. More importantly, they probably do 
not need it due to their very different positioning in the local situation of power as 
a majority-minority boundary. 

22 „Ich kann, also, wenn ich das möchte, ich könnte jeden Tag portugiesisch sprechen, oder nur portugie
sisch sprechen. Deswegen können viele Leute hier aus Cuxhaven nicht so gut deutsch, weil man das 
eigentlich nicht braucht. Es gibt bei Firmen oder Unternehmen immer einen Portugiesen, der etwas 
erklären kann, oder wenn du krank bist, gibt es auch einen Doktor, der portugiesisch oder spanisch 
spricht.“ (Marta) 
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What Werbner concludes as a paradox in the translocation of the culture of Pak
istani-British migrants, then, might not hold for more privileged migrants from the 
Netherlands. It does, however, mirror what I found in the case of Cuxhaven’s Por
tuguese heritages: ‘The first and perhaps apparent paradox is that to sink roots in 
a new country, transnational migrants in the modern world begin by setting them
selves culturally and socially apart’ (Werbner 2005: 2). 

For the Portuguese inhabitants of Zeven, then, the boundary to a German major
ity cultural repertoire presents itself vividly, and being marked as Portuguese often 
arises from attributions by the majority society. This positioning vis-à-vis the ma
jority-minority boundary leads to an inward orientation, where individuals make 
agentic choices, particularly evident in the transnational moment created in the cul
tural centre of Portuguese mass in the church. While I advocate to make the notion 
of routes rather than roots concerning heritage more prominent, the term ‘roots’ is 
used by research participants in Cuxhaven, who employ it dually to assert that set
ting roots in Cuxhaven necessitates maintaining ties to Portugal as their place of 
origin. It is in this sense, that heritagisation in Ethnicised Heritage Situations is 
about both routes and roots. 

10.3 Conclusion: The Importance of Local Relations of Power 
in Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

The East Frisian and Dutch inhabitants of Aurich and Zeven experience a blurred 
boundary to the majority culture wherein their ethnic identification is an option. 
They can exist on both sides simultaneously and orient their heritagisation towards 
German majority culture. In contrast, the Portuguese inhabitants of Cuxhaven per
ceive a bright boundary for majority culture, leading them to create ethnicised her
itages as transnational moments. While their heritage-making is oriented towards 
their countries or regions of origin, it is not a nostalgic adherence to a lost tradition 
but a situated product of locally grounded processes of inclusion and exclusion. It is 
also another way ethnic incorporation pathways in small towns form national mem
bership (Glick Schiller and Çağlar 2008: 47). 

These findings underscore the deeply situated nature of all Ethnicised Heritage 
Situations, emphasising the importance of local power dynamics. Formulated 
differently, they show that small-town arenas, if not understood in territorialised 
forms, are embedded in transnational space and within the uneven power struc
tures of the nation-state that influence Ethnicised Heritage Situations in all three 
cases, with and without migration as an essential aspect to them. 

The role of migratory experiences has been reevaluated, leading me to argue 
that, within the context of cultural heritage still firmly tied to the nation, it may 
be more apt to broadly conceptualise migrant heritages as minority heritages in lo
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cal situations of power. This chapter advocates for a de-migrantised approach to re
search on cultural heritage and diversity. It emphasises the necessity of not overem
phasising the role of migration experiences in Ethnicised Heritage Situations. This 
does not negate the significance of the experience of dislocation in migration; in
stead, de-migrantising in this context suggests not taking this influence on her
itage-making for granted. 

In Critical Heritage Studies, diaspora heritage is frequently invoked to explore 
the dynamic relationship between the national majority and diaspora heritages, 
constructed in dislocation and relocation moments. The sensemaking of my re
search participants, however, reveal that their ability (or lack thereof) to navigate 
boundaries to a German majority cultural repertoire significantly influences their 
ethnicised heritagisation. 

