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Foreword
This toolkit was developed by Dr Susannah Eckersley and Dr Helen Mears at Newcastle
University as part of the project en/counter/points: (re)negotiating belonging through
culture and contact in public space and place. Funded by HERA and led by Newcastle
University, the en/counter/points research teams explored the relationships between
public space and notions of belonging.
The contents of this toolkit, including the case studies, interviews and recommendations
have been developed from research undertaken by Dr Susannah Eckersley and Dr
Helen Mears at Newcastle University into museum practices connected to issues of
belonging in England and Germany, as well as into the use of toolkits and other online
resources. A report on our research into toolkits within the museum sector can be freely
downloaded (https://doi.org/10.25405/data.ncl.19267964.v1).
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Introduction
This toolkit has been developed to support those working in and with museums who
engage – or plan to engage - with issues of belonging (and not belonging). It aims to
help practitioners reflect on their practice in this area, to identify opportunities for the
development of practice and to articulate the value, as well as the risks, of museum
engagements with belonging.
Rather than providing rigid ‘how to’ guidance for museums, our approach is to provide
information and to provoke reflection, in order to inform action. We draw from fieldwork
undertaken for the en/counter/points project into museum practices related to issues
of belonging in England and in Germany and share some of our findings through short
texts and case studies. These case studies discuss engagements with belonging in the
context of diverse institutions with differing collections, publics and governance
structures. Through spotlighting specific but shared aspects of our findings, we aim to
draw out some of the critical issues and factors which play a role in these engagements
so as to support future museum practice in the complex area of belonging.
Our research focussed on museums which engaged with belonging, either as an issue in
itself (as in the case of Manchester Museum) or in connection to specific issues of
significance in England and in Germany. In England we focussed primarily on museums
which addressed issues of decolonisation, contemporary migration and citizenship,
through examples connected primarily to Windrush and Brexit. In Germany, we focussed
primarily on museums which addressed issues of historical and contemporary refugees
and migration, diversity and exclusion, through examples connected primarily to postWorld War II forced migration, the European refugee crisis and discrimination.
Each museum in our case studies is operating in unique circumstances and with
different challenges, however, they have all engaged with issues of belonging in order
to make positive changes to society, to the narratives of discrimination and exclusion, to
the structural barriers and to the cultural or historical norms, which have prevented
some people from feeling that they belong. Not every attempt has been successful, but
each one is a step towards belonging for all.
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How to use this toolkit
The toolkit is organised to allow you to dip in and out of it, as needed. You can choose to
read all parts of it from start to finish, or you can read only specific parts more relevant to
you. The toolkit is intended to offer you a framework for developing your work and your
museum in relation to belonging.

For a deep engagement with museums and belonging, we recommend that you work
your way through the toolkit using the flexible structure we have created here, which is
divided into four phases, each of which consists of three steps:

reading, reflection and action.

PHASE 1: What is Belonging?

READ:
First of all, read the section on Belonging, to help you to understand the different ways
this term is used, and to consider what that term means to you and in your work context.
Check the articles and online content provided in Further Information and Resources to
find more detailed analysis.

REFLECT:
Consider your museum’s overall mission, purpose and values. Does it connect to
belonging or is belonging missing from it?

ACT:
Map out what belonging means to you and how it connects to the work and values of
your museum. Create a mind map or a list.
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Add your notes and list or mind map here
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PHASE 2: How and why work with Belonging?

READ:
Take a look at the section Questions and Issues to Consider, as this will help you to think
through what you are aiming to achieve and what practical measures you might take to
achieve them.
Read the interview with Alex Alberda from Manchester Museum about their development
of a new Belonging Gallery
Check the articles and online content provided in Further Information and Resources to
find more detailed analysis.

REFLECT:
Consider whether issues of belonging are present in your museum now? What is the
impact of this presence, or absence, on your museum and your audiences? How does
that relate to wider issues and needs in your local community and audience? Why does
the museum want to work with belonging now and for the future?

ACT:
Create a mind map or a list of the ways you and your museum intend to work on and
with belonging.
Create a SWOT diagram to identify and analyse the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats.
Map out which colleagues or teams in your museum could work together to plan the
next steps.
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Add your notes, mind map and SWOT diagram here
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PHASE 3: What different approaches are there? Where can we find
examples and tips?
READ:
Explore the case studies. Below we have organised them here by the key approaches to
belonging that the case studies address, to help you to find examples of how other
museums have worked through different issues. Or you can just read the case studies in
full.
Check the articles and online content provided in Further Information and Resources to
find more detailed analysis and guidance.

REFLECT:
Consider what is desirable, achievable and what constraints the museum works within.
What approaches are likely to work well for your museum, your topics and your
communities? Do you have existing partnerships and relationships that can be built on,
or do you need to develop new ones?

ACT:
Decide how you will engage with belonging, in practical terms. For example, it might be:
 developing a new exhibition (either temporary or permanent), Explore the cases:
Manchester Museum Belonging Gallery
Case Study: Museum Friedland
Case Study: Frankfurt Historical Museum
Case Study: Zittau Cultural History Museum
Case Study: The Beaney
 planning a set of education and engagement activities. Explore the cases:
Case Study: The Beaney
Case Study: Zittau Cultural History Museum
Case Study: Museum Friedland
 redeveloping display interpretation and communication materials, such as
intervening in an existing exhibition, . Explore the cases:
Case Study: Munich City Museum
Case Study: Ashmolean Museum
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Case Study: The Beaney
 involving artists to offer visual provocations. . Explore the cases:
Case Study: Ashmolean Museum
Case Study: The Beaney
Case Study: Zittau Cultural History Museum
 developing participatory practices, such as co-curating with community or
special interest groups. . Explore the cases:
Case Study: Frankfurt Historical Museum
Case Study: Ashmolean Museum
Case Study: Hastings Museum and Art Gallery
Case Study: Powell-Cotton Museum
Case Study: Munich City Museum
Manchester Museum Belonging Gallery
 creating a new collecting strategy. . Explore the cases:
Case Study: Powell-Cotton Museum
Case Study: Munich City Museum
 embedding belonging into working practices across the museum. . Explore the
cases:
Case Study: Powell-Cotton Museum
Case Study: Hastings Museum and Art Gallery
Case Study: Frankfurt Historical Museum
Case Study: Museum Friedland

Plan who you need to work with from within the museum, and who from outside the
museum to cover the different skillsets needed to carry out your work.
Create a work-plan for your chosen approach, addressing: what is the overall timescale
and budget? Which teams, outside actors, expertise will be needed? What is the
schedule of meetings, deadlines and activities?
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PHASE 4: What else should be considered?

READ:
Read our short set of recommendations and consider how the politics of belonging and
issues of community can be very different in different contexts.
Read the case study on Black Cultural Archives – and consider ways in which museums
can be sensitive to community needs.
Read the case study on Zittau Cultural History Museum – and consider how some
community demands might impact on museums.
Check the articles and online content provided in Further Information and Resources to
find more detailed analysis and guidance.

REFLECT:
Consider how these recommendations and the ideas you have developed so far
connect to bigger issues of importance to your museum, to your audiences/visitors and
local communities, to global communities and to professional communities.
Consider carefully any unintended consequences of your work so far on belonging –
both positive and negative.
Consider how you might continue to constructively address issues of belonging in your
work.
Consider how want to measure success, and whether you need multiple ideas of
success (for your funders, for your trustees, for your colleagues/volunteers, for your
visitors/communities).
Consider how the work you have done can be sustained or further developed beyond
the initial activity.

ACT:
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Seek out specialist (academic, professional or community-based expertise) guidance
and best practice on specific issues connected to belonging that relate to your planned
work.
Communicate how the values and aims of the museum will be supported through your
chosen plan of action.
Communicate the ways in which this plan of action will help to address issues raised by
your communities and networks.
Plan out an evaluation strategy for your work and its outcomes, based on your decision
on what constitutes success.
Embed repeated reflective practice (as modelled by the ‘read-reflect-act’ framework
used here) into your everyday work.
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Belonging
What is belonging?

Belong (verb)
to be in the right place or a suitable place
to feel happy or comfortable in a situation
(Cambridge Dictionary)
Psychologists define belonging as a psychosocial human need which affects our
relationships between the self and the world – one which can be utilised as either a
constructive or destructive force within society.
As a legal definition of status, belonging in terms of nationality, citizenship, majority or
minority status, is linked to terms such as integration, inclusion and exclusion, which are
in turn enacted within political discourses, policies, social practices and expectations. In
such usage, the idea of belonging is frequently connected to identity, and to formalised
identity categories which may be self-defined or externally imposed – such as language,
religion, sexuality, ethnicity or gender among others. Identities (and by extension forms
of belonging) are often expressed and felt in relation to place, or to community.
Belonging is a word which not only has clear legal signifiers (in terms of belongings as
legal possessions, or belonging in terms of legal citizenship or nationality status) but
which is also loaded with emotive significance. This emotive significance arises from
belonging as a sensory, emotional - rather than legal or purely rational - state of affinity,
a fluid state of being and feeling. By breaking the word down into its parts - ‘be’ and
‘longing’ - the emotive resonance becomes even more apparent, with the idea that
belonging is a feeling of both ‘being’ and of ‘longing’.
The word belonging is often used as a short-hand for a sense of belonging, for
belongingness or a sense of connection or attachment. Belonging can therefore also
been seen as the right to participate, to be involved, as well as the right to be
represented and seen by others. In this way, belonging links to the civic rights and duties
of those ‘who belong’ and is frequently used to mobilise political action and civic
participation.
Issues of belonging can be divided into two main forms – the formal or official and the
informal or personal:
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“belonging as a personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place (placebelongingness) and belonging as a discursive resource which constructs, claims,
justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion (politics of belonging)”
(Antonsich 2010:645).
Belonging and the significance of a sense of belonging to human understandings of self
and other, and of positionality in time and place, lie at the core of what it means to be
human, to exist in relation to the rest of humanity and to the world.

