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‘Diversity’ is undoubtedly a keyword in contemporarymuseumandheritagedebates and

practice. Numerous initiatives and developments to promote, celebrate, identify, man-

age, preserve and, sometimes, to contest, diversity are underway. Yet what is meant by

‘diversity’ in these many instances—and what it is hoped it will achieve—is itself var-

ied. So too for terms with which it is entangled or that operate as apparent or near syn-

onyms, such as ‘variety’, ‘plurality’ and ‘difference’, and theGerman ‘Vielfalt’, ‘Diversität’,

‘Verschiedenheit’, ‘Mannigfaltigkeit’, ‘Pluralität’ and ‘Differenz’.

This book brings together studies of the lives and workings of such terms within re-

cent and ongoing museum and heritage contexts in Berlin.While the question of which

terms are used is important to this study, the primary interest of those of uswriting here

is in practice, including both discursive and non-discursive practice.That is, we are con-

cerned bothwith how andwhere those terms are used and towhat effects; as well as how

diversity and difference may be implicated and produced even beyond the explicit use

of such language. Indeed, our central proposition is that ‘diversity’ is something that is

done: that is, it is assembled through specific uses.

To examine doing requires ethnographic research. In essence, it means getting up

close andpersonal towhatwe aim tounderstand (Shore andTrnka 2013).Accordingly,we

have looked in depth and at close range at what actually happens in practice.The studies

presented here are part of a large multi-researcher ethnographic research project con-

ducted primarily within Berlin: Making Differences: Transforming Museums and Heritage.1

Our ethnographic approach, which is explained further below, has allowed us to exam-

ine processes as they unfold over time.By doing so,we have been able to showhow inten-

tions and ambitions may shift or not be met, how particular infrastructures or formats

may exert certain shaping effects, and how unexamined assumptions or entangled pro-

cesses can lead to unanticipated outcomes.This, indeed, can be seen as a central finding

of our research. Beyond that general finding, however, we seek to identify some of the

more specific forms that diversity and difference take and the ways in which the associ-

ated processes work. By doing so, we not only provide in-depth analyses of certain cases
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14 Sharon Macdonald

but also point out the implications of certain ways of thinking and doing diversity and

difference more widely.

In this introduction, theMakingDifferences project is first briefly outlined.This is fol-

lowed by a discussion of why and how museums and heritage are especially significant

in relation to questions of diversity and difference (a distinction that is explained be-

low),and,correlatively,why suchquestions areof importance formuseumsandheritage.

This entails charting the rise of the emphasis on diversity and difference, both interna-

tionally andmore specifically in Germany, together with questions that this raises, espe-

cially, though not only, for the museum and heritage field. The introduction then turns

to some of the events and developments with major implications for difference and di-

versity that have occurred or markedly intensified since 2015, when the Making Differ-

ences project began. Prominent among these are ‘the refugee crisis’ and the wider de-

bates about migration, cultural diversity, Islam and ‘German values’ that this has raised;

and calls and moves for the decolonisation of Western institutions, refracted and given

added impetus especially by restitution debates and the Black Lives Matter campaign.

As experienced in our research, these developments implicated museums and heritage

in various, sometimes far-reaching ways—thoughwithmore effects surely still to come.

A sketch of someways that they did so is followed by further discussion of the project, in-

cluding itsmethodological approach, before introducing the individual contributions to

this book.The chapter concludes by commenting on some of the directions of transfor-

mation evident in the collective work, together with considerations raised by the chap-

ters for doing diversity in both theory and practice.

Making Differences in Berlin

In a project spanning more than six years—though consisting of a number of mostly

shorter studies—Making Differences has ethnographically examined heritage-making

and its implications for difference and diversity in a wide range of locations and groups

within Berlin. In keeping with the project’s focus on transformation in museums and

heritage, all of the cases explore relatively new developments and initiatives, including

some that are still in process. This has enabled researchers to explore not simply how

difference and diversity are being done in contemporary museum and heritage settings

but how such processes themselves may be in transformation.

The scope of organisations, groups and practices researched has been broad,

encompassing established museums, national heritage organisations and national

monuments, as well as more local, quotidian or (self-avowedly) alternative venues and

practices. The locations have included, among others, the Humboldt Forum, the Eth-

nological Museum, the Museum of Natural History, the Museum of Islamic Art, the

Museum of European Cultures, the Bode Museum, the German Historical Museum,

NeuköllnMuseum, theMemorial to theMurdered Jews of Europe (colloquially known as

the Holocaust Memorial), SAVVY Contemporary, Galerie Wedding and the IfA (Institut

für Auslandsbeziehungen) Gallery. As well as with curators and publics, the research

has been conducted with postcolonial and LGBTI+ activists, with a Muslim slam poetry

group, representatives ofMuslim communities, artist collectives, refugee initiatives and
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Doing Diversity, Making Differences 15

citizen scientists. Research interlocutors have included individuals who hold or do not

hold German citizenship, who speak a variety of first languages, who have varying life

experiences, and who are connected in many different ways within the city and beyond.

This breadth—along with a degree of heady eclecticism—has enabled the project to gain

insight into the possible variety of practices, as well as communalities and exchange, in

play.

Altogether, around twenty researchers have been employed over the years to under-

take this work.They have done so primarily inwhat were also stand-alone studies, partly

organised into themes. Two of topics, Representing Islam and Transforming the Ethno-

graphic, are concerned with areas of the museum and heritage field that are often seen

as particularly challenging for questions of difference and diversity. They are also areas

inwhich there have been significant recent developments and increasingmoves towards

creative practice.The other two themes, Media and Mediation and Science and Citizen-

ship, are more broadly conceived, relating to wider, intersecting areas of transforma-

tion. Media and Mediation includes consideration of the role of various media, with a

particular emphasis on social media, in transforming museums and heritage, includ-

ing how certain media may help afford particular forms of diversification. Examining

how the relationship between science and citizenship might be in transformation, and

its implications for diversity, is the remit of Science and Citizenship, though this is re-

fracted particularly through attention to ‘biodiversity’ and citizen science. It is impor-

tant to note that not all of the studies have been situated within this framework and not

all have worked directly with ‘diversity’, or theorised it as is done in this introduction.

Furthermore, there has been considerable conversation between, and often a degree of

blurring of, the themes.

All of the research has taken place within a sharedworking environment, namely the

Centre for Anthropological Research onMuseums andHeritage—CARMAH—which has

allowed for considerable and ongoing exchange.The Centre has welcomed many guests

to present their research or otherwiseworkwith us,whichhas been especially valuable in

helping us to consider how far what we are seeing in Berlin is happening elsewhere.The

exchange has made clear that while what we have seen in Berlin is unique in its detail,

it is also part of wider transformations in museums and heritage—and in the doing of

diversity—underway elsewhere too.Aswe explain below, these transformations build on

the inherent capacity of museums and heritage to make differences.

Museums, heritage and making difference

As Daniel J. Sherman points out in the introduction to the classic volume Museums and

Difference (2008), the performance of classification,which has been a key activity ofmod-

ern museums, can be seen as inherently concerned with the marking of differences. At

one level, this is primarily between kinds of objects, classified into various categories

and taxonomies. Such classifying is in part about trying to represent what have come to

be thought of as ‘objective’ facts about the world. Indeed, it has been argued that mu-

seum processes of presenting knowledge through objects helps substantiate historically

and culturally specific ideas of ‘objectivity’ (Bennett et al. 2017; Geismar 2018;Macdonald
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2006; Mitchell 1988). At the same time, however, museum and heritage classifications

are entangled with other kinds of differences, such as those between nations, peoples

or forms of life. While this is widely understood, including by many of those working

in museums or other heritage or research institutions, as a matter of the mere identifi-

cation of differences that exist in the world, post-structural scholarship has emphasised

such acts of ‘differencing’ as selective and performative; that is, as involving themaking,

producing or at least negotiating of differences rather than simply depicting or displaying

them (e.g. Bal 1996; Bennett 2018; Rottenburg 2006). This positions representation and

display as significant parts of the inevitably selective ‘making’ process—acting as ‘medi-

ators’ rather than ‘intermediaries’, to use Bruno Latour’s (2014) distinction—and, thus,

all the more deserving of analytical attention. Given the role of display inmaking differ-

ences evident in legitimised and substantiated form to wider constituencies or publics,

this is all the more important. As Sherman emphasises, ‘As public institutions assigned

both to safeguard and to define culture,museums have always been sites for the negoti-

ation of difference’ (2008: 2).

This has been extensively documented in relation to the making and maintaining of

nations (e.g. Knell et al. 2011; Levitt 2015; Mason 2013). While the building of a national

heritage, including inmuseums, can be seen as part of the construction of national iden-

tity, this simultaneously and inextricably entails marking and making differences from

others. ‘[D]ifference always shadows and doubles identity, always entails a relationship

between self and other’ says Sherman (2008: 1). In some cases, such difference is made

by explicit commentary and contrast.More often, however, it ismore implicitly enacted,

through what is included and what is not, as well as through how classifications are

made, and the explicit or implied hierarchies between them.

The division between ‘self ’ and ‘other’, mentioned by Sherman, has been a particular

focus for investigationof suchprocesses. Inspiredespecially byEdwardSaid’sOrientalism

(1978), research has investigated how certain formulations of ‘self ’—such as that of one’s

own nation—are constructed through binary contrasts with others or a specific other.

Capitalisation is often used here—for both Self and Other—to indicate these as specific

categories of analysis.The termOthering is also used to describe the process whereby an

Other is formed as part of the making of the Self. In relation to museums and heritage,

such processes have beenmost extensively explored in relation to those museums called

ethnographic or ethnological (e.g. Lidchi 1997; Shelton 2006). Here, the focus has been

on how peoples outside Europe have served as an Other to the Self-projection of Europe,

supposedly embodying contrasting characteristics. It is not, however, only with refer-

ence to outside of Europe that these processes can take place. The modern metropolis

might, for example, be defined in part through contrastwith the rural peripherieswithin

Europe. Here, museums that in some countries may also be called ethnographic or eth-

nological, aswell as other ruralmuseums,may act as the locus for such rusticOthers (e.g.

de Cesari 2017; Pieterse 1997; Macdonald 2016)

Beyond binaries

While such analyses highlight relevant processes and effects, they can easily overlook

complications and contradictions thatmay be involved.TheOther is not necessarily pro-
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jectedas just the repository for all that theSelf doesnotwish tobe.On the contrary, itmay

be seen as the locus ofmuch that is desired and even sometimes aspired to, such as ways

of living perceived as more authentic or sustainable. Moreover, specific local histories

and the biographies of particular objects may well speak to alternative possibilities that

disrupt simple and simplistic binaries, as well as relating to alternative concerns, em-

phases andontologies.This candisrupt the very assumptionof aSelf andOther binary,as

well as complicating the question of to what these designationsmay refer.Thosewho act

as Other for national selves,maywell be engaged in their own projects of Self-definition,

whichmay involve other acts of Othering.There has been considerable debate overmany

years, some even preceding Said, about such processes and their implications. W.E.B.

DuBois’s notion of ‘double consciousness’ posits that thosewho aremarginalisedmay be

aware of bothmainstreamperspectives and also their own alternative reality (1903/1994).