Diasporas have often been described as paradigmatic transnational communi
ties (Tölölyan 1996). Cultural analyses of diasporic life have highlighted how experi
ences of dislocation and relocation foster a form of community consciousness char
acterised by multiple attachments and layered identities, combining elements of 
both rootedness and mobility (Clifford 1994). Alexander argues for an ‘engagement 
with both “roots” and “routes”, with the places where movement ceases and where 
identities and explanations cohere – however momentarily’ (2017: 1544) in the study 
of diaspora. My findings align with these perspectives, as I discovered that taking 
routes was necessary. Additionally, setting roots emerged prominently during the 
research process as a critical aspect of my research participants’ sensemaking in 
Ethnicised Heritage Situations. As interpreted here, setting roots is not identical 
but connected to preserving one’s roots. It should be understood not as a fixed and 
essentialist concept but within the framework of ongoing dislocation and reloca
tion processes articulated by diaspora and new mobilities scholars. In my heuristic 
analytical concept of a Ethnicised Heritage Situations, the findings in this chapter 
provide nuance to the construction of national, migrant, ethnic, and majority/mi
nority constructions of collective human actors, as per Adele Clarke’s sense (2005), 
and their relationality to heritage-making in a given situation. 
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11. Conclusion – Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

in Small-Town Arenas. 

A Holistic Perspective on Cultural Heritage 

Cultural Heritage, or the German term Kulturerbe, has long left the mustiness of the 
olden days where it was associated with nationalism, conservatism and old build
ings that had been standing for hundreds of years. In recent decades, UNESCO poli
cies and listings have played a considerable role in these changes, especially the 2003 
Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage, ratified in Ger
many in 2013. National heritage is no longer considered homogenous, with states 
called upon to recognise their internal cultural and ethnic diversity. Intangible cul
tural heritage is a central means to do so and is an influential concept on all scales 
of cultural policy promoting social cohesion. The international heritage regime op
erates not solely from the perspective of important global actors and official listing 
processes but also from the grassroots level. 

The three small-town arenas of Aurich, Cuxhaven, and Zeven in northern Ger
many with their East Frisian, Portuguese or Dutch cultural productions show why 
local individuals and groups might adopt a language of heritage. Through analysis of 
the ways in which people (e)valuate their cultural doing and draw symbolic bound
aries in the context of ethnicised festivals and associations, the theory of Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations emerged. Ethnicised Heritage Situations was put into practice 
to describe and analyse different elements relevant to heritagisation processes holis
tically and in comparative perspectives. 

All research participants were involved in some capacity with Portuguese, Dutch 
or East Frisian cultural associations or in the (re)production of ethnicised festivals. 
Examples of these festivals include the Maypole setting in Aurich, the Fatima pro
cession in Cuxhaven, and the Four Evening Marches in Zeven. They are the most vis
ible representations of the towns’ Dutch, Portuguese or East Frisian history and her
itage, and they are central for small-town volunteer-based grassroots culture. They 
are, moreover, culmination points for individuals in the field to position themselves 
vis-à-vis different membership options. For Joris, to be in the club house on a Dutch 
public holiday is to feel simultaneously estranged from other members of the local 
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Dutch community and to be intensely emotionally attached to the Netherlands. For 
Marta, the Portuguese events and places are but a reminder of her multicultural up
bringing and the potential to make use of that in her future as a cosmopolitan-ori
ented stewardess. A local restaurateur and organiser of the Maypole in Aurich made 
the festival appear more East Frisian only after visitors critiqued him accordingly. 

The ethnic minority and migrant groupings in the three towns are all European 
citizens with the corresponding rights regarding mobility opportunities and social 
security. Most of my research participants could be considered (lower) middle class. 
The perspective taken in this book, then, is not one from the margins in this respect. 
And still, in Ethnicised Heritage Situations, certain temporal, spatial, and politi
cal/economic elements appear to be discursively central to the situation but are only 
at the margin of abstract global heritage discourse. My analysis has highlighted that 
‘heritage lists’ – repertoires of evaluative criteria applied to cultural endeavours – 
do circulate in the research field. However, these are never definitive, are negotiated 
situationally, and are sometimes discarded in favour of other criteria or reinstated 
at specific moments. 

One such moment of reinstatement was the unsettling of life in Zeven when 
thousands of Dutch military personnel and their families were withdrawn from the 
town’s barracks, and the subsequent political upheaval that brought about a seem
ingly clearly bounded community of Dutch inhabitants and a discourse of Euro
pean heritage. Another moment was when participating in Cuxhaven’s Portuguese 
Catholic mass prompts a moment of transnational simultaneity that allowed active 
and affective participation in Portugal’s cultural heritage across geographical dis
tance. 