Why is belonging important?
Belonging is a challenging topic – it simultaneously relates to both memories and
imagined futures, it transcends the bounds of place, while also being deeply connected
to place, and it both connects and divides people. Belonging is an internal ‘sense’ and an
individual choice, yet it is subject to external validation (whether of inclusion or
exclusion) by others and to power differentials within social, cultural and physical
locations. This very complexity of belonging explains its wide appeal and interest but
also its slipperiness.
Often used in public and political discourse to convey a sense of happiness, comfort,
emplacedness and connectedness, a rather uncritical idea of belonging can be found in
advertising campaigns, organisational development initiatives, cultural policy and
funding schemes, health policy, and educational research. At the same time, conflicts
over the right to belong and the power to define belonging, are evident in social and
political trends of exclusionary populism, nationalism and racism, the re-emergence of
‘culture wars’ and the ‘policing’ of marginalised groups within societies. The ubiquity, yet
diversity of the term’s use suggests that the contemporary interest in notions of
belonging responds to a perception that societies and their populations are increasingly
fragmented, disenfranchised and socially isolated.
Collective ideas of belonging and the politics of belonging are fought over, contested,
and either commemorated or protested against. Belonging can be used as a tool of
essentialism or as a means to widen inclusion, acted out through politics, culture,
economics, and human rights, in the media, the cultural sector and right across civil
society.
Whether in relation to issues raised by the women’s rights and protests movements, the
Black Lives Matter movement, the (mis)recognition of migrant or ‘non-nationals’ rights, or
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the presence of right-wing populist parties, belonging is at the core of what it means to
be part of society.

How might museums and belonging connect?
Few museums address belonging as a theme or topic in itself, yet many touch on issues
of belonging (and not belonging) or focus on topics which have belonging at their roots.
Belonging is a powerful force within globalization, with societies undergoing change,
being faced with challenges of a political, social, economic, or cultural nature, or in
connection to the Anthropocene. Contemporary societies are beset by both historical
legacies from, and ongoing reconsiderations of the politics of belonging – the question
of who is permitted to belong and who is excluded (and in which ways, when, where,
how and why) is at the root of histories of conflict, colonization, border change,
genocide, slavery, nationalism and state building. The ongoing significance of belonging
is felt within the global circulation and re-circulation of political discourses on migration,
post-colonialism, multiculturalism, cosmopolitanism, indigeneity, and post-humanism.
Over the last two decades, museums have been increasingly active in promoting social
inclusion, and targeted forms of community engagement and outreach activity have
become standard features of museum practice in the UK. Many museum initiatives have
involved communities experiencing marginalisation and so connected to notions of
belonging, although often in implicit rather than explicit ways. Recently, some museum
practitioners have sought to engage actively and directly with social justice issues responding to the sense that society is fractured and politically divided - in order to
address contemporary challenges, such as those posed by decolonial agendas. Such
initiatives illustrate how museum practice connects to issues of belonging, even where
the connection to belonging may be subconscious.
Belonging is therefore increasingly important as a result of globalisation, in times and
places undergoing rapid change and where encounters with difference become more
and more commonplace. The need to belong, the inability to belong, or the loss of
belonging are all part of the human need to be part of something greater than oneself,
to make a contribution and to be valued and recognised by others.
Despite much innovative museum practice, engagement work has tended to remain on
the periphery of many organisations, where participants remain the consumers, rather
than designers, of museum products (Lynch 2011). Community engagement practices
have traditionally been designed and delivered by museums in ways which may have
16

perpetuated rather than challenged experiences of marginalisation. Similarly, many
‘diversity’ initiatives have been conceived in ways that sustain forms of racialised thinking
and maintain divisions, rather than facilitating meaningful engagement with structural
injustices.
This toolkit proposes that in contrast to the limitations posed by inclusion and diversity
agendas, a focus on belonging offers a more expansive and holistic way of thinking
about people’s connectedness to society. As such, it aims to support museum
practitioners in deepening their engagement with and understanding of belonging.

back to 'How to'
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Questions and Issues to Consider
Aims, mission and purpose
How does this work fit within your organisation’s overall mission, purpose and values?
•

How will the work be reflected across the whole organisation (for example in
gallery interpretation, object records, educational programmes, as well as
business plans)?

•

How will it be embedded and sustained and not just undertaken on a ‘project by
project’ basis?

•

How will the organisation position this work in relation to its ‘core’ audiences?

•

How will the organisation articulate and advocate for this work to others,
including its funders, partners and publics?

How can the work be sustained and, where appropriate, further developed or extended?
•

How will participants and their contributions be recorded, integrated into the
displays and into the institution’s future work?

•

What strategy will be used to manage copyright and intellectual property rights,
so as to support partners in the future use of the outcomes of any collaboration?

•

What opportunities will there be for those involved in the activity to be critically
reflective of it? How will future activity be guided and informed by this feedback?

What resources (staffing, time and programme costs) are available to support this work –
now and longer-term?
•

Will it be a temporary (time-limited) engagement or a sustained one? If timelimited, what will be the project’s ‘exit strategy’ and legacy? If sustained, what
mechanisms and resourcing need to be put in place?

Connecting to or staying apart from politics
How will local contexts (demographic, economic, political) inform your organisation’s work
in this area?
•

Is your organisation able to explore contemporary social realities as well as those
of the past?

•

What are the current needs and concerns of your community? How can you
identify these? Who might be able to help you?
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•

How will you tailor your organisation’s activities to ensure these are responsive to
these needs and concerns?

•

How will you measure and evaluate these to be able to ascertain whether local
needs have been met?

What is the scope for an engagement with politics? Is this a necessary part of engaging
with issues of belonging in your area?
•

What is possible in terms of the institution’s governance and funding?

•

Does the organisation have an appetite for risk-taking? If not, how can the work
be undertaken in ways which meet need but reduce risk?

Different perspectives – multiple, diverse or conflicting
Is the organisation prepared to deal with challenge, conflict and dissent?
•

How will divergent and potentially conflicting perspectives be managed in the
course of the work?

•

How will staff, partners and publics be supported in dealing with challenging
topics and perspectives?

Re-thinking work with collections, objects and historical resources
How could the institution’s historic collections support this work?
•

What are the strengths and limitations of the historic collections in this respect?

•

Is there potential intersection between historic experiences of discrimination
reflected in the collection and contemporary realities?

•

In thinking about the collection as a resource to meet community needs, are
there gaps apparent? How could these be met, for example through loan from
individuals, community-based organisations or other collecting institutions, or
through contemporary collecting?

Is there a role for artists or creative practitioners to be part of this work?
•

How will creative practitioners be identified and commissioned?

•

How will they be supported by the organisation in delivering this work? What
practices of care will be necessary?
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Working collaboratively and supporting belonging among contributors
How does it fit with the personal experiences, values and motivations of the organisation’s
workforce?
•

Do members of the workforce identify with specific issues of belonging? How
does this impact on their sense of self and others? What might this mean for their
work with the organisation?

•

What skills, competencies, behaviours and forms of knowledge are needed to
effectively deliver and support work on the topic of belonging?

•

Are these already available in the workforce, its networks and partners or do
these need to be brought in?

•

Is additional training or other support needed for staff working in this area? How
will this be provided?

•

What practices of care will be needed to ensure staff and partners are supported
in undertaking this work?

How can the organisation promote a sense of belonging for its own workforce?
•

How can staff and volunteers be supported to develop a sense of belonging to
the organisation? What factors might prevent this? How can these be overcome?

Back to ‘How to’
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Manchester Museum – Belonging Gallery
Part of the £15m ‘hello future’ project to redevelop Manchester Museum, the new
Belonging Gallery is due to open at Manchester Museum in 2023 – in 2021 Susannah
Eckersley interviewed Alexandra Alberda, who is the curator responsible for the
Belonging Gallery.

Interview with Alexandra Alberda

SE: Please tell us about your experience and your
work with the new Belonging Gallery at
Manchester - what is your role and how long have
you been at Manchester?
AA: My name is Alexandra Alberda - you can just
call me Alex - I am the Curator of Indigenous
Perspectives at the Manchester Museum. I've only
been there for a year - to the day almost! So, the
Belonging Gallery, which we'll talk about, was
given to me within a month of starting. We don't
have a Curator of Living Cultures, who probably would normally have led on something
like this, so there's been some things that I've gotten to do.
So, my primary role as the Curator of Indigenous Perspectives is, of course, looking at
Indigenous representation, decolonization and Indigenisation, but a part of that is also:
how do we envision a different museum? How do we look at the museum beyond its
colonial power, as being the primary focus of the work we do to de-colonize, but also
being inclusive and being multicultural?
So that is the work I've taken on in the different projects that I've been doing, because
that's all what Indigenisation is about. It can be applied to thinking about different ways
to work with communities, to tell stories, to set up exhibitions, etc. That's how my role
starts to tie into these greater things and not just maybe what people think of right away
as de-colonial work.
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SE: Could you tell us a little about the mission and purpose of the museum and if there is a
specific mission or aim that the Belonging Gallery is aiming to achieve?
AA: What we are trying to do is as a museum is build understanding between cultures
and to work towards a more sustainable world. So those are our big missions that are
driving us, and within those we have three values: we want to be the most caring,
inclusive and imaginative museum that anyone has ever been to.
So that's what we really want to come across, and specifically putting equitable focus
into our mission of understanding between cultures and sustainable world. With the
Belonging Gallery I tried to be quite ambitious and do a little bit of everything! The
Belonging Gallery is really tied to those values. So, that's a belonging that's inclusive and
community-based and it's almost fluid, in that it doesn't have to be these clear little
sections.

Honeycomb diagram - early concept for Belonging Gallery from crowdsourcing exercise, compiled by
Alexandra P. Alberda, late winter 2021

Once I started in the role, we had this great crowdsourcing document, where everyone
in the museum, and I believe there was some visitor feedback in it too, contributed on
what does belonging mean to them and how does it relate to collections? I thematically
coded all of these different answers and created a honeycomb chart of where they
overlapped and all the different topics people brought up. I looked for those themes, but
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also for specific objects or stories people brought up, and in all of that I was thinking of
care and the imagination and inclusivity.
But, ultimately, we have five Victorian cases we need to use, so we're also kind of
beholden to these five Victorian protected cases, we will have five different ways we
come to know belonging. So, we come to know belonging through relationships. We
come to identify belonging through everyday objects. We know and understand
belonging and build myths of belonging, through places in nature. And we problematize,
but also find belonging through human movement. And also, in order to create our
belonging, we do that through actions.
So, those were the five themes that I was pulling out of what people were talking about.
Maybe it wasn't overwhelmingly that people talked about a story of human movement,
but the power of that story had so much care and so much importance, and in what we
wanted to tell that seemed very important. I think we had to be very purposeful also in
telling - whose stories and who gets represented. For example, I can't tell a story of
Africa - I will not ever own that experience or think that I am the right person to tell that so there was also purposeful bringing in of different colleagues for stories we wanted to
tell. And we knew we wanted to tell stories of repatriation in there, we just didn't know
how to tell those stories, so through belonging we tried to bring in all these different
things in different ways.
We did have different methods as being really cognizant of what stories we could tell
and what we shouldn't, but having that open dialogue, also to hold power away from
ourselves and work collaboratively with the artists and see them as having agency, and
not just illustrators that are going to make what we want to see pretty in the gallery. So, I
think that that was probably the most important - also not having ownership over things
that is really important in a methodology like this.