Gayatri Spivak, however, has posed the question of whether the subaltern—those Oth-

ered by the mainstream—can even speak, in the sense of give voice to their experience

(Spivak 1988).Muchdebated by others,her reply is only equivocally affirmative (e.g.Mor-

ris 2010). Classical as well as more recent anthropology is replete with accounts of self-

definition involving what wemight call ‘other Othering’ (e.g. Barth 1969; Cohen 1985; see

also Appadurai 2013; Appiah 2005, 2018; Hall 1992; Minh-Ha 1989). That might include,

say, the non-Western Othering of the West, or groups marginal to the national centre

differentiating themselves from that centre or from their other neighbours. It has also

highlighted the layering of identities, in which, say, it may be entirely compatible to be a

member of a neighbourhood, a city, a nation and a continent; and it has demonstrated

how self- and other-ascriptions can shift ‘situationally’ (e.g. Rogers and Vertovec 1995;

Jenkins 2014). Notions of ‘intersectionality’ further complicate simple binaries by high-

lighting how certain differences may become compounded or ‘plaited together’ (Pollock

2019: 268; see also,Crenshaw2017;Hill Collins 2004;McCall 2005).As PatriciaHill Collins

and Sirma Bilge explain, intersectionality’s ‘core insight’ is that ‘power relations of race,

class, and gender, for example, are not discrete andmutually exclusive entities but rather

build on each other and work together’ (Hill Collins and Bilge 2020: 5; see also Goel 2020

for the implications for ethnographic research). This results in distinct positionalities,

and a need for research to recognise that the position of, say, a working-class woman of

colour would not be identical with that of a working-class white woman, and that the

effects of marginalisation can interact to produce distinct positionalities.

Employed inmuseums and heritage, practices can be investigated empirically.What

differences are produced through the various classifications and displays, their inclu-

sions and exclusions? For whom, or as who, do museums and heritage speak? In terms

of the models of differentiation performed, do they posit binaries or other possibilities?

And in doing so, do they give recognition to different positionalities in terms of their

content coverage, as well as whom they seek to invite as interlocutors? It is also possi-

ble to investigate how those who are not part of established heritage institutions relate

to these—for example, by visiting or not, and through their interpretations of what is on

display (ormissing).Moreover, beyond this, theways inwhich thosewhofind themselves

Othered (possibly in multiple ways) construct their own senses of collectivity and differ-

ence, perhapsmobilising certain notions of heritage in the process, can also be explored.

In this book, as in theMakingDifferences project more widely, we engage in just such em-
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pirical investigation. Before introducing this more concretely, however, more needs to

be said about the term ‘diversity’ and its relationship to ‘difference’, as well as about the

wider context in which notions of diversity have come to be regarded as so important in

museum and heritage practice.

Difference, differencing, diversity

So far in this introduction, the emphasis has been on ‘difference’ as that which results

from processes of differentiation. This may potentially indicate differences of many

kinds, even referring, for example, to the difference between life and death—a differ-

ence which, Sherman notes, has been suggested to be fundamental to museums (2008:

1). Most often, however, discussion centres on cultural differences. Examples of cultural

differentiation that we will encounter in the chapters that follow include those made

between European, African and Islamic—categories that can all potentially overlap but

that readily come to be depicted as mutually exclusive alternatives. Whether and how

such cultural difference maps onto lived experience and the social differences that are

part of the latter are questions to be explored. But this still does not exhaust the possibil-

ity for investigating the work of difference-making. How nature is differentiated from

culture, and how not only culture but also nature is then further differentiated (though

a whole panoply of notions of genus, species, family, etc), are all (mutually entangled)

realms of differencing in which museums and heritage play significant roles.This is the

case too for any other kinds of differences that might be drawn, such as those of race,

religion, gender, sexuality, ableness/disability, age or class.

Differencing

Here, it is also worth noting that the term ‘differencing’ has also come to be used to in-

dicate active attempts to give attention to and promote differences that have previously

been overlooked or underplayed. Art historian and theorist, Griselda Pollock’s germinal

call for ‘differencing the canon’ was directed to art history, making a feminist case not

simply for addingwomen into the existing pantheon of great art but for seeing the canon

itself as ‘a discursive strategy in theproductionand reproductionof sexual difference and

its complex configurationswith gender andpower’ (1999: 26).Regarding the canon in this

way is to deconstruct it by undermining its claim to be based on pure artistic prowess.

While gender was the focus of this original argument, the samemoves can also bemade,

and have beenmade,with refence to other differences, such as those of sexuality or race.

Museums, as key sites for proclaiming the canon—especially, though not only, of

art—are of considerable importance for such moves. Over the twenty years since Pol-

lock’s important text, not only has more scholarship been directed towards disciplinary

differencing; it has also been taken up by some museums and heritage institutions, al-

beit more often through strategies of trying to increase the space given to difference

rather thanmore extensive revision of approach and practice (Bayer, Kazeem-Kaminski

and Sternfeld 2017; Modest 2020; Reilly 2019). Tony Bennett, a long-time commentator

on museums and power, uses the term ‘differencing machines’ (2006) to refer to this in-
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creased tendency of at least somemuseums to ‘refashion’ themselves in thisway,doing so

particularly with reference to ‘the promotion of cross-cultural understanding, especially

across divisions that have been racialized’ (2006: 46). Such developments can also be seen

as significant precursors and accompaniments to more recent moves to diversify, queer

and decolonise museums and heritage (e.g. Lonetree 2012; Ndikung 2017; Sullivan and

Middleton 2020).

Diversity

The related term that we use in our title here, and that is often used with reference to

differencing museums and heritage, is ‘diversity’. While it is often pointed out, rightly,

that the term is used—perhaps appropriately enough—inmultiple ways and can be hard

to define (e.g. Vertovec 2012, 2021; Blum et al. 2016), a basic characterisation is that it

denotes the co-existence of many acknowledged differences.This means that it is, in ef-

fect, a particularmodel of how ‘difference’might exist or be arranged.Alternativemodels

of organising difference include the dualistic or binary, as in the Self-Other distinction

discussed above. Unlike ‘diversity’, these involve a limited number of differences—only

two.The elements in such binaries may be either in equal or in hierarchical relationship

with each other, and sometimes fluctuating, perhaps officially presented as equal but

experienced, especially by one side, as hierarchical. In the case of diversity, the various

elements—thedifferences—involvedmaywell alsobe inunequal relationships. It is often

said, for example, thatmodern cities are characterised by increasing diversity, to refer to

the (not always or entirely correct) fact of there being more people from many parts of

the globe, subscribing to a greater range of religions and undertaking more diverse cul-

tural practices, living in them.Clearly, there aremany inequalities between such groups,

including in terms such as income andwork opportunities, as well as presence in official

heritage institutions. Despite this, however, the language of ‘diversity’ tends to imply a

non-hierarchical organisationof difference.ChristianReus-Smit refers to this as the ‘bil-

liard ball model’ (2018)—to capture the sense of neat, separate units of difference all of

equal size and on one surface.This idea of diversity as entailing equal differences is also

belied by a contradictory tendency for ‘diversity’ to be used as a contrast to an implied

background of ‘non-diversity’. An imagined ‘non-diverse’mainstream is thus reinforced

as a norm fromwhich the diverse departs.

In an insightful discussion of ethnographic museums, especially the Musée du Quai

Branly, in France, historian Nélia Dias shows well how a distinction between (cultural)

difference and (cultural) diversity may operate in museum and heritage contexts. The

former, she argues, always involves a ‘comparative perspective’ that is ‘absent in the no-

tion of cultural diversity, which presupposes cultural variability’ (Dias 2008: 124). As she

explains, in France, the idea of cultural diversity ‘is shaped by concerns about ‘“l’égalité

des cultures”, a concept translated as “equivalence of cultures”’ (2008: 128; see also De-

bary and Roustan 2017: 5),which is particularly associatedwith ideas linked to an official

‘denial of religious distinctions and respect for all beliefs’ (2008: 143) that go along with

a strong affirmation of the State as purely secular. The Musée du Quai Branly’s stated

and performed emphasis on cultural diversity—reinforced by its display of natural di-

versity in the plants that adorn and surround the building—acts, she argues, to uphold
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this State position, andwith it, a vision of diversity (and equivalence) without difference

(and hierarchy). As she puts it:

At stake…is the desire to solve sensitive political and social issues through culture—the

conviction that art and culture can bring together peoples, ethnic groups, and nations,

and become the new magical bond. Through objects, museums attempt to palliate

government policies and social exclusions. The claim that ‘there is no hierarchy among

the arts, and no hierarchy among peoples’ obscures the relationships between France

and non-European peoples. Thus the role ascribed to museums: to exonerate society

for its failings to dealwith peoples and cultureswhose objects are inmuseumsdevoted

to cultural diversity (Dias 2008: 149).

While the strong emphasis on the secular State is characteristic of France,deployment of

notions of ‘diversity’ that obscure or flatten difference by making all differences appear

equal arewidespread inother countries too. Ina studyofhigher educationdiversityprac-

titioners in Australia, for example, Sara Ahmed makes this point, arguing that the ten-

dency fordiversity to be implicitly assumedas a set of equal relations iswhatmakes it feel

‘secure’ rather than ‘threatening’ (Ahmed 2007: 238). For the U.S.,Walter BennMichaels,

inThe Trouble with Diversity: HowWe Learned to Love Identity and Ignore Inequality (Michaels

2006), argues that the emphasis on identity, culture and race—and the celebrationof cul-

tural difference and even events such as Black History Month—supports a vision of ‘dif-

ferent but equal [that] is one of our strategies for managing inequality rather than min-

imising or eliminating it’ (2006: 10; see also Partridge and Chin 2019). It also means that

the problem becomes one of addressing discrimination rather than tackling inequality.

Other potentials?

Yet, to see an emphasis on diversity as inherently or only negative would be to underrate

the perniciousness of discrimination and its interplay with inequality. As Michael Roth-

berg (2009) has argued, one does not have to work with a zero-sum logic here (which

he sees as itself neoliberal in its modelling as competition): acknowledging or celebrat-

ing diversity does not need to be an alternative to addressing inequality. Instead, the

attempt could be to realise what Steven Vertovec calls diversity’s ‘optimistic orientation’

(2012: 302). By this he means its normative aspirations—namely, that there should be

equivalence and lack of hierarchy. Moreover, he suggests that the ‘pervasiveness’ of the

notion of diversity inmany areas of contemporary life has the potential to ‘transform the

social imaginary’ (2012: 305) and thus help bring this very change about. He draws here

on the theorising of Charles Taylor (2007), who defines the social imaginary as ‘the ways

that people imagine their social existence, how they fit together with others, how things

go on between them and their fellows, the expectations that are normally met, and the

deeper normative notions and images that underlie these expectations’ (2007: 23; and

quoted by Vertovec on p.305). If the spread and uptake of the notion of ‘diversity’ does

indeed have the potential to transform the social imaginary, what this would mean, ac-

cording to Vertovec, is acting according to ‘the basic social andmoral code that everyone

manifests ‘‘difference’’ in some way, indeed multiple ways, and that this fact should be

integral to the way that everyone treats each other in society’ (2012: 306). Potentially, one
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might argue, it could also be harnessed to an agenda of reducing inequality. Yet whether

it does indeed prompt such transformations remains an open question. If it is to do so,

however, museums and heritage will necessarily need to be on board, precisely because

they have operated as institutions of difference, in Dias’s sense, in their establishing hi-

erarchies of value. The question, in other words, is whether museums and heritage can

really act as ‘differencingmachines’ in Bennett’s terms.That is, can they help change the

social imaginary—and actual social practice—by doing difference in other ways?

This question leaves open whether ‘diversity’ is indeed the best model for the con-

ceptualisation or organisation of difference. Can its tendency to overlook inequalities be

addressed? Multiculturalism can be seen as a specific version and cultural-political im-

plementation of the diversity model—one that encourages and even celebrates (certain)

differences (Ang2018;Modood2013; Song2020). It is not, therefore, surprising that it too

has also been accused of ignoring inequality. Moreover, by imagining diversity in terms

of a ‘zoological’ (Hage 1998) constellation of differences or a set of billiard balls (Reus-

Smit 2018), multiculturalism has been accused of failing to acknowledge the relations

between the parts and instead reifying into distinct and non-overlapping or non-mixing

kinds of difference.Amartya Sen insightfully calls it ‘pluralmonoculturalism’ (2006). Fur-

thermore, the difference given attention within multiculturalism is almost always rela-

tively uncontroversial or ‘safe’ dimensions of difference. Indeed, it might be suggested

that one reason for the rise of cultural heritage initiatives is that these are often thought

to offer relatively anodyne and apolitical modes for performing diversity. Yet, cultural

heritage only sometimes operates in this way (Macdonald 2013).The now large and con-

stantly expanding field of critical heritage studies increasingly recognises not only that

heritage is frequently highly political and often fraught but also that it is not merely in-

strumentalised from above (e.g. ibid.; Harrison 2013; Robertson 2012). That heritage is

so entangled in senses of self and others, and regarded as an expression of important

values,makes potentials to work otherwise integral to it.