Throughout this research process, a hidden research question kept emerging: 
my ongoing reflection on why and how to study ordinary cultural endeavours in the 
small-town arenas of Cuxhaven, Zeven and Aurich within a framework of global cul
tural heritage discourse. Given that official heritage listings or vocabulary are largely 
absent from the research field, this question has accompanied the project from its 
inception, where I pondered the implications of applying such a perspective, to its 
conclusion, where I found several useful empirical, methodological and theoretical 
answers to this conundrum. 

One way out of this conundrum was to never answer the question of what cul
tural heritage is. Instead, I focused on what heritage does and has the potential to do 
within the context of pluralised society. This approach of categorical and empirical 
analysis was inspired by Pablo Alonso González (2019), who developed the concept 
of the heritage machine to study cultural heritage not as a deus ex machina but as 
an assemblage of entangled relations and parts. I adopted many of his model’s epis
temological and ontological presuppositions in developing my model of Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations. Following him, as positivist approaches to heritage might sug
gest, cultural heritage is not something ‘out there’ to be discovered. Nor is it solely 
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a construct of a researcher’s mind. Instead, heritagisation is a ‘historically objective 
reality that remains empirically analysable’ (Alonso González 2019: 34). My theory 
of Ethnicised Heritage Situations, defined as the convergence of sensemaking (ev
eryday categorisations and (e)valuations) and worldmaking (more generalised and 
institutionalised (e)valuations) aspects in cultural endeavours, serves to empirically 
study heritagisation in this sense. As it unfolds in this convergence, the process of 
heritagisation is a moment wherein heritage’s virtual potentiality is realised in con
crete situations. 

But more often than finding active bearers of cultural heritages and heritages’ 
potential being realised, the analysis using Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a 
framework sheds light on why individuals and groups do not adopt a language of 
heritage, or how heritage appears as an unintended consequence of actors engaged 
in cultural endeavours to other ends. These are processes that at times can be 
conflictual, or at least tense. I could only detect one moment during the multiple 
research stays and hours of narrative interviews in which the term cultural heritage 
was mentioned by research participants, and that was because the participant 
looked me up online and came across the title of my research project. As a sort 
of heritage expert my acting in the field led to a cultural policy term to be taken 
into consideration, which can be described in the term of Ethnicised Heritage 
Situations as a convergence of my worldmaking powers with a local’s situated 
sensemaking. Heritagisation of cultural endeavours – the engagement with criteria 
of (e)valuation associated with a repertoire of cultural heritage – was explicitly 
rejected when Hilde, a highly engaged member of the local Dutch association was 
annoyed by some rare visitors who outspokenly established their engagement with 
the Dutch holiday as one of practising their Dutchness. To Hilde, Dutchness is 
rather expressed in her ordinary everyday doing. In the settled times my research 
was conducted in, there was no clearly bounded ethnicised community of practice 
to be found as a bearer of an ethnicised heritage that, according to global heritage 
discourse, normally constitutes a central actor. 

It is exactly this possibility of keeping heritage’s potential emergence open to 
empirical investigation that makes Ethnicised Heritage Situations such a useful 
contribution to further research on heritage and cultural diversity in pluralised 
societies. Heritagisation in Ethnicised Heritage Situations is not solely a dispos
sessing operation by dominant national or international heritage regimes and 
their cultural governance, nor an innocent act of empowerment by local commu
nities of minorities. Instead, heritagisation is studied on a continuum from the 
everyday (sensemaking) to institutionalised (worldmaking) (e)valuations of cultural 
endeavours. It is in the convergence of processes of world- and sensemaking in 
specific situations that heritage may or may not emerge. This also implies that her
itagisation in the complex entanglements and relations of elements in Ethnicised 
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Heritage Situations is a dynamic process that can involve de-heritagisation and 
re-heritagisation just as well. 

The Situation, Cultural Repertoires of (E)Valuation and Heritage Regimes 
as Conceptual Grounds 

The Ethnicised Heritage Situations theoretical model is an analytical tool I offer 
to get a grip on the complexity of (social) processes involved in the (e)valuation of 
culture and cultural heritage in pluralised societies. It allows an ambiguity as to 
whether such processes are driven by sense- or worldmaking, by heritage regime 
operations or grassroots needs. It is developed along three central theoretical lines 
of thinking that are associated with three terms: the situation, cultural repertoires 
of (e)valuation and heritage regimes. 