SE: How does this kind of development work? And all of these relationships that you're
building, how does that work organizationally within the museum and the museum
structures?
AA: I wish I had longer. Normally, for a permanent gallery we'd have about three years
that we'd be working on something like this. I had about 18 months from my start, and
once we got into the thick of it, it was really about a year from our intended installation
because we hope to be installed by the beginning of summer. But if we had had more
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time and I had started earlier, I think I would have scaled it up. Within the museum we do
have a very recent history of trying to work more collaboratively, for example, the South
Asia Gallery is being co-curated with a collective of people with South Asian heritage
and experience from the community with various expertise and interests. I’m not a part
of that, but I get to watch it, and so that has, I believe it's 30 or more co-curators working
with us from the community and so there's a lot of different co-creators, that are
creating things. It's very complex and it's developed over years, so there is that learning
of what's already happening over here, which I think affected the Belonging Gallery.
So we had a very fluid kind of method. We’re giving the power of representation to
comic artists that came forward. We’re being very open with where colleagues want to
take it, though I won't ignore the fact that I do hold some power, usually that ends up
happening when you're the person filling out the financial forms for the organization.
So, I think that's where Belonging is a step we want to take at the institution and to try
these different things out. It hopefully will be the first exhibition anyone goes to - I say,
hopefully, just because people could go to the temporary exhibition space on the
ground floor, our new exhibition hall, before going into the permanent galleries. But one
thing I did based on my past research, is that the framing of the exhibition text and how
the stories are told, is being told from the emotional experience, instead of trying to be
objective – scientifically, factually, historically - all these things we know are actually
quite subjective, but which are often placed as the ‘truth’ that you come to a museum to
acquire. So that when people go through that emotional journey, go through that
subjective journey, then perhaps when they go on to these other galleries they won't just
look, but they'll start to unpick that more objective (or neutral seeming) interpretation. So
that that's the foundational part that we're hoping to build that capacity for visitors to be
more immersed and comfortable with subjective interpretation.

Susannah Eckersley: That's really fascinating, it sounds as though you're trying to prompt
people to be more critical and more reflective on what they see by presenting them with
something perhaps that they might not expect from a museum?
Alexandra Alberda: Yes, that's the ambition. Because we know visitors show up with
different types of viewing experiences, so some people will of course come in and still
look for that, and maybe they'll find the Belonging Gallery quite jarring because it
doesn't have that ‘objective’ kind of language. The hope is to break that down, start
getting people critical of what they see, but hopefully in a way that's quite open (here I
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mean from the ‘start’ of the galleries). So it's very purposeful, for instance, that in the
design of the gallery, the nature and place case is juxtaposed with the human
movement case. Because a lot of the discussion in the nature case is about decolonizing
how we talk about nature - animals and plants -and showing that it's natural for these
movements to happen - and seeing that these things are human frames. And then just
start to go over to the human movement one and start to think ‘hey, wait a minute! These
are discussions in human movement too’ and kind of trying to decriminalize what's going
on, how we make up borders and things like that, and then start to look over in nature
and how we think about that. Just start to just pick those things apart and start asking
questions as well.

SE: Do you have particular audiences, groups or communities in mind, or are there multiple
different types of people that you're particularly keen to get to come in to see this exhibition,
or who you really want to address?
AA: Really anyone, but I think it's that equitable ask ‘who do I not see represented?’ so,
what do I think might be the reason they're not coming to the museum, but also where
can we be more innovative, where can we try a little harder?
We look at who we want to expand our audiences to, because we're very much aware
of who our audiences are. I would love it if they saw themselves in our gallery and said
‘Oh, my goodness, this is me - I have representation here’. It was really important for the
co-curator team that we had a lot of LGBTQ plus representation and a lot of positivity,
not just ‘this is a story about someone who has lived experience being gay’, for example,
but actually ‘this story is written in a queer storytelling methodology’. So that type of
thing or even just adding depth so we have a story that is a story of black masculinity,
but also gay black masculinity, and Africa, and decolonization - so there's so many
different identities and layers in these stories, so it's very much focused on different
types of experience. One thing that we hope to build into the methodology, once we
have it set up, is actually bringing in people to tell us what they want done with this
Gallery.

SE: How would you react to people who come in or engage with the museum online, who
are engaged in discourses of exclusion, rather than the inclusivity that is your aim?
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AA: I'm glad you asked that, because that is something we've actually done some work
on, and I think, from a personal standpoint - I am a young-looking, mixed race woman
(often mis-identified), so I have that personal experience and I'm at a point where I know
to say ‘it's not only for you and about you (singularly)’ - so I think that within myself I'm
very comfortable with the fact that that will happen.
So that's all a part of my job and my life experience. As far as the gallery goes, I then try
to think about how to embed confidence and learning in staff, especially those who may
not have those experiences. I have met with the volunteer team and introduced what
this gallery is going to be about, and what stories, and specifically asked them for their
feedback - what do they think as users and as people who give their time to this
institution? So, what are their thoughts? For instance, the gallery used to be called the
Manchester Gallery and it was never really always about Manchester, but because we're
called Manchester Museum and it was called Manchester Gallery, we think there might
be a lot of visitors who expect it to be all about Manchester. So that's why the actions
case will have Manchester stories in it. So that there is a way to point people who have
that identity and belonging in Manchester to belonging in Manchester Museum, so all
tying in with that.
I ran a workshop in December with the visitor team - the visitor team will be the people
in the gallery - because I'm very conscious that there are a lot of serious stories, and
people might not always pick up on or engage with that depth of it. I'm very conscious
that I'm quite confident with having really tough experiences, exclusionary experiences
and working through that but I'm not going to be the person who visitors will encounter.
We had a workshop where I presented what will be in the Belonging Gallery was very
upfront, so I also talked about where the Belonging Gallery will lead the museum and
what stories are there and then we ran activities to gauge people's confidence with it,
and discussed with them what they would need to feel prepared to have those
conversations. But also we did a role playing exercise to work through how we might
address difficult situations constructively, we had some great discussion from that. I'm
doing all these things [with the Belonging Gallery] that are potentially going to result in
tough conversations, but I'm not going to be the person who has to feel the brunt of that
decision.
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SE: Are there any particular objects or activities that you're planning to have in the space
that allow you to make connections between people's personal individual stories and the
bigger issues of belonging?
AA: so what I really love is, we have a tea story by Catriona Laird (artist) and Michelle
Scott (writer), in that we have different teapots or tea ceremonial objects from around
the world that will be in here. There will also of course be tea in the Chinese Culture
gallery and the South Asia gallery, so it will link to that as well. But the main object for
that story is actually a broken teapot that was found in Manchester city centre. It was the
spout that was found and everyone immediately recognised what it was, so it's also
breaking down the objects to these similarities. It links to examples from other countries
and what it means there. It's all about that personal thing, so it's not about tea and this
region, but tea is warm on a cold day and trying to show those emotional links, because I
think tea or hot drinks are something people can connect with and see the cultural
connections. So I'm hoping that story will get people to really think about tea as being
not only very tied to their identity, especially British identities, and the different ways tea
relates to the different cultures that make up British identities. But also how it is
something we can come together over and share an experience. I think that one is really
important.
Usually what happens when you put a broken object on your list, a curatorial assistant or
conservationist might say, ‘did you need this specific object? That one's not necessarily
exhibition ready/in poor condition/isn’t conserved yet, it's quite broken, I can give you
an example of something that is ready/conserved’. But we said ‘yes, we want the broken
one - I think that tea pot is really important’.
Maybe it'll actually get people to imagine and think ‘well I guess in the past museums
haven't let these objects or these cultures or these communities tell the story’. So,
there's an everyday broken object over here, there's a very recognizable, very popular
object over here. So, I think those ones are really exciting.
And then, also the Lesbos lifejacket, which was collected recently through thematic
collecting. We’re working with a partner, Diala Brisly, who has a refugee background and
forced migration, who has been actively working making comics about this experience,
getting back into these areas that are experiencing this, to educate people on the
experience. She's worked specifically on trying to break down this image of the life
jacket, because that is the iconography of refugee background experience, especially
Syrian, currently today. So the hope is actually not telling a story of ‘this is a life jacket!
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Refugees!’ But actually, to break down the story and show that there's people beyond
that, people wore those. And it's so tied to their identity that they can't escape it. So what
does it mean, to represent Syrian refugee experience or refugee experience in general,
with this object? To try to break down the narrative that might be obvious in our
collection with this object, and let’s not let it be what everyone thinks it should be.
Working purposefully with people to tell stories they want to tell is quite exciting.
What we need to do is sit with the complexity. So the driving characteristic is sitting with
complexity, but specifically trying to highlight that everything is emotional. There is not
any decision that is ever made without emotion and everything's political, absolutely
everything. Whether people want to ignore it or not, because that's a huge political
statement. What is the emotionality between representation and how it connects to
these political activist movements?
I really wanted to use the medium of comics, so we can sit with complexity, we can sit
with ambiguity and sit with multiple narratives. I want it to be more open so that people
can bring in all different experiences of theirs as well, I don't want visitors to leave
thinking ‘now I have more expertise in this thing’ or ‘now I have learned from these
‘experts’’, but actually, ‘I'm the expert that brought in the meaning to the exhibition’ that's my big ambition.

SE: What do you hope the legacy of the Belonging Gallery will be?
AA: I hope the legacy of the gallery is that people will engage with it - I hope positively but people engage with it so much that it will bring up more experiences that are not
touched on in the museum. I think would be really good to help build that confidence in
a strength-based and inclusive caring way, so that we can do more and more and more
of these things, and maybe to also be a bit more comfortable with the subjective, not
just in temporary exhibitions or projects, but actually the learning that happens, the
materials created will become a part of the institutional narrative of these objects and of
the museum.
I benefit so much from the team and people outside who have given their time to give
feedback and things like that. We really want people to have a feeling of belonging,
when they come in, but imagination as well, that one's really important to me. That
people come in, they feel like they belong, they feel like they have more agency and
ownership and if people feel like they belong, maybe then they might feel more
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comfortable with addressing things and how we might grow. I want it to be a
conversation starter.
So I think that would be one thing - through conversation, through getting people to
think about themselves and be inspired to share their stories. How do we then make
space for that to be really meaningful and to continue to lead to change and add things,
so there's different things we're looking at doing, that hopefully could do that but we'll
see.