Some commentators have recently suggested thatmulticulturalismcanbe rethought

(perhaps again,Parekh2007)—and implemented—inways that avoid theproblems iden-

tified (Joppke 2017; Modood 2018). Indeed,Modood (2017) regards critiques of multicul-

turalism as often relying on rather stereotypical accounts; and Chin (2017) argues that

there have in fact been very few thoroughgoing State attempts to implement multicul-

turalism, and that even these have been criticised from their inception and before their

results were known. Declaring multiculturalism a failure has been a prelude for various

politicians in Europe, especially on the political Right, to argue for more integrationist

and even nationalistic policies. In the 2010s this led to a flurry of proposals for new na-

tional museums, in which it was imagined that strong national narratives would help

instil national values (Macdonald 2016). Interestingly, most of these did not get beyond

the proposal stage—suggesting, perhaps, that the task was just too difficult to achieve.

Thequestion that remains, then, iswhether there are othermodels of thinkingdifference

and diversity—and even multiculturalism—that can overcome the problems identified

thus far.
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Diversity in action

It is useful at this point to probe into the question of just how ‘diversity’ is imagined

and done in practice—especially in initiatives to address or increase it. As Sara Ahmed

puts it: ‘What does diversity “do” when it is “put into action”?’ (2007: 237). Any thorough

investigation needs to address explicit formulations of ‘diversity’ and the expectations

of the initiatives that are supposed to implement it, as well as the more implicit ways in

which it is expressed and instantiated. Do statements follow through into practice? And

how does what is produced play through into wider social imaginaries or specific lived

experiences? In effect, this pursuit of how ‘diversity’ is done is to shift the analytical focus

frombeing on certain categories as given to instead ‘making categorizing itself the object

of investigation’ (Hirschauer 2021: 65).

This does not, however, mean to ignore the forms that particular ideas or models of

diversity take, for these are part of whatmight be called the conceptual infrastructure of

thinking and doing difference and diversity. This is not unchanging – far from it – but

is shaped by certain conventions and concepts that may be in popular and professional,

as well as academic, use to varying extents. Among others, these include notions such

as ‘identity’, ‘ethnicity’, ‘race’, ‘gender’, ‘belonging’ and ‘home’, as well as terms including

‘intersectionality’, ‘inclusion’, ‘solidarity’, and ‘difference’ and ‘diversity’ themselves.One

longstanding debate that has seen the waxing and waning of some of these terms and

that re-emerges at various times and places in somewhat altered ways is that over the

extent to which the focus should be on sameness (and identity) or difference (and diver-

sity).This is a political as much as an analytical question and, indeed, the two are inter-

twined.The act of givingmain emphasis to identifying either commonalities or features

that differentiate – and just how this is done (e.g. with heed to the repercussions and

contra-indications or not) – itself supports certain understandings and has socio-politi-

cal ramifications. In general, themove during the last decades within social and cultural

disciplines, as well as in many areas of cultural life, such as those explored in this book,

has been towards greater emphasis on difference (e.g. van Meijl 2010; Gaupp 2021), ac-

companied by some significant critique of notions of ‘identity’ (e.g. Jackson 2022).There

have, however, also been significant attempts to reclaim ‘sameness’ as well as to ‘dissolve’

or blur the distinction, including through notions such as ‘hybridity’ and ‘transcultural-

ity’ (e.g.Williams 1991; Hirschauer 2021; Pellilo-Hestermeyer 2021).

While, so far, this introduction has predominantly looked atmodels of ‘diversity’ that

claiman ‘equivalenceofdifference’, inpractice thismaywell exist alongside ideasof some

being ‘more diverse’ or ‘more different’ than others.What this establishes are certain ‘di-

versity regimes’ – that is, ‘principles underlying the arrangement of diverse populations,

their configuration…[which] entail moral orders, sets of beliefs and values that provide

guidelines (or imperatives) for right and proper conduct within or between diverse pop-

ulations’ (Grillo 2010: 3) – which result in being exclusionary in certain ways. Also rele-

vant for exploration is how far various models of difference can persist alongside each

other, or whether they come into conflict. So, for example, might binary models of dif-

ference—of othering and alterity—persist alongside, or even be produced by, certain di-

versity practices?
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Important too is the question of what further possible models of thinking and do-

ing difference there might be. Notions such as those mentioned above which consider

partial difference and blurring – others of which include ‘translocality’ (Puzon 2018) and

‘creolization’ and ‘syncretism’ (Stewart 2011); though all of these begin from a stance in

which there are entities to be transcended or mixed rather than regarding the blurry,

messy, impure states as the baseline. Rosi Braidotti has also written of the need for a

written of the need for a ‘dislocation of difference frombinaries to rhizomatics’ (2013: 96)

in order to achievewhat she sees as anecessary ‘affirmationof the positivity of difference’

(2013: 11). For our purposes here, all of these are helpful ideas to sensitise us to possible

assumptions within our own analytical frames, as well as to those of our interlocutors in

our museum and heritage fieldsites – frames that may well overlap.Moreover, they also

point to possible alternatives for both analysis and practice, a point that recurs during

the contents to follow.

While in this book we offer reflection on a range of possible ways of thinking about

diversity and othermodels for organising difference,we do so primarily through consid-

ering how they are ‘done’ in actual museum and heritage—and related—practice.This is

to take them as ‘ethnographic objects’ that can be observed, described and interacted

with.Doing so does notmean that our approach is just to give empirical accounts of spe-

cific cases—though that is important. Rather, as we set out further below, we are con-

cerned with how the doing that we describe intersects with existing theoretical ideas in

the academy and opens up possibilities for future theorising. Before further explaining

our approach, however, I offer some comments on the rise of diversity discourses, aswell

as on the German context.

The flourishing of Diversität, etc

The German term Diversität is generally agreed to have become more widely used in

the later 20th century, though with significant earlier uses, especially in relation to Bio-

diversität (biodiversity) (see Garbellotto and Nadim, below; Blum et al 2016; Kirschhoff &

Köchy 2016; Toepfer 2017). Its flourishing is argued to have been influenced by interna-

tional developments, which are reflected in a parallel (though not necessarily identical

or coterminous) expansion of diversity discourse in other languages, especially English

and French (Salzbrunn 2014).Three semi-linked inflections ofDiversität, eachwith partly

distinct trajectories, can be discerned.

Cultural diversity, Kulturelle Vielfalt

One of these is associated with the English term ‘cultural diversity’ and the French ‘diver-

sité culturelle’, which, as various commentators note, have come to be used more widely

especially since the 1990s.UNESCO (theUnitedNations Educational, Scientific andCul-

tural Organisation) was a key player in their international spread, prompted especially

by French members during the Presidency of Jacques Chirac. That the Musée du Quai

Branly was founded and opened under his enthusiastic watch is no coincidence, for the

same idea of cultural equivalence, as described by Dias above, was involved here too.
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Indeed, he was a leading proponent in successfully introducing ‘cultural diversity’ as

an alternative to the notion of ‘cultural exception’ that was previously used in interna-

tional trade agreements (Musitelli 2006).This position in effect made culture and diver-

sity the baseline—rather than singling out cultural exceptions against a backdrop of eco-

nomic sameness—and, as such, stood against ‘an Anglo-Saxon model of globalisation

as free-trade’ (Smiers 2016: 213). It took until 2001 for the UNESCO’s Universal Decla-

ration on Cultural Diversity to be formally adopted—unanimously, shortly after the at-

tacks of September 11th, which, as the Director-General wrote in its preface, made it all

the more relevant, emphasising, he said, ‘that intercultural dialogue is the best guaran-

tee of peace’. Significantly, ‘heritage’ was another key word of the Declaration. Cultural

diversity itself was proclaimed as ‘the common heritage of humanity’ and said to be ‘as

necessary for humankind as biodiversity is for nature’ (UNESCO 2001).This supported a

wider democratisation of heritage that was already underway, and in which the heritage

of numerous diverse groups and interests was accorded greater recognition, including

from national and international organisations, such as World Heritage lists (Brumann

2021; Meskell 2018; Salemink 2021). Casting cultural diversity and its manifestation as

heritage as analogous to biodiversity also further embedded an idea of cultural diversity

and heritage as being ‘at risk’ and thus as in need of initiatives to ‘save’ or ‘preserve’ it

(Harrison 2013; Harrison et al. 2020).

These developments intersected with the rise of what has been called the politics of

identity or the politics of recognition in many parts of the world (e.g. Taylor 1994; Heyes

2020; Noury and Roland 2020). Gathering momentum in the later 20th century, this has

seen groups of citizens calling for their differences from the mainstream to be recog-

nised and accommodated by the State, and increasingly States have done so, though to

widely varying extents, ranging frommere toleration to active support and funding.Cul-

ture has often been the focus of suchdevelopments,with calls for recognition of religious

and linguistic difference to the forefront.That this has often been presented as ‘heritage’

is indicative of the legitimating capacity of that term, ensuring thatwhatever is so desig-

nated is understoodas something that stretches back in timeand that deserves preserva-

tion.The heritage,memory andmuseum boom of the later 20th century and since is also

significantly linked to the rise of identity and recognition politics—orwhat is sometimes

also called the politics of difference—as diverse groups seek to explore and perform their

distinctiveness throughmuseum and heritage formats.

As Müller and Schmieder (2017) observe, while Diversität is sometimes used as a

translation for ‘diversity’ in cultural contexts, more often it is the term ‘Vielfalt’, partic-

ularly in the formulation ‘kulturelle Vielfalt’, which appears in the German version of the

UNESCO Declaration.2 While Diversität and Vielfalt are generally listed as synonyms,

and used fairly interchangeably, they carry subtly different connotations. Vielfalt,which

might be translated as ‘variety’, has a less politicised tone, putting its emphasis par-

ticularly on the multiplicity of kinds, whereas the differences between the elements

seem more central in Diversität. With its Old Germanic (rather than Latin) roots and

sense of multiple enfolding, Vielfalt is part of the everyday vernacular and according to

figures provided by theDigitalesWörterbuch der deutschen Sprache has been in longer use in

Germany.3 In the 20th century,Vielfalt sees a major upswing in use—perhaps paralleling

a wider expansion of publishing—and then levels off in the latter quarter. Diversität, by
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contrast, has relatively negligible use before the 21st century. Its use has proliferated

since then, though its level is considerably below that of Vielfalt.

Social diversity, Soziale Diversität and different but equal

Whilemany commentatorsnote theuseofDiversität in biology starting in the 1960s,most

agree that a more recent political use of the English-language term ‘diversity’ in the US

has been particularly influential to Diversität’s use in Germany.This brings us to its sec-

ond inflection. Here, ‘diversity’ primarily designates social diversity, having been pro-

moted by social movements and attempts to bring about socio-political change, espe-

cially within institutions and with respect to antidiscrimination and affirmative action

policies. A legal case at the University of California in 1978, in which affirmative action

was approved for the first time, is often pinpointed as a significant origin (Salzbrunn

2014: 28; Partridge and Chin 2019: 197). Steven Vertovec, who heads up the Max Planck

Institute for the Study of Religious and Ethnic Diversity in Göttingen and has written

widely on contemporary diversity, including in Germany, sees such developments in the

US, especially in relation to affirmative action, as particularly influential in the uptake of

discourse aboutDiversität inGermany (Vertovec 2012).Here, rather than cultural or natu-

ral diversity, the emphasis is on social diversity—especially that of race andethnicity (two

terms with shifting positions, whose histories are closely entangled, and both of which

are sometimes articulated as ‘cultural’), though also embracing gender, sexuality, physi-

cal abledness, class and age, among others.Moreover,where the former variety orVielfalt

conception emphasised equivalence, this notion of diversity/Diversität is premised on the

existence of inequality that needs to be addressed.