The situation refers to the sociological concept of the definition of the situation 
as a basic unit of (empirical) analysis. It is central to Situational Analysis (Clarke 
2012), the methodology chosen for my research project. In traditional sociological 
approaches, the situation is defined in concrete and often face-to-face interactions 
of the researched subjects and needs to be reconstructed through analysis. In Situa
tional Analysis the term ‘situation’ is used in a post-structuralist and feminist frame
work, contextualising it within social world and arena frameworks. Consequently, 
the research process itself evolves as a situation whose boundaries are defined by the 
researcher. This operation is symmetrical to those of the researched subjects. 

Ethnicised Heritage Situations are thus co-produced by different individuals, 
including the researcher and other elements as members of social worlds in arenas, 
each with a distinct influence on ‘definitions of the situation’. This is why my analysis 
of Ethnicised Heritage Situations does involve a reconstruction of specific elements 
and their relations, such as the role of traditional dress as a non-human element of 
the situation for symbolic boundary making and the heterogenisation of heritage. 
Other such examples include temporal moments when ethnicised communities of 
practice appear as relevant social worlds in the arena or when ethnicised heritage 
criteria of (e)valuation are put into relation with the positioning of individuals in 
the field vis-à-vis dominant national cultural repertoires. 

Cultural repertoires of (e)valuation represent how societal meaning-making 
structures that extend beyond specific situations operate within Ethnicised Her
itage Situations. Within this framework, sensemaking by individual research 
participants and social worlds is approached through the lens of (e)valuation and 
boundary-making processes, in which various cultural repertoires of evaluation – 
among them cultural heritage – are mobilised. Rather than eliciting direct reflec
tions on boundaries or repertoires, participants’ life narratives and their accounts 
of social proximity, similarity and engagement in cultural endeavours provide 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839435533 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361%2F9783839435533
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


11. Conclusion – Ethnicised Heritage Situations in Small-Town Arenas 231 

insight into how such repertoires are enacted. This approach aligns with Michelle 
Lamont’s (2012) advancement of comparative cultural sociology, yet the analytical 
focus here lies not on cross-national comparison but on the comparative dynamics 
of evaluation and meaning-making within the scale of small-town contexts. 

Importantly, global policy concepts that emanate from the scale of, for example, 
UNESCO’s heritage regime, are mobile and cannot be understood as mere context 
to Ethnicised Heritage Situations, but as always already elements within them. 
The worldmaking dimensions of Ethnicised Heritage Situations can be examined 
through a heritage regime operations framework. Within Critical Heritage Studies, 
the concept of heritage regimes refers to sets of rules and norms that structure 
the relationships between state institutions and society on a global scale (Bendix 
et al. 2012). Heritage regime operations also have a Foucauldian side, where power 
functions not solely through domination but also productively, rendering discourse, 
power and subjectivation as closely intertwined processes. These operations unfold 
across multiple terrains, as discussed in research on migration regimes (Pott et 
al. 2018). In the Ethnicised Heritage Situations analysed in this project, heritage 
regimes operate through state regulation and domination, for instance via govern
ment cultural policies; through processes of subjectivation that provide spaces of 
recognition and intelligible subject positions; and through dominant discourses 
that establish and sustain particular narratives about the value of cultural heritage. 
A further terrain is the economy, which within the Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
analysed in this project is not characterised by an established heritage industry but 
by the participation of local business actors embedded in civil society. 

To summarise, Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a theoretical model is defined 
by the convergence of worldmaking and sensemaking within cultural endeavours. 
While this definition may appear general and abstract, its grounding in theoreti
cal perspectives from Situational Analysis, cultural sociology and Critical Heritage 
Studies provides a robust analytical framework. Through this synthesis, Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations emerges as a lens for examining the processes through which 
ethnic boundaries are constructed and negotiated, positioning boundary making 
as a central dynamic within cultural life. In doing so, the model situates Ethnicised 
Heritage Situations at the intersection of heritage, difference and collective iden
tity formation – an intersection that lies at the heart of contemporary debates on 
cultural heritage. 

Core Elements of Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

My study is grounded in a rigorous comparative Situational Analysis (Clarke 2012) 
of problem-centred interviews, participatory observation, and local newspaper dis
course from Aurich, Cuxhaven and Zeven. This approach has allowed for insights 
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into imagined and concrete ethnicised communities (chapters 7 and 8), the role of 
mobility experiences (chapter 9), and the permeability of boundaries between ma
jority and minority positions (chapter 10) in how cultural endeavours are valued for 
producing membership and belonging. Experiences of physical mobility and the en
counters that these entail are precursors for all heritagisation, even for those with
out migratory experiences. The reproduction of social life in concrete communities 
emerges as a central intention of being engaged in cultural endeavours. 