You can read more about Manchester Museum, the Belonging Gallery and its
development here:
https://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/about/hellofuture/thebelonginggallery/
https://mmhellofuture.wordpress.com/

Back to ‘How to’
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Case Studies
The following case studies are museums located in either England or Germany, which
we identified as working on or addressing issues of belonging in a variety of ways. As
part of our research for en/counter/points, we selected case studies where we carried
out exhibition and display analysis, interviews with museum staff and external partners
involved in specific projects connected to belonging, and analysis of museum publicity
and engagement material.
The case studies included here each address belonging using more than one approach,
related to a range of different social, cultural, historical and contemporary issues
including those which we focussed on - migration, racism, citizenship, refugees, forced
migration and Brexit. Many of the museums also addressed other topics connected to
belonging, including social deprivation, LGBTQ+ identities, colonial and National Socialist
histories, feminism, conflict, border change, populism and far-right extremism. The case
studies presented here offer an insight into a variety of museum approaches to the
complexities of belonging in contemporary Germany and England, which we hope will
be thought-provoking and inspire new ideas for museum work on belonging.
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Case Study: The Beaney House of Art & Knowledge, Canterbury
Introduction
The Beaney House of Art & Knowledge is a
museum, art gallery, library and visitor
information centre situated on the high
street in Canterbury’s city centre. Formerly
The Canterbury Royal Museum and Free
Library, the organisation adopted the new
name in 2012 following a redevelopment
project. The museum and gallery are run by
Canterbury City Council as part of
Canterbury Museums & Galleries and the
library is run by Kent County Council. The
new name was taken from the organisation’s
Victorian benefactor, Dr James George
Beaney, a Canterbury-born surgeon,
politician and philanthropist who
bequeathed £10,000 to the city to build an
‘Institute for Working Men’. Today, the
Beaney’s museum and gallery collections
span fine and decorative art, archaeology,
ethnography and natural sciences.
Image of the front exterior of The Beaney House of Art & Knowledge, Canterbury. Photo: H. Mears.

In 2018 Canterbury Museums & Galleries launched a new Vision and Strategy (20182022), which envisioned “a world of people, places, exploration and surprises”,
emphasising that “Conversations, connections and collaborations with our audiences are
the foundations of the service, ensuring that our work is relevant and current, reflecting
who we were, who we are and who we hope to be” (Canterbury Museums & Galleries,
n.d.).

Context
Canterbury is a cathedral city in the county of Kent. Once a focus for religious
pilgrimage, today it is a popular tourist destination. Four higher and further education
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providers (the University of Kent, Canterbury Christ Church University, University for
Creative Arts and Canterbury College) generate a large student population and a sense
of internationalism. Compared to other Kent local authorities, Canterbury has the highest
number and proportion of people not born in the UK and resident for fewer than 5 years.
Despite this, the population of Canterbury is predominantly White. Just 7% of Canterbury
residents identify as Black or Minority Ethnic, against an average of 6.3% for Kent and
14.6% for England overall (Kent County Council, 2013). In the 2016 referendum,
Canterbury district followed the national picture with a narrow margin of voters electing
to leave the EU (51%).

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
Undertaken in tandem with a related project to redevelop the Marlowe Theatre site, The
Beaney's 2009–2012 refurbishment was intended to transform that part of the city
centre into a ‘cultural quarter’. A £6.5 million Heritage Lottery Fund grant enabled the
creation of additional space, including for display and educational activities, and visitor
facilities. Creating new learning and engagement opportunities was central to the
redevelopment, and apparent in the creation of the ‘Front Room’ gallery, which provides
space to display the outputs from community engagement initiatives, as well as
community-generated exhibitions. This space temporarily closed in response to the
need to manage visitor movement as a consequence of the Covid-19 pandemic and, as
a result, some displays intended for the Front Room gallery were displayed, instead, in
the main temporary exhibition galleries.
Since its reopening in 2012, The Beaney has positioned itself as a ‘therapeutic museum’
(Canterbury Museums & Galleries is the Health and Wellbeing lead partner for the Kent
and Medway Museums Partnership, one of the Arts Council’s National Portfolio
Organisations). As the Culture, Health and Wellbeing Alliance’s South East Museums
Champion, the organisation makes health and wellbeing a priority across all its activities,
including via special projects, events, exhibitions and display, and learning programmes.
This work aligns with local government policy and, as the organisation’s Museums &
Cultural Programme Director notes, helps demonstrate a “social return on [the Council’s]
investment”. This return is evidenced through the organisation’s commitment to
evaluation, an important aspect of the work of local government-run museums as nonstatutory services.
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What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?

Providing space and opportunities for people to respond to social and political events
which affect them, even if it means engaging with sensitive topics. Alongside its
commitment to improving the health and wellbeing of its community, The Beaney’s
Vision and Strategy (2018-2022) emphasises the importance of “Conversations,
connections and collaborations” and of ensuring relevance. This activity builds on the
service’s longstanding community engagement work which has focussed on having
conversations with members of marginalised communities, including those experiencing
homelessness, mental health issues or dementia. The Museum’s community
engagement lead, Mitch Robertson, characterised The Beaney as “a democratic space
where people can talk about difficult things and things that are important to them”.
Forging "conversations, connections and collaborations with our audiences” means
addressing contemporary issues which impact on people’s lives. Plans for a small
display to mark Britain’s exit from the European Union emerged from this desire for
conversation and connection. Brexit at The Beaney (March – June 2019) brought together
objects from across the collections with new interpretation to offer, as promised by the
museum’s marketing material, “a fresh perspective on the key issues surrounding Brexit”.
Museum staff were aware that the topic could
be contentious but were keen to give their
visitors an opportunity to respond to it, and to
the display. An accompanying text panel noted
that, “Regardless of your political allegiance or
your views on Brexit we hope this display gives
you the opportunity to consider new ways of
looking and thinking about some of the
themes around this very current and divisive
topic”. An important element in the display was
a visitor comments book, which was
accessioned into the Museum’s permanent
collection after the display closed.
Image of marketing material used to publicise the
temporary display Brexit at The Beaney. Photograph by H.
Mears.
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In planning the display, there were internal discussions about its potentially sensitive
nature: “We had a lot of conversations about whether it was right to do it because it was
uncomfortable. It's not always
obvious which side of that
debate people were on
because it wasn't party
political … [but] something that
was very personal, I think,
even within the team, you
couldn't assume everyone just
thought the same way, so you
had to be very careful about
how you were positioning that”
(Moubarak 2021).
Image of marketing material used to publicise the temporary
display Brexit at The Beaney. Photograph by H. Mears.

These concerns were offset by the desire to create an opportunity for museum publics
to respond to an important historical moment: “It’s about people’s response to an event
that’s happening. You can be happy that it’s happening, or you can be sad that it’s
happening, but it’s happening and it’s monumental, it’s historical. … Who are we if we
ignore these current affairs? How do you claim to represent what’s happening to people
if you ignore big events? … We weren’t looking to pick a side, but we were looking to
allow people their opportunity to respond, whatever that response might be” (Moubarak
2021).
One route to achieve greater openness of debate on difficult issues, such as Brexit, was
to cede the museum’s claims to authority and expertise. For the museum team,
engaging with contemporary debates and events made it challenging, if not
inappropriate, for the organisation to make claims of authority and expertise. The point,
as they saw it, was to create opportunities for dialogue, or to “inspire the conversation,
not to dictate it”: “We don't want to occupy a position of expertise. We just want to share
the opportunity for people to express where they're at and then have conversations that
will move the discussion forward” (Russell 2021). The team saw their work as instigating
conversations which could continue beyond the building: “You set things up to engage
the conversation and then I suppose I’m hoping that that continues beyond the gallery
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when visitors leave, so you set these things up and frame things in certain ways and then
allow people to take things away and talk about it in that way” (Russell 2021).

Working with artists and creative practitioners to promote belonging. The museum
team regularly commission artists to work with participants in community engagement
initiatives: “We allocated some of the budget to commission an artist, to work with
groups directly. So, for instance, ... we had devised a couple of projects by the time we
reopened, working with homelessness organisations and their clients. The artist worked
with them to look at our collections and at identity and belonging … So that’s the model
that we’ve used quite often because actually artists are highly effective and skilled. If
you commission the right artist, they can really work with your taget group and produce
transformational results. We do have an art therapist as well that we work with as well”
(Robertson 2020).
Creative practice is also used as a means of ‘animating’ the space and displays. The
Museum’s engagement lead noted that “I think people have an old-fashioned view of
what a museum should be. We’ve worked really hard for six years to try and break that
down. I like doing different activities in a museum that aren’t expected by visitors dance, theatre, drawing, working with poets and visual artists, dancers - just to bring the
space alive”.

Engaging with belonging as a contribution to local social policy. In interview, the
Museums & Cultural Programme Director talked about the importance of undertaking
evaluation so that the service could demonstrate that it was making a social return on
the Council’s investment. Corporate priorities in Canterbury City Council’s Corporate Plan
2016 to 2020, include: “Contributing to the good health of local people” and “Inspiring
people through a wide range of cultural activities and opportunities” (Canterbury City
Council, n.d., p.6). One of the tools adopted by the Museum team to provide evidence of
positive impact on health and wellbeing was the Warwick and Edinburgh Mental
Wellbeing Scale (Warwick Medical School, n.d.), which they use to assess the success of
the Museum’s health and wellbeing interventions.

Creating a variety of opportunities to address belonging, making it a holistic agenda.
The Museum team remain alert to opportunities to promote belonging. In 2020,
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Canterbury’s annual Pride festival had to be cancelled due to the Covid-19 pandemic. At
short notice, the Museum worked with the festival organisers to develop a temporary
exhibition: “We brought Pride inside, and there is something for that speed because
that's not something a lot of museums and galleries can do actually, just say, “okay, well,
we're going to run it really, really quickly. Let's just see what we can do”. It [wasn’t] the
best ... exhibition in terms of research and quality, no, but it was so well-received, it was
so earnest and it's so important to those that put it on, and it was co-curated. They came
up with all the content because it's their story. That's what we say, it's our building, but
it's your story, so let's bring you in, let's see how we can help you actually make this
work in a gallery setting.” (Moubarak, 2021)
Similarly, in 2019, to mark the 25th anniversary of the end of apartheid, The Beaney
presented an exhibition of photographs taken by Steve Bloom (19 October 2019 - 19
January 2020). The exhibition also provided an opportunity to challenge prejudice
through the Museum’s annual Halloween trail:
“Our Halloween theme that year was all around prejudice. We told the story of a woman
that was accused of being a witch. It was called the Curse of Mother Crawe and the kids
went around and did a trail. Now, if you just wanted to do the trail, it was just a fun trail
about a woman that may or may not have been a witch. But if you looked at the
exhibition that went alongside it in the front room, we used objects such as a scold’s
bridal, to explore themes of persecution and prejudice that run through history,
particularly from a feminist perspective. You didn't have to see that. Your kids could have
just done a trail about a lady who may or may not have been the witch. It's in the
delivery, isn't it? You can read as much or as little as you want into what we’re
programming and learn a little bit about these things. It's that balance of historical
provocations with current relevant debates that we look at.” (Moubarak, 2021).
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Case Study: Frankfurt Historical Museum, City Lab exhibition
Introduction
The Historical Museum (Historisches Museum) Frankfurt is Frankfurt’s oldest museum,
focussing on its urban history and heritage, as a place of critical reflection on the past,
present and future of Frankfurt. Frankfurt is the major financial hub of Germany and
Europe, and as such is a wealthy city, yet it also has great diversity in its population. In
2015 over 50% of the population had a ‘migration background’ - this is the official
terminology used in Germany, but it has also become something of a contested term
due to concerns of stigmatisation, misalignment with lived experiences, particularly for
those born in Germany and without individual migration experiences 1.