To do so, initiatives employing notions such as ‘access’, ‘accessibility’ and ‘social in-

clusion’ may be devised (Sandell 1998; 2003). Inherent in this discourse is the idea that

some are excluded from full citizenship by not being able to play a full role in society. Di-

versity, in other words, is also linked to unequal political presence and representation.

These terms are not only used in theorising but also with respect to policy and practice

initiatives, including in the museum and heritage field.They acknowledge that citizen-

ship is unequally distributed and that effort needs to be made to ‘include’ more but they

have been criticised for seeming to invite to join an already given ‘offer’ rather than to

more fundamentally change the system itself.While some argue that ‘access’ and ‘inclu-

sion’ should not be regarded in that way, they have tended to lose ground in themuseum

andheritagefield to the term ‘participation’,which tends to be considered as indicating a

greater degree of activity—though it too is also sometimes criticised as operating from a

premise of encouraging joining in, rather than changing the foundations. In the migra-

tion field, the term ‘integration’ is similarly contested,with some arguing that, especially

by contrast with ‘assimilation’, it allows for the maintenance of difference, whereas oth-

ers regard it as putting too much emphasis on changing those immigrating rather than

changing society itself (Schinkel 2017). Likewise, the notion of ‘citizenship’ has been am-

biguously evaluated. On the one hand, the mobilization of the idea of citizenship – and

its use in initiatives such as ‘citizen science’ (seeGarbellotto andNadim, this volume) – is

part of a democratizing impulse, seeking to involve a wide range of members of society.

On the other hand, however, it can also serve to exclude those who are not recognized as
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full citizens and, moreover, risks imposing a narrow set of criteria for what constitutes

appropriate citizenly behaviour and, thus, being exclusionary in this way too.

Themore social and change-oriented conceptions of diversity – recognized through

the use of the termDiversität –were, according to Vertovec, brought to Germany through

calls for U.S.-style ‘diversity mainstreaming’, which were incorporated into various EU

policies, together with the actual presence of the U.S. corporate sector (2012: 292). He

notes that it is sometimes employed rather instrumentally in these corporate renditions,

either to head off possible accusations of discrimination or as part ofmanagerialist ideas

about the creative potential of diversity (2012: 291).

This brings us to what might be listed as the third inflection of Diversität. In this, an

emphasis on social as well as cultural, perhaps including religious, diversity is coupled

with ideas of institutional, as well as broader social, change. But rather than being an-

chored in ideas of inequality, diversity in this sense is considered more like in the first

inflection described above, namely, as ‘different but equal’.Monika Salzbrunn, reflecting

onDiversität, the Anglo term ‘diversity’ and the French diversité, sees all of the termsmov-

ing in this direction (2014). Like, and indeed largely influenced by,Walter BennMichaels,

she sees diversity—and its German and French equivalents—as having largely lost the

political edge and emphasis on inequality of its earlier association with social move-

ments. Instead, she too suggests that it ismore often instrumentalised inways that allow

inequality to be ignored or marginalised.

Differences in diversity debate and practice

Perhaps, however, this diagnosis is too broad-brush. As suggested above, it is not nec-

essarily the case that different approaches supplant one another: they may co-exist and

even in some contexts supplement each other. Migration debates and policies are un-

doubtedly one of the areas in which diversity discourse most often occurs but as liter-

ature in the field shows, this cannot be reduced just to one of these senses of the term

(Römhild 2014). Indeed, what may happen in practice—as we will see in the volume that

follows—is that blurring or shifts between senses can themselves be significant. Differ-

ences between countries also deserve careful handling.Michaels (2008) has emphasised

that his analysis is primarily about the U.S., noting that the levels of difference between

rich and poor—the wealth gap—is significantly greater in the U.S. than in France and

Germany, and that U.S. higher education is considerably more hierarchical, which both

mean, in his analysis, that diversity is more likely to operate as an alibi for inequality.4

This same remains the case today.5 Moreover, as noted above, the French tendency ‘to

promote the principle of equality as a way of dealing with cultural diversity’, and to do

so within ‘a universalist approach to cultural differences, races, and religions’ (Debary

and Roustan 2017: 5) is significantly different from the emphasis on the ‘recognition of

differences’ that has developed in ‘Anglo-Saxon countries’ (ibid.).

Which histories and differences are given emphasis and how also varies internation-

ally. Questions of race and slavery, for example, have been at the forefront in the U.S.

longer than in Europe. But the situation is changing. For example, in 2014, Salzbrunn,

describing the role that French museums have played in disseminating certain ideas of

diversity, noted that ‘the German debate about memory cultures is...scarcely shaped by
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colonial history’ (2014: 51). Today, less than a decade later, this is no longer the case. On

the contrary, the colonial past andcolonial continuitieshave considerable—andevenpre-

eminent—presence in current German diversity and memory debates, as is abundantly

evident in this volume (see especially Förster, Merrow and Jethro). While Michael Roth-

berg’s argument (2009) that promoting any one particular memory does not necessarily

diminish the visibility or effectiveness of any other, preciselywhat a newpresence or em-

phasis may lead to in practice needs to be investigated. Perhaps, as his ‘multidirectional

memory’ formulation proposes, it will indeed lead to each community’s memory—and

senseof recognition—being substantiated.But this is not inevitably so.Equally,ashis ar-

guments also emphasise, memories do not necessarily stack up cumulatively, each just

adding another instance to the library of diversities along the shelf. They might instead

change existingmodes of engagement by bringing new considerations into play or doing

difference in other ways.

This sketch of the rise of a discourse ofDiversität and some of its entanglements and

inflections is not intended to be comprehensive. Nevertheless, it provides some shared

background and highlights considerations and questions for the studies that follow. All

of the research presented here has been undertaken within this broader context of ex-

panded and pervasive diversity discourse.But that does notmean that the term is neces-

sarily in direct use within them. Rather, all of the cases that we present are concerned in

some way or another with how people and institutions handle difference, and the ways

inwhich they do so speak directly or indirectly to concerns about diversity in some of the

senses above.At the same time, however, theymap out and exploremore specific realisa-

tions and terminologies, some of which may operate rather differently from organising

difference as diversity in the ways introduced above.That, indeed, is precisely our inter-

est: how is difference being done in (or in relation to) museums and heritage within this

wider flourishing of concern withDiversität?

Ethnographic timing

While this flourishing of variously inflected diversity discourse has provided the broad

context for theMaking Differences project, and thus of the studies we present, it has also

taken place amidstmore specific events and developments with ramifications for differ-

ence and diversity. Indeed, the period from 2015 (when the project officially began) to

2020 (the time whenmost of the contents here were drafted, though the project contin-

ues andmany articles have been redrafted since) has often felt like one of seismic change,

thoughhow far this is the casewill only be fully possible to assess over a longer time span.

Nevertheless,with our focus on ongoing transformation,wewerewell positioned to look

at them.This was exciting—and challenging.

‘Refugee Crisis’

The project officially began in October 2015 following months of planning. At this time,

what came tobewidely referred toas the ‘refugee crisis’or ‘themigrationcrisis’wasnewly

underway.Hundreds of thousands of people, themajority ofwhomwere fleeing fromthe
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conflict-battered countries of Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq,were arriving in Europe.Ger-

many took inmore of these refugees (to use the term in its broad rather than formal legal

sense) than did any other country (Bock and Macdonald 2019). The coverage in German

media was intense and featured debates about what the influx of refugees might mean

for social integration and the diversity of German society in the future. On the one hand

were those who saw it as a moral imperative that Germany welcome those fleeing per-

secution—especially given the country’s Holocaust history—and who often maintained

that diversity would enrich German society. On the other hand were those who warned

that accepting so many ‘foreigners’ would damage core German values (which they gen-

erally considered to be coterminous with Christianity) and lead to social fragmentation

and unrest. In effect, these were debates about how much difference and diversity Ger-

many, and Europemore generally,wanted or could accept.Theywere also about the rela-

tive desirability of particular kinds of difference and how tomanage the differences that

the new arrivals were seen to bring with them.

In the Making Differences project, it felt important to understand the significance

and implications of the ‘crisis’. To do so, we brought together researchers to provide

insight into the longer historical, political and legal frameworks pertinent to difference

and diversity in Germany, as well as into the representations and experiences of par-

ticular groups.6 A workshop in April 2016 became the basis for an edited book (Bock

and Macdonald 2019). The workshop and book did not focus specifically on museums

and heritage—our aim was to assess the developments more broadly—though these

topics appeared intermittently throughout, including in the book’s conclusion, which

discussed some of the many museum and heritage initiatives that had sprung up to

address ‘the crisis’ (Macdonald 2019). The efforts of these cultural institutions showed

them to be active sites not only for reflecting on the plight of refugees but also for engag-

ing with them and with wider publics in often innovative ways. Investigating some of

these initiatives in more depth became an unanticipated dimension of our research (see

Gram, this volume; Puzon 2019; Macdonald, Gerbich, Gram, Puzon & Shatanawi 2021).

In public debates about the influx of refugees, the difference that was often depicted

as the cause for most concern, particularly by those who were opposed to permitting so

many to stay, was Islam. While not all refugees were practicing Muslims, the majority

were from countries in which Islamwas the state religion.This gave fuel to opponents of

immigration, especially to the AfD (Alternative für Deutschland,Alternatives for Germany)

and the anti-Islamist Pegida (Patriotische Europäer gegen die Islamisierung des Abendlandes,

Patriotic Europeans against the Islamicisation of the Occident) movement, whose nega-

tive depiction of refugees includedpainting themas harbingers of a dangerous ‘Islamici-

sation of theWest’. Due to Islam’s long history of complex and contested entanglements

in definitions of Europe, as well as it being the subject of high-profile new galleries or

museum refurbishments in various countries—including that underway in theMuseum

of Islamic Art in Berlin (see Gerbich, this volume)—it was already planned that Islam

would be a research topic in theMakingDifferencesproject. It is represented, among other

things,byChristineGerbich’s longstanding researchat theMuseumof IslamicArt,which

includes aproject calledTamam,whichworkswith Imams,and themakingof the exhibi-

tionTheHeritage of theOldKings,aswell asMuseumDiwan,which is the focus of her chap-

ter for this volume.A separate edited collection, IslamandHeritage inEurope.Pasts, Presents

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


Doing Diversity, Making Differences 29

and Future Possibilities (2021), edited by Katarzyna Puzon, SharonMacdonald andMirjam

Shatnawi, provides further exploration of these themes.The refugee arrivals of 2015 and

since have, however, made the issue all the more pressing. Though this context has in-

formed all the work presented in this volume, it is most prominent in the contribution

by Rikke Gram,who looks at the award-winningMultaka project, a ‘tours by refugees for

refugees’programme initiatedby variousBerlinmuseums. It is alsonotable inKatarzyna

Puzon’s chapter on the i,Slam initiative, as well as in her fieldwork with KUNSTASYL, a

project with asylum seekers to create an exhibition at theMuseumof European Cultures

in Berlin on the subject of being a refugee, onwhich she has published elsewhere (Puzon

2019; see also Tietmeyer 2017).

Colonialism and Decolonisation

As Christine Gerbich’s research shows, ‘Islamic’ heritage in Europe needs to be consid-

ered in terms of colonialism. While research on the colonial histories of museums and

collections has been underway for several decades now (Förster 2019), the years since the

launch of the Making Differences project have seen a major escalation of debate and ac-

tivism. This has been felt in many parts of the world, especially those that had colonies

or were colonised. With Germany’s colonial history coming into the spotlight only re-

cently, the debates of the past several years have been particularly intense. Much of the

attention has been on Berlin, where most of pivotal events and decision-making took

place. First and foremost among them was the conference of 1884–1885, at which Euro-

peanpowers divided upAfrica.The2016 exhibitionDeutscherKolonialismusat theGerman

Historical Museum can be seen as a landmark moment in Germany’s acknowledgment

of its past colonial atrocities. That the exhibition led to such a mix of praise and criti-

cism—reflected not least in the contributions to its visitor books, discussed here byHar-

rietMerrow—highlights just how sensitive this history remains.One reason for the sub-

ject’s contentiousness is the concern that focus on Germany’s colonial past might draw

attention away from the Holocaust. For others, however, the fact that the first German

concentration campwas in colonial Namibia is only further evidence of Germany’s long-

standing problemwithOtherness and race—aproblem that predates the rise ofNational

Socialism in the 20th century (e.g. Kössler 2015).