The theoretical model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations has shown that cultural 
heritage functions not as a static inheritance but as a dynamic field of negotiation 
in which sensemaking and worldmaking are continuously intertwined. Across the 
small-town arenas of Cuxhaven, Zeven and Aurich, the analysis demonstrated that 
heritage practices are rarely driven by a single, bounded ‘local community’. Instead, 
they emerge through the interplay of multiple actors and logics – ranging from 
supraregional institutions such as churches, municipalities and associations, to 
individual entrepreneurs, volunteers and residents whose motivations are shaped 
as much by sociability and care as by recognition or expertise. These diverse forms 
of engagement reveal that heritage governance is not only imposed by UNESCO- 
led regimes but also precedes and exceeds them, with global and local criteria of 
(e)valuation overlapping in uneven ways. 

A key insight is that small towns act as specific arenas of negotiation, where 
proximity, limited diversity, and positioning between rurality and urbanity inflect 
how heritagisation takes form. Ethnicity plays a role, but is often relativised by 
local belonging: participants tended to identify more strongly as small-town res
idents than as members of ethnic groups. At the same time, mobility experiences 
– whether migratory or residential – infused heritage practices with a vernacular 
cosmopolitanism, enabling participants to draw on multiple attachments and 
(national) repertoires of (e)valuation simultaneously. These processes show how 
heritage can be both homogenising and heterogenising, depending on how roots 
and routes are mobilised. 

Put simply, the research participants’ sensemaking in Ethnicised Heritage Sit
uations orients them not primarily towards being migrants or being ethnic but to
wards being localised (in multiple places) and having mobility experiences. 

The European or UNESCO heritage regimes’ worldmaking is not an intervention 
coming from the outside to penetrate local social life, a linear and one-way opera
tion. Instead of being a context to Ethnicised Heritage Situations, these processes 
are always already a part of the situation – shaping and being shaped by the diffusion 
of the global concept to the small-town arenas. Moreover, heritage regime world
making is represented in the research field by heritage regime actors or exchange- 
value-oriented criteria of (e)valuation in the sensemaking of local entrepreneurs. 
Large supraregional organisations, such as the church in Cuxhaven or the military 
in Zeven, play important roles in festival (re)production, while some entrepreneurs 
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employ consumer orientation, expertise and recognition as key criteria of (e)valua
tion, akin to a heritage repertoire, to describe their engagement in cultural endeav
ours. 

The findings suggest that Ethnicised Heritage Situations are a relational and 
complex field. Economic, social and symbolic criteria of (e)valuation intersect with 
gendered care practices, local power dynamics and global heritage regimes. Eth
nicised Heritage Situations are thus moments where lifeworlds and institutional 
orders meet, sometimes productively, sometimes as forms of dispossession. Im
portantly, the analysis challenges assumptions that migration and ethnicity are the 
primary frames for understanding intangible heritage. Instead, small-town arenas 
reveal alternative elements relevant in producing cultural diversity and belonging 
– mobility, local belonging and care – that are central to how and when heritage 
emerges. 

Asking Unsettling Questions with Ethnicised Heritage Situations 

This study offers a theoretical and empirical contribution to Critical Heritage Stud
ies, research on migration and cultural diversity in small towns, and cultural and 
political sociology, including migration sociology. At its centre stands the theoreti
cal model of Ethnicised Heritage Situations, which helps to rethink cultural heritage 
in pluralised societies through empirical analysis in which heritagisation is concep
tualised as the convergence of worldmaking and sensemaking. 

The empirical insights gained through Ethnicised Heritage Situations expose 
several crucial axes for re/theorising the heritage category as perceived and dis
cussed in Critical Heritage Studies. First, the ontologisation of local communities of 
practice must be questioned. Rather than their role as bearers of heritages, heritage 
regimes, often represented by large institutions such as the church in Cuxhaven or 
the military in Zeven, appear as producers of the ethnicised festivals in the three 
small towns. Their influence points to the relevance of understanding heritagi
sation as always already entangled with supraregional and national structures – 
particularly within European contexts. 