CityLab exhibition ‘I spy with my little eye’ at Frankfurt Historical Museum, photograph by S. Eckersley

The museum is located in the historic centre of the city, and also houses both general
and specialist exhibitions of the city’s history, numismatics, decorative arts, etc. In
addition to the permanent displays in this museum, the museum building’s top floor is
reserved for changing ‘Stadtlabor’ (City Lab) exhibitions on contemporary topics 2. These
City Lab exhibitions are co-produced by a permanent team of museum educators and
curators, with community groups and public participants, changing according to the
topic of the exhibition. Past topics have included migration, aging populations and

1
2

https://mediendienst-integration.de/artikel/alternativen-zum-migrationshintergrund.html
https://historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/de/stadtlabor?language=en
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guerrilla gardening. The City Lab exhibition presented here addressed historical and
contemporary experiences of race, racism and othering, and was titled: “I spy with my
little eye – racism, resistance and empowerment”.

Context
Both the migration crisis of 2015/16 and wider awareness of postcolonial legacies in
Germany have reinvigorated public debate around questions of ‘who belongs’ in
Germany – which include complex longer migration histories of post-war expellees,
descendants of Turkish guestworkers, refugees, BAME Germans etc. and museums are
engaging in these individual issues. The 2020 far-right racist attack in Hanau 3 where
nine people were murdered, is not only the most serious racially-motivated incident in
Germany since the end of WWII, but is located very close to Frankfurt, and brought the
realities of racism and extremism sharply into focus locally.

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
City Lab Exhibition "I Spy with my little Eye: Racism, Resistance & Empowerment” was
developed by the Historical Museum Frankfurt City Lab team, working with the Anne
Frank Educational Centre and over 60 participants all of whom were Frankfurt residents.
The City Lab exhibition gave centre stage to personal experiences of being racialized
within German society, to historical racism and to contemporary social justice issues
relating to race, discrimination and empowerment. On display from October 2020 until
March 2021 – a time period severely impacted by the coronavirus pandemic – it
consisted of four key themes: Racism; Colonialism and the post-colonial present;
postcolonial border regimes and migration; and empowerment and resistance.
The City Lab has a separate, dedicated exhibition space, on the top floor of the museum.
This provides visitors with a spatial sense of the significance of the exhibitions shown
here. In the City Lab exhibition ‘Racism, Resistance and Empowerment’, co-curated
content was merged with objects from the existing collections and from community
contributions, bringing objects from the historic collection into dialogue with
contemporary issues of racism, resistance and empowerment. In this way the historic
collections were presented in a new light, questioning the previous dominant narratives
3

https://www.dw.com/en/mass-shooting-in-hanau-grief-and-rage-persist-one-year-on/a-56612160
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of colonial history and putting the experiences of people subject to racialisation at the
forefront. The displays were visually organised into the four exhibition themes through
colour-coded exhibition cases, signage and spaces, often using ‘raw’ construction
materials such as chipboard and with text panels containing perspectives from named
individuals as a way to emphasise the co-created and participatory nature of the
exhibition.
The two most important ways in which the City Lab exhibition at the Historical Museum
Frankfurt approached belonging were firstly, to reflect the diverse notions of belonging
to the city and location of the museum, and secondly, to represent this diversity in the
museum, in order to counter social norms of non-belonging or exclusion to the local (or
regional or even national) society.

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?

Having a clear mission and approach. The City Lab is a key part of the Historical
Museum’s engagement with contemporary Frankfurt, its people and places, through
changing thematic, participatory exhibitions, which result from via public outreach
activities, participatory workshops and collaborative contributions using themes,
questions and approaches developed by the participants 4. This approach is now
established in the Historical Museum Frankfurt after more than a decade of City Lab
exhibitions, but it is still relatively unusual for many museums in Germany, where an
expert and object-led, educational approach is more common.
“…we are definitely a place of education. But we are also a forum in some way, an agora
where people can meet and discuss the city, have an exchange and a debate, but we are
also a participatory place because we invite the public to help us design it and ask the
Frankfurt inhabitants to share their view of the city. We are an inclusive place because
independent of their situation everyone should have the possibility to reach the museum,
come to the museum and participate in it. We as an institution also continue learning, we
do not adopt the view that we, as a museum, know and can explain everything; it is a twochannel communication of giving and taking.” (Susanne Gesser Frankfurt February 2021)

4

https://historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/stadtlabor
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The Historical Museum’s mission statement (developed in 2019) makes the participatory
openness of their approach clear: “the museum […] invites everyone living in the city to
participate in the museum as a cultural forum and help shape it. Multiple perspectives and
diversity play a central role in this context. The diversity of urban society is reflected in its
collections, exhibitions and communication.” (in Gesser et al undated, p.4).
“As the museum we adopt a clear stance, and it is political work, it is increasingly political
work. I do not really know if it is activist, we’d have to think of a definition for “activist” first.
We do trigger processes that is true, we adopt a clear stance and support some things and
opinions more than others. And it is important to us to encourage our visitors to inform
themselves and examine certain topics also through history. […] So, to become informed, to
examine and form one’s own opinion and be able to voice it, not everybody knows how to
do it, but one can learn and practice it in our museum.” (Susanne Gesser Frankfurt
February 2021)

Creating space for multiple perspectives. The importance and value of the multiple
perspectives of people living in Frankfurt to the museum, as highlighted in their mission
statement, is embedded particularly into the City Lab work, whose diverse exhibitions
are the result of participatory and collaborative research and design work on a wide
variety of topics:
“our basic premise is that every person living in Frankfurt is a Frankfurter. In brief, everyone
who lives with us can say something about life in the city and social life in the city.
Therefore, everyone is invited to help designing their city's history museum. This involves
making exhibitions on completely different subjects. They might be very political themes.
They tend to be very involved subjects… Frankfurters are a group who enjoy arguing, who
enjoy debating, and who take on board differing perspectives. And that is basically also a
main theme. The subjective perspectives of inhabitants on the city. Making them clear,
making them visible, to show them and letting the inhabitants have their say.” (Susanne
Gesser, February 2021).

The purpose of this multi-perspectival and participatory approach is to create a sense of
empowerment among the residents of Frankfurt – for the City Lab exhibition ‘Racism,
Resistance and Empowerment’, this was of course especially important. For the wider
programme and work of the City Lab team within the museum this aim of public
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empowerment emerged from the sense that many people lack a feeling of being
relevant, a lack of representation or value within the city and hence also a sense of
belonging.
“I do believe we can create a connection and that it's important because it's about selfrepresentation. The Frankfurters who get involved and who are invited or asked or who
show up by accident, get involved in creating the exhibition with us [...] are very quick to
say, ‘Yes, true, I also belong here. And me and my life are relevant, and what I experience is
relevant and belongs to the city's narrative.’ We all make up the story of the city and this
is what the museum is about. This creates an empowering moment for many people,
namely, to learn, ‘I can represent something. What I have to say counts. There are people
who care about it.’ And that is a tool, or a method for strengthening the togetherness, the
sense of belonging within the city society and to encourage every single one to make or
see a contribution, even if just a small one […] I think that is something very important.”
(Gesser, February 2021)
Through offering opportunities for participation in discussion, in museum and exhibition
work on diverse topics, the CityLab aims to increase individuals’ sense of belonging to
the city and
society in which
they live, to feel
valued as part of
it and able to
represent
themselves as
such.

Exhibition view of ‘I spy with my little eye’ at CityLab Frankfurt. Photo: S. Eckersley

Highlighting the relationships between local and global political issues. The exhibition
topic was already in place before significant global and local events connected to
racism happened, and reflecting on these developments and their impacts on people in
Frankfurt as part of the exhibition enabled the City Lab team to draw multiple
connections between racism and discrimination across different scales - the local and
the global, the contemporary and the historical, the personal and the political. “In
conjunction with the preparation for this exhibition, we got caught up with a global event.
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The Black Lives Matter movement reached Germany last summer, which changed our
discussion. It was really important to us to do an exhibition on that subject to uncover how
racism is present nowadays even in a liberal society, or at least in a supposedly liberal
society, and how far racism goes, and there are different kinds of people who are affected
by it in different ways, and it was important to us to talk to communities and people who
are being affected by racism, and these are totally different groups of people. It can be
about anti-Semitic racism, anti-Islamic racism, all facets of racism.” (Susanne Gesser,
February 2021).
While historical museums in Germany often avoid open discussion of contemporary
political phenomena, or of juxtapositioning historical events and contemporary ones, for
fear of drawing comparisons that might appear to marginalise or of allowing politically
motivated opinions to be aired, the City Lab is based on a premise of open discussion.
“The other thing of course were these very political confrontations. Also, the attacks here in
Hanau… Hanau is a neighbouring city to Frankfurt. […] And we always thought the RheinMain area is the most diverse city there is in Germany. Super-diverse. With people with a
large number of different nationalities living here, we thought, well, something like that isn't
going to happen to us. Everyone was really shocked. And of course we had some
controversial discussions; we discussed these large political questions, which were also
discussed in smaller circles, the political battle became part of it” (Susanne Gesser
Frankfurt February 2021)
These discussions took place within the development process – the Lab – that led to the
exhibition, but importantly they were also evident within the exhibition itself, where
individuals presented their different personal views and experiences, for example on
micro-aggressions, or on the politics and aesthetics of black hair.