A key site for the playing out of debates about Germany’s difficult colonial heritage

has been, and is, the Humboldt Forum. Constructed to look like the former imperial

palace onwhose site it stands, the Forumhaswidely been seen as a statement about Ger-

many’s relationship to its past (von Bose 2016, 2017; Bach 2021; Tinius and von Zinnen-

burg Carroll 2020;Macdonald 2016, forthcoming). Initially, it was the relationship to the

history of the German Democratic Republic that was at the forefront of public debate.

The reconstruction of the palace had required the destruction of the GDR’s parliamen-

tary building, the Palace of the Republic, which seemed like an effort to erase Germany’s

divided past from public memory.The past that was being ‘returned to’ lay further back.

This was brought more fully under the spotlight when a decision was made to display

exhibitions from the Ethnological Museum and Museum of Asian Art in the Humboldt

Forum. Statements maintaining that such a move would be appropriate because some

of the first collections from beyond Europe had been housed in the palace inadvertently
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served to highlight the fact that someof this collectinghad takenplace as part of the colo-

nial ambitions of those inpower at the time (Bose 2016: 127).Already,ethnological collect-

ing, which took place not only by colonising powers in lands they had claimed but also

within broader structures of coloniality between Europe and other parts of the world,

was under criticism, with growing calls for repatriation and restitution.

1.1 Humboldt Forum under construction, July 2018. Photograph by SharonMacdonald.

The Humboldt Forum was a central case for the Making Differences project. Berlin

Global, which is the focus of Sharon Macdonald’s fieldwork, is one of the permanent

galleries of the Humboldt Forum. Margareta von Oswald conducted fieldwork in the

Ethnological Museum as it prepared for itsmove to theHumboldt Forum and she writes

here of how that context impacted on work within the museum, and elsewhere of how

curatorial activity inevitably took place, to some extent at least, within existing, and

often colonial, infrastructures and assumptions (von Oswald 2020). Nnenna Onuoha

likewise explores anaspect ofwhatwemight see as part of thepreparatory infrastructure

for the Humboldt Forum, in this case an exhibition called Beyond Compare: Art from Africa

in the Bode Museum that was billed as ‘on the way to the Humboldt Forum’. Her analysis

too highlights the persistence of past models, despite this exhibition’s forward-looking

ambition. The activities of the curators and artists with whom Jonas Tinius worked, as

well as the activists in Duane Jethro’s research, were also mobilised in no small part by

what they saw as the colonial wrongs coalescing around the Humboldt Forum. Beyond

the contents of this book –and forming a subproject in a final phase ofMakingDifferences
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– Irene Hilden and Andrei Zavadsky have conducted research on the reception of the

Humboldt Forum by the press and visitors (Hilden, Merrow and Zavadski 2021; Zavad-

sky and Hilden 2022). In addition, and also part of Making Differences, artist-researcher

Tal Adler has created an exhibit for the University’s exhibiting space, the Humboldt

Labor, within the Humboldt Forum.7 Designed to reflect critically upon collecting and

exhibiting practices themselves, this exhibit is also intended not only to reflect upon

what is currently done but also to generate debate and contribute to changing practice

(Macdonald 2023).

1.2 Opposition to the Humboldt Forum, August 2020. Photograph by Andrei Zavadsky.

The making and contesting of the Humboldt Forum underway by 2015 were, along

with the wider debates about colonial histories and continuities, followed by further

twists and turns locally and further afield.Thewidely reported 2017 statement by French

President Emmanuel Macron that ‘conditions should be created for the… restitution

of African patrimony to Africa’ (Rea 2017), was highly significant, especially as it came

to be developed in a report that he commissioned (Sarr and Savoy 2018; see also von

Oswald 2018), in proposing that instead of the burden of proof for the return of objects

resting on proof that they had been misappropriated, the onus should be on proving

that there had been ‘free consent’ by those from whom the objects came if they were to

be retained. One of the authors of a report that he commissioned to help make the case

was art historian Bénédicte Savoy, who, in 2017, resigned from the Humboldt Forum’s

advisory board, citing among other reasons the failure of its organisers to sufficiently
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address questions of provenance (Haentschel 2017; Förster 2019: 79). Since then, several

permanent provenance research posts have been created to work with the collections of

the EthnologicalMuseumandMuseumof Asian Art.8 One of our teammembers, Larissa

Förster, has worked for many years on the provenance of objects from colonial contexts.

She helped create the 2018 provenance guidelines for the German Museums Associ-

ation, published an edited collection and other contributions dedicated to questions

of provenance in ethnological museums (Förster, Edenheiser, Fründt and Hartmann

2018; Förster and Bose 2018; Förster 2018a, 2018b, 2019) and co-edited an introduction

to museum ethnology (Edenheiser and Förster 2019) that aimed, among other things, to

improve provenance education. In addition, she has undertaken innovative provenance

research herself (Förster and Stoecker 2016). Her chapter here draws on some of her

experience—in effect treating it as a formof fieldwork—to look at theway that particular

terms came to be adopted and the consequences of these within the ongoing debates.

While questions of ethnological museums and colonialism were already on our

agenda when we began theMaking Differences project, particularly for the research area

Transforming the Ethnographic, other edited volumes that we produced (Lidchi, Mac-

donald and Oswald 2017; Oswald and Tinius 2020) reflected more recent events and

debates. These works contribute not only to documenting and analysing transforma-

tions but also to the transformational aim of decolonising museums and heritage.They

bring often overlooked but nevertheless ramifying forms of coloniality within certain

heritage and institutions to light, and explore and propose modes of addressing them.

Giving further momentum to decolonisation efforts was the widespread global mo-

bilisation in support of the Black Lives Matter movement, following the brutal killing of

George Floyd by U.S. police in 2020. Among other forms of protest, statues of slave own-

ers were toppled not only in the U.S. but also in Europe (see, for example, Atuire 2020;

Buchczykand Jethro2020; Jethro2021).Duane Jethro’s researchoncolonial street renam-

ing shows that attempts to decolonise had some success in past years but that the events

of 2020 have helped accelerate the process. One example is Berlin’s decision to change

the name of the street in which our Institute and Research Centre is located—a decision

forwhichpostcolonial activists andvarious others had long campaigned (Azaryahu2009;

Engler 2013; Jethro andMacdonald forthcoming).

These were certainly not the only significant developments during our research. Na-

zli Cabadağ discusses new developments in the LGBTI+ Pridemovements in Istanbul as

well as in Berlin, further demonstrating howwhat happens in Germanymay be part of a

specific transnational dynamic (see also Cabadağ and Ediger 2020). A political move to

the right in Turkey is part of the worrying context of these events. A rightwards move,

characterised by growing neo-nationalism and intolerance of diversity, has also been ev-

ident in various other parts of the world during these years, withmuseums and heritage

frequently being enlisted in service of promoting such positions (Eckersley 2020; Mac-

donald 2016, 2021).This is recognised by somemuseums as a particular problem for how

they present ‘culture’, as shown in Magdalena Buchczyk’s discussion of attempts to di-

versify the collections of the Museum of European Cultures (this volume). Increasingly,

social media is being deployed to extend the reach of intolerance (though as research by

Nazli Cabadağ and Christoph Bareither, this volume, shows, social media is also being

used to work against such views).9
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Notable in recent years is the growth of public concern over the climate, as evidenced

by the Fridays for Future protests, which have taken place all around the world. While

this recent intensification of public concern was predated by citizen science initiatives,

it is nevertheless part of their wider context, and, indeed, of the wider context of all such

work.

The ‘busyness’ of the past years is testament to the prominence in public discourse

of museums, heritage and questions of diversity. As evident from the persistence and

even the resurgence of efforts to deploy museums and heritage against diversity and in

service of conservative and exclusionary ends, the ‘direction’ of this activity is clearly not

one-way. Nevertheless, certain lines of travel and emphases can be detected amidst the

plethora of developments. In order to set out the ways that theMakingDifferences project

has approached these tendencies, more needs to be said about our methodology.

Methodology

Asnoted above,most of the ethnographic research inMakingDifferences:TransformingMu-

seums and Heritage took place in Berlin—hence, the subtitle of this online book: A Berlin

Ethnography. In the classic tradition of ethnography, our work speaks not only to what

is happening in each case but also to wider developments. This includes those outlined

above, which the chapters that follow expand on, as well as others that the various au-

thors identify.What we present here, in essence, are particular struggles over, and reali-

sations of, how to do difference and diversity in the present. All of these struggles and

realisations, in one way or another, implicate heritage, be it in the form of museums

and collections or in notions of belonging, history and culture. And all involve innova-

tion—attempts to craft newways of doing things or new concepts or new alliances, often

against a backdrop of established and even limiting infrastructures, practices and ways

of thinking. As such, they highlight the potential of museums and heritage to transform

how difference and diversity are done more widely.

‘An Ethnography’

That all of the studies were conducted in Berlin within the same time frame enables an

in-depth understanding of a particular setting and moment. It is what allows us to de-

scribe our approach as ‘an ethnography’, even though it was conducted by multiple re-

searchers, each bringing a particular kind of expertise, fieldwork experience and set of

perspectives to the project. It is a multi-researcher ethnography not just in the sense that

many ethnographers have all worked on one topic but also in that it preserves their dis-

tinct inputs. Rather than begin from the idea of a known or potential ‘whole’, we leave

openhowdifferent organisations,groups andother components or elements—touse the

language of assemblage theory—interrelate or form particular constellations (DeLanda

2016).

Our ethnography does, nevertheless, attempt to include a broad range of museum

andheritageorganisations and settings.And it does sowithoutpurporting tobe compre-

hensive or imagining its selections to be representative of parts within a system. Given

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


34 Sharon Macdonald

that the city’s official tourismorganisation,Visit Berlin, lists 170museums alone, and that

there are many more heritage sites, and an incalculable number of the heritage-related

practices, exhaustive coverage would have been not only exhausting but impossible. In-

stead, our approach has been to select contexts and venues that tap into questions of di-

versity anddifference froma rangeof positions andperspectives.How thesemight relate

to each other—whether through similar language or other practices—was a matter for

investigation rather than presumption. At the same time, however, we did work on the

assumption that there would be many interrelationships, not least due to geographical

proximity and the potential for shared discourse, as sketched above. Moreover, some of

the groups and organisations that weworkedwith are part of overarching governmental

structures—for example, the Museum of Islamic Art, the Ethnological Museum and the

Museum of European Cultures, among others, are all part of the Staatliche Museen zu

Berlin (SMB) and the Stiftung Preussischer Kulturbesitz (SPK, Prussian Cultural Her-

itage Foundation). They thus operate under various shared organisational conditions,

and sometimes are spoken of as a collective. In addition, some of thesemuseums, aswell

as others, engage in common endeavours, most notably, the Humboldt Forum. By giv-

ing recognition to links and interrelationships, we aimed to avoid what—in an article

for which Christine Gerbich came up with the apt title, ‘No Museum is an Island’—we

have called ‘ethnographic containerism’ (Macdonald, Gerbich and Oswald 2018). Mod-

elled on critiques of the widespread tendency in social science research to regard the

nation as a taken-for-granted analytical ‘container’ (‘methodological nationalism’), our

collective ethnographic approach avoided taking each component ethnographic study as

representing an isolated island of operation.

Here it is also important to note that although a good deal of our research was ‘real

time’—that is, looking at what was ongoing—we did not see it as disconnected from the

past. On the contrary, we were centrally concerned with how the past articulates with

the present, be it through consciously addressing history or through the persistence of

earlier discourse or infrastructure.