Second, while parts of Critical Heritage Studies have moved towards privileging 
ethnicised or postnational forms of heritage, this study demonstrates that, in small- 
town arenas, ethnic belonging is often expressed through membership in a nation- 
state that is or is not Germany, taking the form of majority or minority belonging. The 
more revealing dynamic, therefore, lies not in the opposition between national and 
ethnic heritages but in how majority-minority relations shape local power dynamics 
and symbolic boundary making. 

Third, small-town actors navigate multiple attachments simultaneously, com
bining national identifications with vernacular forms of cosmopolitanism and mul
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tilocal belonging. The analysis shows that experiences of physical mobility – and the 
encounters they entail – are central to all heritagisation processes, not only those 
directly related to migration. 

Fourth, the study identifies inward- and use-value-oriented criteria of (e)valua
tion that foreground care-ethical orientations and the materiality of care work, of
ten performed by women. This dimension reveals the gendered nature of heritage 
production and the invisible labour sustaining social life. Non-linear conceptions of 
time further challenge the linear and preservationist assumptions of heritage dis
course, suggesting that temporality in heritage should also be understood as cycli
cal. 

While not originally conceived as small-town research, this study contributes to 
emerging work that positions small towns as key sites for investigating global and 
local dynamics of migration, cultural diversity and heritage-making. These towns – 
Aurich, Cuxhaven and Zeven – reveal that small-scale settings are deeply embedded 
in transnational processes. Their relative proximity, limited diversity and interme
diate position between rurality and urbanity create distinctive social ecologies for 
boundary making and belonging. By analysing the ethnically marked cultural en
deavours of Portuguese, Dutch and East Frisian groups, this study adds new em
pirical material on under-researched forms of minority cultural life in peripheral 
regions. Migration here is approached not as a demographic challenge or a deficit 
of integration, but as an ordinary dimension of cultural and symbolic boundary for
mation in small-town life. The study, therefore, extends migration sociology – par
ticularly in the German context – beyond its predominant focus on metropolitan 
settings. Peripheral small towns emerge here as crucial yet overlooked sites for un
derstanding how migration and diversity are lived, negotiated and institutionalised. 

Through Ethnicised Heritage Situations, the research also offers a theoretical 
framework for understanding how the worldmaking of global heritage regimes 
interacts with the everyday sensemaking of local actors. This approach can be ap
plied beyond heritage itself, offering a model for studying the mutual constitution 
of global discourses and local practices in other domains, including environmen
tal policy or cultural citizenship (Delanty 2002) and performative dimensions of 
belonging (Kleinschmidt et al. 2022). 

During the research process, it was notable how reflexive the participants’ ap
proach to their cultural engagement was. Richard, for example, was not only en
gaged in making visible the history of Aurich as part of East Frisia as a mediamaker 
but was also very keen on bringing across the idea of East Frisia as a coherent region 
in the imagination. East Frisia, he told me, is ‘Europe in small’, with many different 
regionalisms and conflicts around them. He did not necessarily need the seriousness 
of an unambiguous East Frisian identity claim to be engaged in East Frisian history 
and festivals. Similarly, Christina was very aware of the fact that those member of a 
traditional folk dance group who attend the Fatima procession in traditional dress 
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are perceived as Portuguese by outsiders, even though the type of dress rather show 
differentiations between different regions of origin from within Portugal. 

The theory of Ethnicised Heritage Situations also advances reflexivity – both 
within research and beyond it. In the research process, this reflexivity was grounded 
in the Situational Analysis approach. The concept of the situation aided in recognis
ing that every research situation is itself situated in at least two ways: the researcher 
is active in that they provide one among several definitions of the situation, and all 
such definitions are shaped by the social worlds in which these definitions emerge. 
To map the situation of research in Situational Analysis is always to map oneself into 
it as well. 

Building on this foundation, Ethnicised Heritage Situations as a theoretical 
frame of thinking has the potential to help reflexivity beyond research to the realm 
of heritage management and policy-making. It provides a tool for understanding 
how global heritage regimes, local actors and policy frameworks intersect in prac
tice. With this complexity-oriented perspective, Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
provides much-needed reflexivity for heritage experts and managers by encourag
ing them to map the fields of action in which they intervene and to locate their own 
positionality within these configurations, including recognising how many culture- 
led policies continue to be shaped by urban-centric logics. Such an approach is 
particularly valuable in the field of intangible heritage policies, where comprehen
sive anthropological definitions of culture extend policy frameworks deep into the 
lifeworlds of ordinary people. 