Building participant partnerships and professional teams with relevant lived
experience. The focus on relevant lived experience and including multiple perspectives
underpinned the rationale for building the professional teams, as well as the
partnerships with participants from the public. “We always have professional
‘museographers’ on site to sure the presentation for our participants is as professional as
possible. On this occasion it was paramount to us that these people themselves have had
these kinds of experiences.” (Susanne Gesser Frankfurt February 2021).
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In addition to the necessity of such lived experiences for the development of the
exhibition and to ensure that the diverse perspectives were presented and represented
appropriately in the exhibition, it also supported the relationship building with the wide
variety of people involved in the Lab process – the experimental and participatory
aspect of the work that preceded the exhibition as well as running alongside it - from the
general public, from different community groups and with different interests, needs and
desires for their engagement with the museum. “Building relationships to our participants
and people in general takes a lot of effort […] We work with people and to give them a
feeling of belonging is not always easy […] It is not only about saying “come join us”, it is
really hard work that sometimes pushes one´s boundaries.” (Susanne Gesser Frankfurt
February 2021). Being open to boundary-pushing (whether these are individual, social or
institutional boundaries) is at the core of the participatory ideal of the City Lab, where the
development process is as important as the exhibition it results in, and where visitors
too, are asked to rethink their ideas. The first thing that visitors to the Racism, Resistance
and Empowerment City Lab exhibition saw, was a large banner proclaiming, ‘fight
everyday racism, even your own”.

References:
Gesser, Susanne (2021), CityLab, Historical Museum Frankfurt, interview undertaken by
Susannah Eckersley in February 2021
Gesser, S, Henning, P., Koller, M., Nzakizabandi, J., Thimm, S., Wayah, I. (2021) Ich sehe
was, was Du nicht siehst, Projektdokumentation zur Ausstellung, Historisches Museum
Frankfurt: Zarbock GmbH

You can find out more about the CityLab and Historical Museum Frankfurt online:
https://www.historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/de?language=en
https://www.historisches-museum-frankfurt.de/de/stadtlabor?language=en
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Case Study: Museum Friedland, Lower Saxony

Introduction
Museum Friedland opened in March 2016, located in the old Friedland station building,
adjacent to the historic Grenzdurchgangslager Friedland (refugee transit camp) and the
current migrant transit camp located in the centre of the small town of Friedland,
Niedersachsen (local authority area population c. 13,000). The museum houses a
permanent exhibition ‘Fluchtpunkt Friedland’ and engages with/manages a number of
historic sites in Friedland connected to the town’s history as a migrant destination.
Historically the camp, set up in 1945, predominantly housed German refugees and
migrants resulting from post-World War II border changes, ethnic Germans from eastern
Europe and returning POWs (see Holmgren 2020). During the later history of Friedland
Camp, Vietnamese ‘Boat People’, Spätaussiedler and Russian-Germans were
accommodated and
more recently refugees
from Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan and from
conflict areas around
the globe have been
housed there
temporarily on entry to
Germany.
Exhibition view Museum Friedland. Photo: S. Eckersley

Context
The exhibition was developed with a strong focus on the 20th century history of refugees
coming into Friedland, mainly German, and on migration and refugee movements
internationally. Connections both to the different historical migration movements which
shaped Friedland as a town and as a refugee transit camp as well as to more
contemporary issues of migration and of the role of refugee acceptance and integration
form the basis of the museum’s permanent exhibition and their community and
engagement work locally. The museum staff see the inhabitants of the transit camp as
one of their key constituent audiences (the camp is an open camp), alongside local
residents (some of whom have their own connections to the transit camp or refugee
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experiences) and visitors coming to Friedland to visit the museum from around Germany
and abroad.
The Museum is currently developing a new extension building which will house new
exhibitions on contemporary refugees and migrants, a café and open space to enable
potential encounters between visitors. A key focus for the work connected to the new
building and its contents is ensuring an interactive and participatory museological
approach that makes it accessible to all potential visitors and offers them a possibility to
contribute.

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
The history of the refugee transit camp in Friedland is deeply connected to the history of
Germany, and of who ‘belongs’ to, or can find a place within, Germany. Originally set up
after World War II to manage the large numbers of German nationals who were
expelled, fled or were displaced from their former homes in eastern Europe, the camp
also received ethnic Germans (Aussiedler and Spätaussiedler) from Poland and Russia,
as well as the last German POWs released by the Soviet Union in the 1950s (see Baur
and Bluche 2017, p.14). In more recent years, the camp’s purpose was shifted from being
primarily for ethnic Germans to becoming a transit camp for newly arrived refugees from
conflict regions internationally. Friedland’s place within German memory as a site of
‘return’ to the ‘homeland’ has therefore also shifted to being a place of arrival and of new
beginnings far from home.

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Clear historical and local purpose, with a values-led approach. The museum and
exhibition takes a clear historical approach to presenting the history of migration,
displacement, and asylum at Friedland, while also maintaining a strong connection to
contemporary migration issues through the present day transit camp and migration
administration that are its immediate neighbours. The exhibition is organised
chronologically, with certain themes picked out for particular focus within each space,
primarily based on documents and photographs rather than on material objects. In this
way, the bureaucracy of migration and asylum is emphasised, and the lack of objects
hints at the fact that refugees and asylum-seekers are often unable to bring many
possessions with them and that those belongings they do bring are too personally
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significant to be given to a museum. The exhibition was intended not only to inform
visitors, but also to move them emotionally and encourage them to consider different
perspectives on similar situations.
“you should leave the museum a changed person. Inspired to do some thinking or… with
energy, “I want to do something now!” […] It’s really not just a matter of having seen
something new; rather, the aim should really be for you to start thinking differently and
behaving differently. […] You should remember it sometimes, and say, “Yes, in the
Friedland Museum, I learned something there. I want to apply that now.” (Haut, Friedland
February 2021)
This aim of the museum, to provide historical knowledge while also promoting empathy
and understanding underpins the education and engagement work carried out by
museum staff, as well as the plans for the new museum extension, connecting to a
values-led approach more than a historical-educational approach:
“What we offer in the Museum Friedland is not like any other museum. It is not like the
motorcycle museum or chocolate museum. We are giving a new perspective to history
and stories. We are tackling really a difficult thing: it is our life; it is our safety; it is our
world; it is our tolerance; it is a world free of violence.” (Al Jundi Pfaff, Friedland February
2021)
“One thing of major importance is how “participation” will become a topic – (a) with
regard to the development of the exhibition, and (b) in the exhibition itself; there will be
much more opportunity to present the information in different ways. In the mission
statement, the keyword “community” will become more important – we will work on this
in the coming years.” (Haut, Friedland February 2021)
“people want to understand things, and they also want to know, “What can I actually do
to influence my life or influence my society?” In this context, in the new museum, we will
certainly emphasise this. People need to know things, of course, and to share
knowledge, but people will also share encounters and ideas as to how they can become
active. And, because the new building will actually be directly next to camp, I believe
that contact with residents will also be much stronger. They will explore by mixing,
mixing of Germans – with or without a migration background – and people who have just
arrived in Germany for the first time.” (Haut, Friedland February 2021)
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Using objects, and historical connection to place. One of the obvious strengths of
Museum Friedland in addressing belonging is its strong connection to the history of the
site as a long-standing migrant transit camp, and its role in so many different migration
stories. The location is inextricably bound up with the movement of people, their
processes of belonging and non-belonging through migration, and the possibilities of
new beginnings. The historical and chronological presentation of the exhibition provides
a relatively ‘traditional’ approach to presenting migration, yet the thematic focal points in
each space, and the use of a small number of resonant objects in the last part of the
exhibition creates a layer that speaks to visitors on a more cross-cutting emotional level.
The final space of the permanent exhibition has a display containing seven objects from
seven decades of migration in Friedland (1940s-2010s). The objects are all ‘everyday’ or
apparently ordinary objects, but ones which have a particular emotional resonance and
offer a deeper insight into the personal experiences and stories than the historical
presentation earlier in the exhibition. Using simple and short object biographies
(Kopytoff) these personal belongings – a suitcase, a spoon, a cardboard box of personal
effects, a jumper, a pair of boxer-shorts with a secret money pouch sewn into them, a
toy figure and a record - tell stories of different forms of migration, of the everyday
essentials, of the hopes and fears of leaving and arriving, and the need to make
connections to the past when beginning a new life.
“Particularly when we have older visitors who tell us about their own experiences with
war and how they fled, then we always try to make the connection between those who,
for example, fled from the Syrian Civil War. We also often hear people arguing that they
had the right to come here as refugees, because they were Germans, while the others
have another nationality. There is also already an agreement that war is war, and that
people […] had a reason to flee – that is not criticised. But they came to Germany, and
they question; ‘What right did they have to come to Germany?’ That is a point to be
discussed.” (Haut, Friedland February 2021)
“when we have for example, people from Syria in the museum, then they do have an
interest in German history, and the war in Germany – there are quite a few focal points,
such as registration cards from the 40s. Papers play an important role today as well –
having the right stamp - or, when people learn that there has been war here in Germany
too, not so long ago, but now the country has been rebuilt and life goes on. I think that is
something that gives a lot of them hope. There are ways to communicate between the
groups, but it is difficult.” (Haut, Friedland February 2021)
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“The exhibition is designed to offer multiple perspectives and provides much stimulus
for thinking. Naturally, it depends on the visitor whether or not they will notice certain
things and takes an interest in them. […] multiple perspectives as a concept is important:
the points of view of the receiving society, the points of view of those arriving, they are
all accounted for, in their full diversity. There is no single explanation; there is only
multiple histories.” (Haut, Friedland February 2021)