Approaching difference and diversity

Themethodological approach adoptedwas also important in order to breakwith conven-

tional framings of difference and diversity. By not limiting ourselves to one kind of or-

ganisation and by not workingwith predefined notions of ‘communities’ or ‘differences’,

we were able to bring together heterogeneous elements (any of which alone might risk

becoming a ‘container’) and to disrupt theways inwhich they could be taken for granted.

Mixing things up in this heterogeneous fashion allowed for the methodological ‘messi-

ness’ that John Law (2004) advocates to avoid replicating existing analytical frameworks

and, thus, to help open up new perspectives.

A characteristic of ethnographic methodology, especially that rooted in social an-

thropology, is to give close attention to the framings, categories and practices deployed

by those we are trying to understand. How do they see and do difference and diversity?

Who is included and how in their grouping of subjects? Accordingly, our research of-

ten followed our interlocutors in their networks, groups and communities. In looking at

participatory projects at theMuseumof Islamic Art, theMuseumofNatural History, the
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Museum of European Cultures or Berlin Global, we examined the ways in which partic-

ipants were defined and enlisted. Likewise, we explored the affiliations made in Berlin

Pride, in i,Slam, in the visitor books of the German colonialism exhibition or by visitors

postingonline about theHolocaustMemorial.Andwe followedattempts to comeupwith

new and different classifications of difference, as in Jonas Tinius’s study of SAVVY Con-

temporary’s ‘Dis-Othering’ project, conducted with the Belgian Centre for Fine Arts and

Austria’s Kulturen in Bewegung. Centrally, then, our ethnographic work gives attention to

the kinds of sameness and difference, the categories and relationships, that our partici-

pants invoke through the terms that they use (e.g. ‘Berliners’, ‘Europe’, ‘Africa’, ‘commu-

nity’, ‘race’), as well as to how they put these into practice (e.g. who they label or define

by such terms, whom they invite to participate in certain events, who turns up). Doing

so opens up the potential gap between terms and their use. Sometimes the gap is be-

tween expectations and results, ambitions and reality. Sometimes it signals interesting

possibilities beyond those contemplated at the outset. And sometimes—in processes of

recursivity (Tinius andMacdonald 2020)—it can be refracted back into both practice and

academic theorising, to show alternatives to the terminologies currently in use.

Our research methodology adopts a particular take on difference and diversity.

Rather than following the equivalent of a multicultural model, which would have

identified particular groups or venues, or particular kinds of diversity, as offering an

equivalent set of distinctive positions, we developed amulti-scalar, multifocal approach

that was responsive to the heterogeneous context and approaches of our researchers. If

not exactly rhizomatic (in Braidotti’s sense, above), it is nevertheless a model that does

not presuppose a single ‘whole picture’; rather, it allows for degrees of sharing, partial

connections, mutual reverberations and traffic between them. As such, it leaves the

possibilities for what is going onmore open than they would be otherwise.

Ethnographic engagement

The researchers in the Making Differences project have spent time in their various field-

work settings and engaged with those who participate in them. None of the studies rely

on post-hoc documentation by others or recollections by interviewees, thoughmany use

these as part of anoverall raft of approaches.Amix of techniques is usual in ethnography,

though it always includes some degree of ‘being there’ (Geertz 1988), of being in the pres-

ence of interlocutors, even when ‘there’ can also mean online (see especially Bareither,

this volume). A characteristic of much ethnography is the direct observation of objects,

images,movements, bodies, spaces, animals and other other-than-human participants.

All of the ethnographic contributions in this volume pay close attention to detail: partic-

ular words or tones of voice; the placing of objects in relation to one another or to texts;

facial expressions in photographs or looks exchanged during a meeting; the mounting

disquiet when events are not quite working out or the ebullience of participating in a

successful effort. Such details are not ‘mere’ or ‘incidental’. Rather, they are often where

struggles or contradictions coalesce or plans get tripped up.

While all of the ethnographic research undertaken inMaking Differences has involved

some in situ presence, the forms that this has taken, and the emphasis given to partic-

ular techniques, has varied. In some cases, researchers have been deeply embedded in
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their fieldsites over years, even prior to their joining the project. This is particularly the

case forNazli Cabadağ, Larissa Förster,ChristineGerbich,TahaniNadimandMargareta

von Oswald, though depending on how one defines ‘fieldsite’ includes others as well.

Their position can be described as observant-participation — a term used here by Mar-

gareta vonOswald,who co-curated an exhibition in the EthnologicalMuseum. Inverting

the classical term ‘participant-observation’, which advocates understanding through in-

volvement, observant-participation implies a more active role, even a leading one.

Many of our other researchers have also taken active roles that had the potential to

change what they were investigating. Duane Jethro has spoken in public in favour of

changing colonial street names in Berlin and describes his position as one of ‘occupy-

ing a space of solidarity’ with activists; Jonas Tinius organised activities for some of the

galleries that he worked with and acted as a ‘sparring partner’ (Tinius 2021; Tinius and

Macdonald 2020); I was a member of Berlin Global’s advisory board and made input in

other capacities too; Chiara Garbellotto’s innovative approach collaborates with partici-

pants, and sometimes also with the visual anthropologist in our team,Nnenna Onuoha,

to deviseworkshops (Garbellotto andOnuoha 2019). In addition,beyond the scope of this

volume, the project has entailed further engagements, including, as mentioned above,

artist-researcher Tal Adler’s exhibitWho is ID8470?which is shown in the Humboldt La-

bor in the Humboldt Forum. We do not see such roles as contaminating the research

process but, rather, as opportunities to learn more and open up spaces for reflection,

and to engage deeply by directly experiencing the details, complexities and affective di-

mensions of practice. Occupying various roles allows a ‘multifaceted granularity’ of un-

derstanding, as Larissa Förster puts it below; and it is perhaps inevitable in contexts in

which, as Jonas Tinius has written elsewhere, the ‘membranes’ between organizations

are ‘porous’ (Tinius 2020). Active participation helps us get a better handle on how those

we are working with are likely to see and feel the activities in which they are involved.

Hence, it gives us a stronger grasp of how and why things turn out as they do, and, by

extension, positions us to make a difference to ongoing practice.

Makingadifference in the sense of changingmuseumandheritage practice for the bet-

ter is part of theproject’s objective.Throughcareful observationandanalysis, researchers

identified concepts and practices that can help or hinder the improvement of how things

are customarily done. Likewise, highlighting seeming self-evident assumptions or over-

looked influences can lead to ways of thinking—and doing—otherwise (CARMAH2018).

Working closely with fieldwork interlocutors helps ensure that our insights and the re-

sults of our analysis flow into future practice. So too does the use of multiple formats,

ranging from informal discussions tomore formal meetings, reports, workshops, films,

conferences and various kinds of publications (blogs, co-written experimental pieces,

academic articles, etc.). Making as much of our work as possible open access—as with

this volume—has also been important in this regard. Other, direct forms ofmaking a dif-

ference to which the project has contributed include exhibition-making, activism and de-

vising new pedagogical programmes and guidelines.
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Team work

All ethnographic research requires reflexivity—that is, attention to one’s own role. This

is all the more so when research involves as much active participation as theMaking Dif-

ferences project has. Work in a multi-researcher team has been invaluable in promoting

reflexivity, for it provides an environment of alert colleagues, with complementary ex-

perience and expertise, who can ask questions and prompt (sometimes uncomfortable)

interrogations of each other’s roles, assumptions, actions and findings.

Our team work was aided by the fact that members of theMaking Differences project

were all based in a shared research space—that of the Centre for Anthropological Re-

search on Museums and Heritage (CARMAH). Regular meetings, presentations, co-or-

ganised events and co-written publications all helped bring the studies together by de-

tecting connections and disparities, and by highlighting further lines of enquiry. Our

ethnographywas ‘more-than-individual’ in that weworkedwithin a constant buzz of in-

formation relevant to our research, with news articles being sent around on email and

clusters of researchers gathering in the kitchen to discuss them. Attending talks and

conferences fostered an ongoing conversation across and beyond specific fieldsites. Not

infrequently, the fieldsite of one researcher would be visited by others in the team. For

example,many teammembers collectively visited theGermanColonialism exhibition,Da-

HEIMat theMuseumofEuropeanCultures,BeyondCompareat theBodeMuseumand the

Heritage of the Old Kings at the Museum of Islamic Art. Many also participated in events

connected with the renaming of our institute’s street. Some of us also visited exhibi-

tions and events elsewhere and analysed them together (e.g.Merrow,Gerbich and Jethro

2020).

The composition of the Making Differences team was fluid in that it was made up of

variousmembers at different times over a wide range of positions and levels of commit-

ment: some came later than others or left earlier, some were full-time, others were affil-

iated. We also drew on input from visiting researchers who came either specifically for

Making Differences or for other projects as well as from external associates of CARMAH

and beyond. Nevertheless, this particular volume was the result of a core conversation

over a dedicated series of meetings and drafts.

This volume

The chapters in this volume address questions of how difference and diversity are being

done in museums and heritage today. Rather than presenting summaries of the over-

all findings from each study, they explore particular dimensions of the wider research.

Collectively, they offer many more insights and deploy many more theoretical resources

than I have covered here.The articles in this volume, emanating as they do from the same

research project, are linked in a multitude of ways, and need not be read in any specific

order. Nevertheless, the following offers one possible approach bymeans of a meta-nar-

rative about doing diversity in museums and heritage.
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Colonial provenance, persistence and decolonisation

Debates about colonial provenance and restitution are a major strand of contemporary

diversity discourse in German public culture, which asks how Germany—and Europe

more generally—position themselves with regard to other parts of the world, especially

former colonies in Africa. Larissa Förster, in her chapter for this volume, discusses the

unique forms that growing concerns about colonial provenance, restitution, human re-

mains and cultural artefacts in various parts of theworld take inGermany.She gives par-

ticular attention to German colonial history and its relationship to other histories such

as that of National Socialism, as well as to certain political and cultural structures and

developments. From her own close involvement, she highlights changes over time as de-

bates have increasingly come to be framed inmoral rather than in exclusively legal terms.

This shift also encompasses an emphasis on decolonising museums and heritage more

widely.

Margareta von Oswald’s fieldwork in the Ethnological Museum in Berlin was carried

out as these debates became particularly acute, intensified by the fact that the Ethnolog-

ical Museum was preparing exhibitions for the Humboldt Forum. As she describes, this

led to tense atmospheres within the museum as curators – including herself – sought

to negotiate certain resulting tensions. Evident here is also how museums’ earlier work

of ‘making differences’ continues into the present,making current attempts bymuseum

staff towork innewwaysmore challenging (see also vonOswald 2020,2022; Phillips 2011;

Lidchi, Macdonald and von Oswald 2017). Co-curating an exhibition that was intended

to address questions of colonial provenance and ‘looted art’, von Oswald directly expe-

rienced the challenges involved, emanating variously from the conditions and assump-

tions of the organizational context, as well as from issues that only becamemore evident

during themaking process (see also Oswald and Rodatus 2017). On the one hand, the re-

sulting exhibition, Object Biographies, was an attempt to bring a more critical approach

to conventional modes of collecting and exhibiting African objects within ethnological

museums – and, thus, to be a form of decolonising – but at the same time, as she herself

makes clear, it was compromised in various ways.

Object Biographieswas created as part of the process of developing ideas for the future

Forum. Another notable exhibition that was developed as part of this process and that

also involved objects from the collections of the Ethnological Museum was Beyond Com-

pare: Art from Africa, which Nnenna Onuoha discusses in this volume (see also Loeseke

2019).The exhibition placed items from the Africa collections alongside those already on

display in the Bode Museum, which is devoted to Byzantine, Gothic, Renaissance and

Baroque art.The juxtaposition of Africa and Europe posed the question of comparability

alluded to in the title. While this inclusion of African objects in a museum of European

art was intended, as Onuoha explains, to ‘transcend…stereotypical, Eurocentric percep-

tions of African Art’, she argues that it ‘ends up reinforcing’ them.Her argument rests on

a historically informed analysis that includes detailed attention to the particular juxta-

positions of objectswith one another andwith the accompanying texts and gallery space.