Such worldmaking processes of the (e)valuation of culture are, as I have opened 
this book with and taken up throughout, not always harmonious and, as I would 
like to add now, possibly not asked for from a grassroots perspective. If the main 
criteria of (e)valuation employed vis-à-vis a local museum in East Frisia, a festival 
in Zeven or an associational event in Cuxhaven is its function in reproducing social 
life; if festivals are boundary objects, bringing together different social worlds for 
limited amounts of time, without the need to label them as Dutch or East Frisian; 
if a Catholic mass in Cuxhaven is a moment of transnational simultaneity with no 
need to be projected outward – one could ask to what extent such ordinary culture 
can or should be an object of cultural and heritage policy operations. 

While it would go too far at this point to fully engage into answering this ques
tion, I would like to bring up two possibly provocative thoughts as a way to approach
ing an answer. First, there is an argument made by Paul Hugger in 1989, that Doreen 
Götzky (2013) pointed me toward. Hugger argues that the use of a broad concept of 
culture within policy discourse primarily serves to legitimise existing power rela
tions. By concealing its elitist orientation under an inclusive rhetoric of cultural di
versity, cultural policy effectively stabilises a hegemonic status quo. He denies that 
cultural policy can meaningfully govern everyday culture in the sense defined by UN
ESCO, since such culture is characterised by its own internal logic and autonomy. As 
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he puts it, ‘everyday culture is, first and foremost, self-organisation; it is a self-reg
ulating system’ (Hugger 1989: 163, my translation). Against this background he cau
tions that all cultural policy is elite policy and that instead of instrumentalising or 
managing it, the political task lies in safeguarding the social and spatial conditions 
that allow everyday culture to flourish, making it a task of broad societal concern 
cutting across many different policy domains. 

Second, studying cultural heritage as a social process and powerful category, my 
project engages in re/theorising the cultural heritage category in pluralised societies 
at the nexus of ‘heritage, identity, and community’. Ethnicised Heritage Situations 
encourages radically rethinking the role of conceptions of time, large institutions, 
communities, use values, mobility experiences and the role of place in this project 
of ideology. Together, these insights open up the question of whether heritage as a 
category can be retained through radical re/theorisation, or whether these impulses 
ultimately carry a utopian surplus that could lead to heritages’ dissolution. 

If I am to stay true to my heritage agnostic position (Brumann 2014a: 174), which 
leaves judgement on heritagisations’ ethical and political potential and aftermath 
open to empirical research, more such research should be conducted to ultimately 
take a stance on these questions. In addressing this study’s limits, further research 
could for example look at places other than peripheral small towns – two of which 
in the case of this study may be described as ‘large’ small towns. Comparisons to 
metropolitan areas or between towns with distinct demographic trajectories, such 
as shrinking or post-shrinking towns are an option. Future research could also ex
pand to include other migrant groupings, especially those with more precarious le
gal or social positions, and attend more closely to the intersections of class, status 
and mobility within small-town contexts. 

Most importantly though, it should be Hilde, Joris or Rubens and Merle that de
cide on whether to celebrate Dutch King’s Day in the club house or whether the Four 
Evening Marches is part of Zeven’s Dutch heritage and should be recognised as such. 
And it should be Christina, Rafael and Marta that have a say in how their individual 
and family histories are intertwined with labour migration from Portugal to Cux
haven in the 1960s. And it is for the inhabitants of Aurich that partake in the central 
maypole setting to decide on whether the festival is authentically East Frisian or not, 
they could even decide not to bother with this question at all. 

There is, then, an importance of literacy in the convergence of local actors in 
small-town arenas and in the convergence of world- and sensemaking in Ethni
cised Heritage Situations. Local actors should be empowered to comprehend the po
tential risks and challenges involved in official heritage listing processes by institu
tions such as UNESCO, the European Union or nation-states, encouraging them to 
make informed decisions. I am undecided as to whether I would advise them to ac
tively pursue this aim. Every embrace of communities as cultural bearers by heritage 
regimes entails a reorganisation of the world- and sensemaking aspects of cultural 
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endeavours, strengthening the former and potentially mutinying central aspects of 
the latter. At the very least, I believe local actors in grassroots culture should be aware 
of the option to deny involvement in such processes. 
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