Moral values approach to political issues. The values-led approach to migration and
belonging, together with the basis on historical accuracy and specificity to the history of
the place is crucial to the working of the museum and its future plans for expansion and
deeper integration with the population of both the town and the camp. The need to
create spaces for and provide information that enables people to develop mutual
understanding and break down barriers between different nationalities, religions, etc is
the motivating force behind the work the
museum is doing not only with exhibitions but
also through intercultural communication,
education and engagement work:
“the aim is one of abolishing such differences,
and essentially going back to what it means
to be human…It really doesn’t matter where
people come from, people who are in
Friedland, or who used to be. They have been
people in an emergency situation, and they
have found protection here. That’s really the
important message. Yesterday it was the
Germans; today it’s the Syrians; the day after
tomorrow, no idea. But, truly, for me, an
important message is this humanitarian
obligation: provide help to people looking for
protection, whoever they are. …a feeling of
togetherness. Responsibility toward fellow
human beings.” (Haut, Friedland, February
2021).
Exhibition view, Museum Friedland. Photo: S. Eckersley
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“an important statement in the building, basically… there is no such thing as a ‘typical’
refugee – everyone has their own history […] It’s the thought that people who have fled
from somewhere are, at the end of the day, simply people, and people should try to
consider them for their individuality – not to think of ‘a wave of refugees’ or ‘we are being
over-run’.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021).
One of the ways in which the museum staff try to achieve these goals is to ensure that
the museum engages with and does not shy away from topical issues relating to
migration, even where they might be politically sensitive:
“we are developing methods by which to ensure topicality e.g. continuing to establish
new data – if something happens, for example the refugee camp of Moria burning down
– we will then want to be able to relate to that.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021).
Contemporary collecting activities include interviews and photography workshops with
previous camp residents and current ones, to record and document different
experiences of life in a refugee transit camp, the processes of bureaucracy and
everyday existence ‘in limbo’ and to provide a place separate from the official institutions
of migration where camp residents could feel safe to share (Baur and Bluche p.216)
The new museum extension will provide a larger, more open space for the museum to
run public events in addition to developing new exhibitions, both of which they intend to
take a multi-perspectival approach to the difficult and contested issues of migration and
belonging today, and to shift towards providing action-focussed socially engaged work
rather than just the more standard ‘museum work’ of documenting, preserving and
exhibiting:
“we want it to be a platform, where we say, ‘Okay, Sea Watch (for example) you want to
do an event? Come to us. Do it with us.’ In this way we give such voices a platform, a
place […] It will, in all cases, be more political in how it is perceived; but regarding the
activities, there is a very strong focus on what people can actually do, what one can get
going, do projects in the public domain, which have social components.” (Haut,
Friedland, February 2021)
Such a shift to the social is relatively new in museums in Germany generally, in Friedland
the fact that a large part of their constituent audience is composed of semi-transitory
migrants and refugees, in the midst of often long-drawn out bureaucratic processes and
in need of support, makes this work both more self-evidently urgent and more clearly
connected to the museum and its purposes. In this way, the museum not only
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represents the histories of migration and belonging, but also intervenes in contemporary
experiences, aiming to offer connections and avenues to belonging that the official
asylum processes do not.
“One of the exhibition areas, which will be named “Beyond Borders” will be about how
people overcome borders, what escape routes there are, what strategies there are…
There things really will come together – the individual need of a person to get
somewhere safe, into the fortress of Europe – the desire of Europe’s states to protect
their borders, and the whole system that they built around it – Frontex, and the
fingerprints database and all these things. I believe that, in this space in particular, one
can really highlight the contrast of “the individual vs. the State” especially well, because
the border system is huge. It is such a huge apparatus – so many people work along the
borders; there are so many people managing the borders – there is so much money and
technology invested in it; and then there is the individual refugee – for example, a
contemporary witness who arrived in a boat across the Mediterranean Sea, who has
overcome these borders. He was on Lampedusa and he made it, and then he was in the
system… I believe, with these kinds of examples, one can really discuss well what
obligations states have, and in relation to whom – how strong should borders be, or how
porous could they be? ‘How many people can we accept?’ - this entire central question
relating to the issue of migration. One can really imagine this individual story when put
against a 6-metre-high border fence.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021)

Belonging for staff and local actors. The integration of contemporary social issues of
belonging with the histories of migration also extends to the museum staff and local
population of Friedland, the academic director points out that the values of tolerance
and diversity reach into the museum as well as being part of their out-reach work with
the different communities of town residents and camp residents:
“it’s of all the more importance – to bring values – to us as a team. We are very
conscious of the risk of discrimination – the topic of intercultural exchange is important
for us. Half of our team of staff have a migration background – we always work on
improving communication between us; one might call it something of “internal”
important value.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021)
Samah Al Jundi Pfaff, responsible for intercultural mediation at Museum Friedland, was
keen to highlight how important her work in the museum and with people in the
museum is, in relation to her own background and values: “personally speaking, it’s no
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exaggeration when I say every section of the museum touches me and my personal
story. So I belong to the activities I’m conducting and I walk what I talk […] I was raised by
a refugee and worked with refugees in Syria and worked with refugees here in
Germany.” (Al Jundi Pfaff, Friedland, February 2021)
For her, the purpose of the museum is not only to educate people in order to develop
tolerance, understanding and mutual respect, but also about offering people a place
where they can imagine their future – a place the recognises their individual story as
well as the bigger history of migration to Germany: “a sense of belonging, for me, should
go hand in hand with tolerance, with forgiveness, with social justice […] I try to give the
visitor or the participants of my project - not only the refugees, there are many nonrefugees - I try to give them the chance to think of the past but to link it to the moment,
to think of the future and to bring it to the moment because we need to invest time in
this […] I say, ‘How do you feel touching the biography of one of those survivors? Where
do you want your biography to be in the museum if there is a chance?’” (Al Jundi Pfaff,
Friedland, February 2021). Through this work, she aims to help people in the museum
feel connected to the past, present and future, and to offer them an opportunity to leave
a trace, as a mark that they belong.
“We try to build bridges there. Such things have happened for decades; the people may
have changed, but they have all become ‘Friedlanders’.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021)
“the fundamental thing is that everyone is an equally valued visitor at the museum, and
we need to consider how we go about addressing their needs?” (Haut, Friedland,
February 2021)
“It really doesn’t matter where people come from, people who are in Friedland, or who
used to be. They have been people in an emergency situation, and they have found
protection here. That is really the important message. Yesterday it was the Germans;
today it’s the Syrians; the day after tomorrow, no idea. But, truly, for me, an important
message is this humanitarian obligation: provide help to people looking for protection,
whoever they are.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021)
“the topic of “belonging” also relates to how people work together as a team. We
regularly do things in a way that involves everyone [no matter what their role within the
museum] sitting down together. […] that is laborious, when your people sit together and
everyone has their opinion and everything is being discussed, but I find that important,
because, at the end, it is our museum. […] Everyone needs to have the feeling that, ‘this is
my museum’.” (Haut, Friedland, February 2021)
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Case Study: Hastings Museum and Art Gallery

Image of the exhibition Crossings: Community and Refuge (A British Museum Spotlight Loan) as installed at
Hastings Museum & Art Gallery. Photograph by H. Mears.

Introduction
Situated just outside the South Coast town of Hastings, Hastings Museum & Art Gallery
was founded by Hastings and St Leonards Museum Association in 1890 and opened in
the Brassey Institute (now the town's library) in 1892. In 1905 ownership of the Museum
was transferred to the County Borough of Hastings and the Museum moved to John’s
Place, its current location, in 1927. Today the Museum is part of the Hastings Borough
Council’s Regeneration and Culture Directorate. The Association remain involved via the
Museum Committee, an advisory Committee of the Cabinet of Hastings Borough Council
that includes council members and members of the Association.
The museum’s displays are presented across two floors in what was formerly a private
residence. In 2006-07, a refurbishment project added some additional gallery space,
visitor toilets and a passenger lift. The galleries present items from the Museum’s
permanent collections which span Fine Art, Ceramics, Local History, Archives, Natural
History, Geology, Native American and World Collections. A distinctive feature of the
Museum is its ‘Durbar Hall’, an elaborate structure created by two woodcarvers from the
Punjab (Mohammed Baksh and Mohammed Juma) for the 1886 Colonial & Indian
Exhibition in London.
Hasting Museum & Art Gallery’s business plan for 2019-2022 sets out “how the museum
can achieve the strategic objectives of Hastings Borough Council’s Culture-Led
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Regeneration Strategy (2016-2021) and transform into a community museum with an
improved approach to commerciality and income generation” (Hastings Museum, n.d.(a),
p.3). The six aims set out in the plan include engaging with the local community,
developing audiences, collaborating with partners and stakeholders as well as
increasing income through trading, room hires, additional events and activities.

Context
Like many coastal towns around the UK, Hastings experiences above-average rates of
poverty and ill-health despite significant investment over the last two decades (Whitty,
2021). A report on Indices of Deprivation in East Sussex notes that the borough ranks as
the most deprived lower tier local authority in the South East by almost all measures
and, furthermore, that nationally it ranks as 13th most deprived in terms of average rank,
out of 317 lower tier local authorities (ESCC, 2019).
The borough’s population is largely white: 93.8% of Hastings residents identify as White
British, Irish or Other. The next largest overall grouping is Asian / Asian British (2.3%),
followed by mixed / multiple ethnic group (2.1%) then Black /African / Caribbean (1.1%),
making the borough slightly more diverse than other parts of East Sussex but
considerably less than the national population (Hastings Borough Council, 2011).
In the 2016 EU referendum, 55% of Hastings residents backed leave and 45% voted
remain; indicating a stronger desire to leave than the national voting picture (the UK
voted to leave the EU by 52% to 48%). As the town is situated on the English Channel,
there are regular arrivals of people seeking sanctuary, arriving on small boats from
France, a situation which has caused tensions as well as providing a catalyst for the
founding of groups offering advocacy and support (Diane Taylor, 2021).

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
While having long-standing interests in learning and community engagement, it was a
strategic review of the organisation’s sustainability and health (Hastings Borough
Council, 2016) and management restructure involving the appointment of a new
Museum & Cultural Development Manager that led the organisation to make a
commitment to becoming a “community museum” and a “delivery vehicle for the local
authority’s social ambitions” (Etherington, 2020, p.91).
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Damian Etheraads (formerly Etherington), the new manager, has defined the community
museum as an organisation which: “reaches beyond the walls of the building and strives
to engage with local people in partnership as equals; it is a museum that recognises it is
not enough to put on exhibitions and update displays, it must also promote greater
inclusion and equity. It is a museum that speaks to and partners with the local
community and gives voice to local people to speak up and express themselves. It is a
museum that promotes new narratives and encourages visitors and locals to ask
questions, create their own meanings and become active contributors.” (Etherington,
2020, p.93)
The Museum team had also planned to create a ‘Brexit Archive’ which would include
interviews with 100 voters, additional interviews with those aged 16 and 17 at the time of
the EU referendum vote and some contemporary collecting. The difficulties of
undertaking collecting around this topic meant it took a long time to get the project
endorsed by various council representatives and the complexities generated by the
Covid-19 pandemic meant the initiative ultimately had to be shelved, however it remains
symbolic of the organisation’s ambitions, in terms of connecting to contemporary
debates.
“Our work with the Brexit archive is part of an approach we’ve adopted, and it's one entry
point into the transformational change that we keep talking about in museums. We
certainly need that here in Hastings, and that’s what we’re trying to do. It is a project,
that’s representative of the direction that we’re going in, which is to be much more
engaged. It has taken us two years to get the project launched. We haven’t been scared
to go through the process to enable us to tackle a challenging issue like Brexit. Also,
important for us is just being more up to date with what's happening in the world and
responding to it and trying to be more current.” (Etheraads, 2021)

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Clear aims and mission for the museum, its staff and engagement with social agendas.
While its funding allocation has reduced in recent years (a result of the council’s own
shrinking income), Hastings Borough Council remains the Museum’s most important
funder and sponsor. The museum manager role carries wider responsibilities for cultural
development across the borough and the current postholder is keen to use this role to
lever support for the Museum by demonstrating how it can deliver on the council’s
social agendas. In interview he talked about the need to evidence ‘relevance’ and to
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“make the Museum meaningful to the council” (Etheraads, 2021). Part of this was using
the kind of language councillors use and familiarising them with the Museum’s ambitions
and activity so that they can advocate for the service. Another example is that the
Museum’s target audiences include priority groups identified within Hastings Borough
Council’s corporate plan.
The museums’ new focus as a community museum prompted a restructure of the small
staff team. The previous roles of Collections Curator, Curator of Art and World Cultures,
and Museum Learning Officer were combined to create three Collection & Engagement
Curator posts, each with defined collection areas, to give greater emphasis to the
responsibilities of staff to engage with audiences directly. It has also provided a catalyst
for a range of grant-funded project work including the project What’s in the Box? which
has enabled members of targeted groups – home learners, those identifying as LGBTQ+
and as people seeking sanctuary – to participate in collections review and
documentation activities. In the case of home learners, nine families helped the Museum
to document its natural science collections. This activity culminated in a digital
exhibition, which included objects encountered during the documentation activity,
alongside creative outputs such as posters, animation, and poems (Hastings Museum,
n.d.(b)). Work with people seeking sanctuary was extended through an exhibition which
centred on a British Museum Spotlight Loan; Crossings: Community and Refuge (10
September – 5 December 2021) and allowed the Museum to develop its relationship
with refugee support organisations such as the Refugee Buddy Project.