Instead of ‘difference’ being ‘enunciated’ inways that open up questions, it is instead, she

maintains, ‘flattened’ into familiar binaries, performing in effect a simple form of ‘cul-

tural diversity’ in which difference is neatly contained.
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1.3 German Colonialism exhibition at the GermanHistoricalMuseum. Photograph byWolfgang

Siesing reproduced courtesy of the GermanHistoricalMuseum.

German Colonialism, an exhibition that opened at the German Historical Museum in

2016, was, as noted above, widely seen as part of a turn towards a more direct and open

confrontation with Germany’s colonial past—in contrast, as some would claim, to the

Humboldt Forum. As Harriet Merrow explains, though some saw it as a welcome sign of

Germany at long last coming clean about its past, it also received a good deal of criticism

from politicians, activists,members of the public and even those who had been involved

in itsmaking.Putting it crudely, somebelieved itwas too critical ofGermany,whereas for

others it did not gonearly far enough.Drawing on analysis ofmedia coverage, thousands

of entries in visitorbooks,participant-observation in theexhibitionand interviews,Mer-

row identifies the variety of statements, the key issues onwhich disagreement tended to

fall and the features of the exhibition that led to particular, sometimes problematic, in-

terpretations and limitations. A better understanding of these responses can help create

exhibitions that are effective in tackling the contentious topic ofGermancolonialismand

in spreading awareness of its continuities amidst broader decolonisation efforts.

Duane Jethro addresses issues of decolonisation in his examination of campaigns to

rename streets with colonial histories and/or connotations in Berlin. He compares the

situationwith that of post-apartheid SouthAfrica,where he has also conducted research

(see especially Jethro 2020). The very efficiency and speed of street-renaming in South

Africameant that a public debate scarcely took place there.The struggles that accompany

such debates, he argues, are worthwhile because they raise awareness not only about the

past but also about how race is articulated in relation to national identity.Moreover, they

show that the term ‘decolonisation’ itself is variously understood and can indicate a range

of different processes, somemore unsettling and probing than others.
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Diversity initiatives

Scholarship and activism have increasingly shown colonialism to have had much more

extensive and lasting consequences than previously recognised (e.g. Azoulay 2019; Stoler

2016), highlighting the need for more extensive decolonisation.This requires thorough-

going examination of taken-for-granted structures of thought and action, as well as the

challengingofproblematic conceptionsofdifference suchasOtherness,and theaddress-

ing of diversity and white privilege. Initiatives to begin this work of decolonising and

diversifying have begun to flourish in cultural organisations, including museums and

heritage (see, for example,Dilger andWarstat 2021; Insaf 2020; Knudsen et al. 2021; Sieg

2021).

One such initiative is the Dis-Othering project, discussed by Jonas Tinius, which

sought to look at how various cultural organisations themselves imagine Africa, includ-

ing as part of their own attempts to diversify. The project was a collaboration between

two non-mainstream organisations that had strong reputations for their critical en-

gagementwith questions of diversity anddifference, and a public cultural and exhibition

venue that acted as project manager and, eventually, the subject of curators’ criticism.

One part of the project entailed creating a survey to map diversity within a wide range

of arts organisations, both mainstream and more avant-garde, in Austria, Belgium and

Germany. As Tinius’ engaged ethnography shows, this turned out to be highly problem-

atic, with contention over which diversities to include, as well as over the format and

approach of the questionnaire, and the constituency to address. What became evident,

he argues, was that the very attempts to map diversity themselves frequently ended

up replicating the categories and formats of which they were critical. While this might

seem a depressing conclusion—and it is surely a cautionary one—he points out that

the struggle and reflection that resulted were themselves valuable and can be seen as a

positive outcome of the project.

Trying to actively diversify was also the aim of a number of our other fieldsites,

including the exhibition Berlin Global in the Humboldt Forum, discussed by me, and

the Museum of European Cultures, analysed by Magdalena Buchczyk. Berlin Global

attempted to embrace many forms of diversity and diversification while critiquing Oth-

ering and exoticisation. As I show, attempting to do the latter—as with Beyond Compare

and the Dis-Othering project—often risked reproducing stereotypes or dualisms in the

very process of attempting to make visitors aware of them. Here again, it was in the

practice of realisation that the difficulty often lay. Much debate and careful considera-

tion of the ‘visual metaphors’ of the exhibition sought to find ways around the perceived

problems. This was also the case in relation to the dilemmas of categorisation in the

Dis-Othering project, and to the possible endless proliferation of diversities—dilemmas

with which political theory also struggles.

Berlin Global is not based on a particular collection: the objects that it includes

have been selected primarily to illustrate the story and ‘message’ (Botschaft) that the

curators devised. In this, it differs from the Ethnological Museum’s presence in the

Humboldt Forum, as discussed by Oswald and Onuoha, as well as from the Museum

of European Cultures example, presented by Buchczyk. Which objects are present in

the collections—and what information is available about them—is inevitably shaped by
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previous historical circumstances, chance and the predilections of previous curatorial

ideas and ambitions—factors that can limit current curatorial aims, as Buchczyk shows

particularly clearly. The desire of curators at the Museum of European Culture to be

‘socially responsive’, which they see as being ‘more diverse’, is often made more difficult

due to the coverage of the current collections.During Buchczyk’s fieldwork, the curators

devised new ways to try to do what they refer to as ‘diversifying the collections’ and

‘addressing gaps’. This includes writing a new collecting policy, which will diversify

not only what is collected in the future but also who is involved. But as the curators’

thoughtful discussions show, operationalising the policy and deciding which specific

objects to collect face thorny problems that are inherent tomany diversification projects,

particularly those that, like museums, carry the weight of the past and stand to shape

the future.

Expanding the remit ofwho is involved inmuseumwork is amajormotivation of cit-

izen science initiatives.These have been developed especially bymuseums of natural his-

tory,where an emphasis on biodiversity is variously entangledwith ideas of social diver-

sity, asChiaraGarbellotto andTahaniNadimshowhere in examples from their fieldwork

in the BerlinMuseumofNatural History. Initiatives that enlist ‘citizens’ inmapping bio-

diversity, such as the Nightingale Project on which they focus, tend to do so within em-

piricist approaches thatunderstanddiversity as ‘there’ to bediscoveredanddocumented.

By contrast, Garbellotto and Nadim emphasise that diversity is ‘co-produced by the ma-

terial-semiotic devices used to record it’ and, therefore, they explore the practices and

infrastructures of producing diversity data (see also Nadim 2021). As with various other

MakingDifferences studies, especially those of Tinius and Buchczyk, this brings attention

to issues of the classifications used, as well as to the other ways in which certain data-

making practices afford particular kinds of engagement (or not) and particular kinds of

connections (or not). They show how, on the one hand, citizen science biodiversity ini-

tiatives attempt to articulate social diversity by involving ‘more diverse’ sections of the

population, including ‘new Berliners’ who are not formally citizens. On the other, how-

ever, they also stress that the link between a loss of biodiversity and a loss of social diver-

sity—as when urban gentrification results in a loss of both—tends to be overlooked by

views that see citizen science as lying outside the sphere of civic participation.

Forging new belonging and relations

Garbellotto and Nadim argue that citizen science initiatives can be seen not simply as

involving citizens but as producing them (or what they call ‘sensing’ them). If citizenship

is seen as not just about formal legal status—and not as something that one has or does

not—but as a more graded andmultifacetedmatter including feelings of belonging and

of being able to participate in public culture, then cultural organisations and initiatives

have an important role to play in enabling it. Indeed, their major motivation for trying

to diversify collections, exhibitions and the like is to give recognition—and thus some

sense of connection—to the diversity of Germany’s population. Enabling the active par-

ticipation of ‘citizens’ in this broader sense takes that recognition to another level. As we

have already seen, however, opportunities for active participation face certain difficul-

ties, though various innovative solutions have been and are being developed.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


42 Sharon Macdonald

One of the established museums in Berlin that has embraced the goal of inclusivity

is the Museum of Islamic Art.The goal has been particularly valuable in light of the fact

that Islam is often popularly regarded to be, as Katarzyna Puzon writes, ‘not German’.

Both Christine Gerbich and Rikke Gram present examples of significant participatory

initiatives that the Museum of Islamic Art was instrumental in establishing. For exam-

ple,MuseumDiwan, a project that Gerbich played amajor role in designing and running,

brought together people from a range of backgrounds to help rethink the museum’s ap-

proaches.This includedwhat was called ‘revisiting the collections’, in which participants

explored the potential of the existing collections for connecting with contemporary in-

habitants of Berlin and for telling other stories than those of academic art history. As

Gerbich shows, understanding these processesmerely as ‘adding on’ to what was already

underway was not enough: it also requires from curators and other museum workers a

questioning of current accepted practice, undertaking what Gerbich refers to as ‘organ-

isational unlearning’.

Multakawas another important initiative of theMuseum of Islamic Art, which it un-

dertook together with three other Museums in Berlin (the German Historical Museum,

the Bode Museum and the Museum of the Ancient Near East). It began in 2015 in re-

sponse to the refugee crisis, and it came towin various awards for its efforts to ‘integrate’

new arrivals. Central to its novelty was the use of Arabic-speaking refugees and other

newcomers to the city as museum guides. On the basis of her fieldwork and interviews,

Gram shows how the question of ‘difference’ was variously negotiated in the initiative.

On the one hand, the label ‘refugee’ and the fact that the tours were not only ‘by’ but also

‘for’ refugees (though in practice many others also attended) highlighted the ‘difference’

of the newcomers, something that was also reinforced by certain structural work condi-

tions due to bureaucratic status.On the other, however, the project succeeded in helping

newcomers share their expertise through meaningful work that would otherwise have

been hard to attain, and it allowed them to bring their own perspectives into thesemajor

cultural institutions.

WhileMuseum Diwan andMultakawere organised by established museums, the de-

velopments discussed by Puzon and Cabadağ were realised by individuals and groups.

The initiators can be seen as belonging to specific ‘communities’, though it needs bear-

ing inmind that this termcanbe problematic because it implies that people can be neatly

divided into different but equivalent and internally homogeneous groups. This is often

seen, for example, in relation tomigration,which is oftendepictedas resulting indistinct

‘communities’ with shared ‘cultures’ and shared sets of ties to their ‘homelands’.Museum

Diwanwas designed precisely to avoid such an assumption. The chapters by Puzon and

Cabadağ also showhowa shared ‘migration background’ (Migrationshintergrund)—a term

commonly used by Germans for immigrants and for those whose parents or grandpar-

ents are immigrants—does not necessarily lead to shared interests or senses of collec-

tivity. In the case of the poetry slam group, i,Slam, discussed by Puzon, individuals from

various such backgrounds come together not to express an already fixed identity but,

rather, to negotiate what it means to be both Muslim and German. The cultural form

that this takes is, likewise, not fixed as ‘traditional’; rather, it draws on Islamic heritage

in creative ways, sometimes reaching translocally to other parts of the world as well.
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The LGBTI+ event Berlin Walks with Istanbul Pride, analysed by Cabadağ, can also be

seen as a newly crafted translocal ‘heritage’. In particular, the activists running it—in-

cludingCabadağherself—sought to express solidaritywith IstanbulPride,whichhadnot

taken place since 2015 after being banned by Turkey’s right-wing government.But Istan-

bul-based LGBTI+ activists saw BerlinWalks with Istanbul Pridedifferently, arguing that it

highlighted difference and inequality by performing Western privilege and promulgat-

ing the idea that Europe was an emancipatory destination for migrants.While Cabadağ

accepts the critique in part, she also points out that to see members of the Berlin-based

Turkish-speaking LGBTI+ ‘community’ (or of the Istanbul one, for that matter) as all

alike is problematic: here, too, there is difference when it comes to degrees of privilege

and freedom, especially between generations. Nevertheless, the possibility of ‘commu-

nity without commonality’ enables ‘multiple attachments of queer migrants to multiple

locations and temporalities’.This means that while an event such as BerlinWalks with Is-

tanbul Pride might be rejected by some, it will also be embraced, perhaps ambivalently,

by others. Indeed, the very differences of opinion about it can be welcomed as part of a

wider reflection on ‘making differences queerly’—that is, on finding alternative modes

of making not only differences but also connections of various kinds.

As Christoph Bareither shows in his analysis of posts by visitors to the Memorial to

theMurdered JewsofEurope inBerlin,an importantmeans for connecting translocally is

digitalmedia.Bareither gives careful attention to visitors’ practices of photography—es-

pecially taking selfies—alongwith their postingof the imagesonline and their comments

about the site’s ‘difficult heritage’.As he argues, even in cases ofwhatmight initially seem

like ‘emotionally indifferent’ or even ‘disrespectful’ engagements with the site—such as

smiling for a photograph—visitors often expressmore complicated emotions and reflec-

tions. In addition, rather than connecting with the site from positions of fixed identity

categories, visitors’ posts and their responses to Bareither’s questions showmultiple and

varied forms of engagement.These indicate less an atomisation of relationships to her-

itage, he maintains, than their personalisation, one in which visitors forge their own par-

ticular mix of connections, both with the site and with others in the online sphere.

Final comments

The chapters in this volumemake many more important points than is possible to cover

here, andprovide rich ethnographic illustration regarding questions of diversity anddif-

ference inmuseums and heritage. To boil themdown to one overall set of findingswould

be reductive.Nevertheless, thereare certain core themesanddirections that emerge.One

of the most notable of these is the struggle against established classifications and other

rigid ‘containers’. Despite the wide variety of cases that we have taken, models of diver-

sity that rely on mono-dimensional and fixed categories are shown time and again to

miss the complexities of contemporary relationships and senses of self. Concepts such

as ‘community’ and ‘identity’ are increasingly viewed as, if not inoperable and redun-

dant, at least requiring revision and reconceptualisation to allow for more fluidity and

less communality, as Cabadağ puts it. When terms such as ‘Berliners’ or ‘Germans’ are

used, they are often put in quotation marks, or their problematic status is indicated by

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839464090-003
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


44 Sharon Macdonald

changing our tone of voice or by prefixingwith ‘so-called’ (sogenannte). Online, usersmay

(andusually do) tag their postswithmanyhashtags simultaneously, or, as shown inBare-

ither’s study, theymay deploy hashtags such as #jewish to signal a sense of connection or

to indicate that they have visited the Holocaust Memorial, rather than making a strong

identity claim (such as ‘being Jewish’). Numerous initiatives—started by local or translo-

cal groups, individuals, alternative venues and more mainstream organisations—have

begun the search for new connections and relationships, for new ways of belonging, of

being ‘German’ and of doing diversity. As we discuss in this volume, these new practices

are already being forged and realised.

Our cases also show, however, that abandoning or reworking existing categories is

difficult and usually impossible. This is perhaps especially true for museums, which in

manyways rely on classificatory activity.The classification of collections cannot easily be

changed,as the case of theMuseumofEuropeanCultures shows.But even classifications

that are not materialised in collections can be hard to avoid, as shown in the case of the

BerlinGlobal. Figuring out strategies to diversify and engagewith those who are not usu-

ally involved necessarily involves some kind of naming and labelling, even if it is more or

less self-aware, cautious and innovative. Furthermore, the gathering of data can deploy

categories that the researchers themselves find dubious, as in the Dis-Othering project,

or that do not attend critically to the data assemblages that result, as in the Nightingale

Project.At issuehere arenot simply categories and labels but also thepatterns intowhich

they are organised, which may imply hierarchies or deny inequalities. In this way, asso-

ciations and positions such as where particular exhibitions or museums are located also

establish certain ‘constellations of difference’ to conveymeaning andhierarchy (Macdon-

ald 2016).

An aim of our research is to address problematic modes of differencing—an aim we

sharewith some of the organisations and practices thatwe have explored. In some cases,

organisationsexamined their ownpractices,aswas the intentionof the survey conducted

for the Dis-Othering project, of the meetings leading up to the new collecting policy of

theMuseumof EuropeanCultures and of theMuseumDiwanworkshops. In other cases,

the aimhasbeen tomake thepublic aware of past practices by calling attention to them in

exhibitions, as the German Colonialism exhibition and Berlin Global did for colonial prac-

tices of display. Activism has also sought to highlight problematic differencing, as in the

case of colonial street names,aswell as to bring activist-desireddifference into thepublic

domain, as in Berlin Pride.

In somewayswhat activismdoes is to change thepeoplewhoget tomakedifferences.

Instead of leaving city and culturalmanagement to established institutions, activists rely

on more ad hoc arrangements, though these may develop into more structured organi-

zations (such as Berlin Postkolonial). In some cases, activism begins with a focus on a

specific issue, though aswe see in the case of Berlin, it can gain traction by gathering var-

ious causes together and focusing on specific issues such as street names, restitution and

theHumboldt Forum. In other cases, activism is based on identity or difference, as in the

case of i,Slam and LGBTI initiatives, though here too these tend to reinforce themselves

through translocal networking and online media. While activism is generally regarded

as an ‘outsider’ movement (Pettinicchio 2012) challenging the status quo, what is also

clear in our Berlin ethnography is that the boundaries between inside and outside may
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be traversed and indistinct, as surprisedMargareta vonOswaldwhen she beganworking

in the Ethnological Museum. Organisations such as SAVVY Contemporary and Galerie

Wedding blur the boundaries more explicitly.They are semi-established in that they are

relatively longstanding organisations with physical premises that have received various

types of state funding but they often take oppositional stances and try to change the sta-

tus quo, sometimes allying themselves with, or even instigating, activist campaigns. In

addition, there iswhat has been called ‘institutional activism’, inwhich attempts to bring

aboutmajor changes to established norms emerge ‘fromwithin organisations and insti-

tutions’ (Pettinicchio 2012: 501).While there is a risk here of stretching the term ‘activism’

too far, somemainstream organisations have embraced causes that have been promoted

primarily by activists and have worked together with the activists themselves. An exam-

ple of amove towards greater institutionalisation is the establishment in 2018 of an office

of the German Lost Art Foundation to deal with objects from colonial contexts. The of-

fice is headed by Larissa Förster, whose work falls under both scholarship and activism.

Such fluidity is, indeed, another feature of the situations that we have analysed. Duane

Jethro’s work is also both scholarly and activist—his scholarship provides further sub-

stance for his causes, and his activist participation enriches his scholarly contemplation.

The same is true for Christine Gerbich, who works within an established museum and

is thus to some degree an ‘institutional insider’. More generally, those identifying as ac-

tivists aswell as scholars participated in events organised by our research centre, and are

thus an important part of the overall conversation. Indeed, operating as a locus for such

boundary-crossing interaction was a role that CARMAH came to play.

Changing—diversifying—who is involved in heritage-making is something that al-

most all of the museums that we have looked at have undertaken.This is part of a wider

development that often falls under the heading of ‘participation’ and that is often cast

as part of a ‘democratisation’ of such institutions. Examples in our volume include the

Museum of Islamic Art (bothMuseum Diwan andMultaka), Berlin Global, the Museum of

European Cultures and theMuseum of Natural History. In another publication, we have

discussed these and other examples inmore depth (Macdonald,Gerbich,Gram,Puzon&

Shatanawi 2021). Our ethnographic research hasmade clear that the term ‘participation’

is used in various ways and that the participatory measures go fromminor and tempo-

rary to more substantial and enduring. Changes to how collecting is undertaken, as in

the case of the Museum of European Cultures, are likely to have a deeper impact on the

future than, say, a temporary exhibition.But even developments that started out tempo-

rary, such asMultaka, can have unanticipated effects in the long termbymaking curators

better understand the value of diverse perspectives.

Efforts to increase participation raise the general issue of categorisation and cover-

age: who ends up being included and how?While participationmeasures are sometimes

less transformational than hoped, they remainworthwhile.The accompanying struggles

are part of understanding what the difficulties are—the points at which conversation

tends to stop or categories tend to solidify—and can themselves be an important dimen-

sion of learning and civic participation. As Garbellotto and Nadim argue when writing

about participative data-gathering in citizen science projects, what is needed is not just

more understanding ‘of nature’ but also more ‘critical data consciousness’, that is, more

awareness of howknowledge itself is constructed.As public organisations of knowledge-
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making,museums are especially well placed to undertake that task— a task that, I sug-

gest, might be considered as fostering ‘co-criticality’.

It isworthnoting thatmembers of thepublicmaybe eager toparticipate inmuseums

and heritage. (Trans)local heritagemarches,musical events, activist campaigns, writing

in visitor books, taking photographs at heritage sites and posting comments online are

all intellectually and emotionally engaged activities.Sometimes, aswith theGermanColo-

nialism exhibition, engagement is visible and significant. But even in cases in which ac-

tive participationmay not be immediately evident, itmay be occurring elsewhere or tak-

ing non-conventional forms, as Bareither’s work on the Holocaust Memorial suggests.

The question for established organisations is how to engage with public forms of inter-

est and how to do so inways that broaden involvement rather thanmaking space for only

certain voices.

The issue of voice takes us to one of the most important questions of diversification:

does it simply create more inputs or does it aim specifically at those who are usually left

out?This struggle is especially evident in the case ofBerlinGlobal,where the questionwas

also raised whether the participative offer should extend to members of right-wing or-

ganisations such as the Alternative for Germany party. Is it perhaps especially important

to target those less likely to be convinced of the case for diversity? Or should those who

seek to exclude others from public debate be denied platform? Just what kind of diver-

sity should be promoted? These are questions that are faced not only by museums and

heritage but are of relevance to many cultural organizations.

Thefact thatwehavemostlyundertakenethnographicfieldwork,oftenover long time

periods of months or even years, means that we have directly witnessed debating and

strugglingwith questions such as these, andhave, thus,been able to gain an appreciation

of themany issues and steps takenornot taken,aswell as the assumptions that havebeen

involved. In many cases, this has highlighted the role of a greater range of actors, such

as objects and non-human creatures, atmospheres and feelings, in addition to people,

along with their specific histories and entanglements. All of this, we hope, will help us

offer a deeper understanding of what goes into making heritage and of what heritage

produces.

As this introductionhashopefullymade clear,andaswill becomestillmore evident in

the chapters that follow,much of what we present is of relevance to significant questions

concerning diversity and difference in museums and heritage in general. At the same

time, however, our ethnography of Berlin in the early 21st century paints a vivid portrait

of concerns and developments in Germany’s capital. While we certainly do not cover all

of what has been going on in Berlin’s museums and heritage, we focus on some of the

most significant developments and transformations underway. In particular, we track

how a new emphasis on colonialism, on new arrivals to the city from beyond Europe and

on participation have reshaped debates not only about what diversity might mean and

how it might be done but also about the very nature of Germany and German-ness.

TheMaking Differences project is not yet finished: there is work still to complete and

publications to come. The conversation between us and our many interlocutors – now

including readers of this book – goes on.
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Notes

1 Further information about the project is available here: http://www.carmah.berlin

/making-differences-in-berlin/ (accessed 1 June 2022).

2 https://www.unesco.de/kultur-und-natur/kulturelle-vielfalt (accessed 1 June

2022).

3 https://www.dwds.de/wb/Vielfalt; https://www.dwds.de/wb/Diversität (accessed 1

June 2022).

4 This remains the case today, as the OECD figures show. See https://data.oecd.org/i

nequality/income-inequality.htm (accessed 1 June 2022).

5 https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.htm) (accessed 1 June 2022).

6 This workshop was a collaboration with the Woolf Institute, Cambridge, UK, and

was primarily organised by Jan-Jonathan Bock, a visiting researcher at CARMAH.

7 https://www.humboldt-labor.de/en/projects/other-research-projects/who-is-id-8

470 (accessed 1 June 2022).

8 https://www.smb.museum/en/research/provenance-research/ (accessed 1 June

2022).

9 We are further exploring the capacities of online media in relation to questions of

‘post truth’ in another project. See http://www.carmah.berlin/chapter/ (accessed 1

June 2022).
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