Sustaining new audiences, focussing on community engagement and participation in
‘museum work’. The Museum’s limited income from Hastings Borough Council and
consequently small staff team means that additional, grant funding is needed to deliver
on many of its ambitions. The organisation has been successful in recent years but, in
interview, the manager highlighted the challenge of sustaining relationships with new
audiences across short-term grant-funded initiatives:
“That’s one of the things: to make sure our work is longer term and not just because
we’ve got project funding. There’s no surer way of annoying communities, if you do a
project once and then not talk to them again. You know, you email them every day
throughout the year and then don’t speak to them for the next five years, it just doesn’t
make sense. So building programmes to last over five or six years, I think that’s
important. That’s certainly what we’re aiming to do with all of our target audiences,
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which are LGBTQ+ people, home education groups and migrant and refugee
communities. Over the next five years we are aiming to make sure there are projects
each year running with them. It's important that it’s not just our ideas but it’s their ideas,
and they are involved in the projects, developing them, and creating them.” (Etheraads,
2021)
The Museum team is keen to develop strategies for enabling community participation in
processes which are generally seen as internal museum matters such as undertaking
documentation and digitisation, reviewing collections for significance and identifying
material for acquisition or disposal. The museum manager discussed his concern about
a “representation gap” and his desire to build a sustainable basis for the development of
future engagement work in terms of the Museum’s collections:
“I think the purpose of a museum controversially is that we’ve got to use the collections,
is to collect and preserve them. Because if you're not going to see yourself in them then
one hundred years down the line, we’re not going to have a museum to show things. It is
about representation - the representation gap is massive at our museum - making sure
that we close that is central to our work. I think part of, for those marginalised groups,
and those people that don’t come to museums, it's about focusing our effort. We can't
do everything for everyone but where we can do work to reach them we should. This
shouldn’t just be what project a museums wants here and there; it should be a
considered programme of work with a specific group so that you can build those
relationships and build that network and grow it.” (Etheraads, 2021)

Using historic materials and collections to contextualise contemporary migration.
While being responsive to current issues (museum staff commissioned an installation in
the Durbar Hall to mark the deaths of 27 people seeking sanctuary in the English
Channel on 24 November 2021), the Museum team are also keen to find ways to
contextualise migration as a normative part of the human experience. The exhibition
Crossings: Community and Refuge included an additional display featuring historical
objects used by Belgian refugees who fled to England’s South Coast in 1914.
“Part of our longer term work is looking at how migrants and refugees live in the town.
We recognised that they’ve always lived in the town, because actually the collection has
got refugee history going back many years. There’s some quite poignant knitted
garments from babies who were refugees and things like that. So, there are a few
objects there but certainly we’re looking at how we can involve migrants and refugees
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much more in what we do so that they're not being ‘othered’ and they're not being used
as scapegoats. Because actually they’ve made a home in Hastings for years.” (Etheraads,
2021)
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Case Study: Powell-Cotton Museum, Birchington-on-Sea, Kent
Introduction
The Powell-Cotton Museum is based on the estate of its founder, Percy Powell-Cotton
(1866-1940). Powell-Cotton was a Victorian hunter and explorer, who—with his
daughters Antoinette and Diana—amassed large natural history and material culture
collections, which are today displayed at his former home.
Having historically served as a monument to the “Great White Hunter” (Livne, Shiweda
and Stylianou, 2021, p.44), in 2018 the Museum began a process of organisational
change, culminating in the rewriting of its vision, aims, objectives and values (PowellCotton Museum, n.d.). The
venue is closed over the period
2020-2022 while related
activities are underway,
including staff training,
community engagement,
outreach, building works and
rewriting gallery interpretation.
Image of the exterior of The Powell-Cotton Museum. Image © Acabashi, Creative Commons CC-BY-SA 4.0,
Wikimedia Commons. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Entrance_facade_to_PowellCotton_Museum_at_Quex_Park_Birchington_Kent_England.jpg

Context
The Powell-Cotton Museum is located just outside the village of Birchington-on-Sea in
the district of Thanet in the county of Kent. Thanet is a predominantly white (95.4%),
English-speaking district. The constituency of South Thanet was famously contested by
Nigel Farage, leader of the right-wing UK Independence Party (UKIP), in the 2005 and
2015 UK general elections. Farage’s relative success (while he lost both elections, he
secured 32.4% of the vote in 2015) has led some commentators to describe the area as
‘UKIP country’. In the 2016 EU referendum the population of Thanet voted 63.8% in
favour of leaving the EU (against a national ‘leave’ vote of 52%).
Thanet ranks highly in scales of social deprivation. Researchers at Loughborough
University reported that, in the period 2019-20, 29% of children in North Thanet and 31%
in South Thanet were living in poverty (Loughborough University, 2021) and the district
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was described as an area with ‘low life chances’ in a recent government report (Social
Mobility Commission, 2020, p.9).

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
Following the death of the son of the museum’s founder, the trust undertook a review of
the charity’s business management, financial management, staffing structure and vision.
This radical reassessment led to a commitment to transformational change. The first
manifestation of this was The Cube, a new hands-on gallery aimed at families and
children, which opened in 2014. The focus on families and on learning opportunities
continued, and specific schemes were devised in order to reduce the barrier created by
having to charge admission fees, for example by issuing loyalty cards to users of Sure
Start children’s centres.
In 2019, the publication of the Museums Association report, Empowering Collections,
which called for—amongst other things—'A culture change in collections practice’ and ‘A
proactive approach to the democratisation and decolonisation of collections’ (Museums
Association, 2019) led the organisation to develop new initiatives which addressed the
colonial nature of its collections. In 2020 it launched the Re-imagining the Museum
project which included the implementation of a new ‘decolonisation strategy’, the
redesign and development of its education and outreach programme and delivery of a
new display initiative. This new project, Colonial Critters: Reinterpreting historical natural
history displays for, and with, modern audiences, will draw on the Museum’s extensive
archives to explore the colonial history of its natural history collection and re-examine
the stories that are told in its galleries. Through a community-led research approach,
new interpretation and learning resources are being developed for these spaces.
Participants will include individuals who have not visited the venue before. A pop-up
museum will also be created, which can be taken out to community venues. Staff hope
that, over time and through such initiatives, the Museum will become a community
resource: “that’s the vision – that we really become a community asset, a community
hub” (West, 2020).
In reflecting on the Powell-Cotton Museum’s new outward-facing focus and orientation,
the Museum’s director reflected: “So how do we get a sense of belonging? Because you
can’t keep just opening the doors and saying, ‘It’s free’, because that message has been
out there for ages. And so we’ve got to get out of this building and out into the
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communities – on their terms, not our own, and how they need us; not what makes us
feel comfortable.” (West, 2020).

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Clear aims and vision for a holistic and hyper-local approach. The Powell-Cotton
Museum is run by the Powell-Cotton Trust, an independent charity. Museum staff spent
time talking with their board of trustees about their plans for a new approach resulting in
“trustees that have totally signed up to this vision that we are not going to be ‘doing to’;
we are ‘part of’, and ‘engaged with’, and ‘responsive to’, and ‘inclusive of’, and we are
giving away control and authority to others.” (West, 2020).
The transformational approach adopted by the Powell-Cotton Museum has been
signalled in policy and is informing every aspect of the organisation’s work; from
governance, to staffing, to signage, to training, to collecting, to organisational identity
and to reshaped public programmes: “The radical change we’ve undergone is huge.
We’ve effectively, in three to four years, become self-determining, changed our identity,
changed how we feel and believe about ourselves, and created that platform so that we
can embrace decolonisation in all its forms, and not just as this, sort of, tokenistic, ‘We’ll
change our interpretation.’ So, it will be embedded in our recruitment and selection. It
will be embedded in the language we use in our documents and where we might talk to
people who we’ll work with.” (West, 2020).
Staff recognise that being situated within an area of deprivation creates responsibilities
for the Museum and are focussed on providing a meaningful offer to locally-based
audiences. An example of this is the Museum’ schools outreach programme, Breaking
out of the Museum. Recognising that the home-learning enforced by the pandemic was
limiting children’s access to culture, the Museum used the life and collections of the
Powell-Cotton family to support learning about the British Empire, colonialism, local
history, and the impact of the past on the present, through specially-created loan boxes
and a virtual session with one of the Museum’s Learning and Engagement Officers.

Using the objects, collecting and interpretation to challenge old ideas. Being a museum
which holds collections of largely African and Asian material culture and natural history
specimens based in a predominantly white population presents both challenges and
opportunities. The Museum’s Head of Collections and Engagement saw this as an
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important factor: “If you look at how people understand the world around them in
Thanet, where else are they going to go but to the Powell-Cotton Museum to have a
direct experience of the lives of people in other continents? All the other local museums
in Thanet are local history museums or local history centres. […] At the moment, it is very
easy to close yourself off from the rest of the world here and if you already have your
deep-held suspicion of others, your concerns that people are coming in and they are
going to steal your jobs or whatever, you can close yourself off from anything positive
quite easily around here and keep that feeling inside you without it ever being
challenged and so that’s why we are important, because we have to challenge that and
we have the tools to challenge that.”
Staff felt it was difficult for some audiences to connect with the historic (closed)
collection so a decision was made to rewrite the Museum’s Collections Development
Policy so that some strategic contemporary collecting could be undertaken. This
targeted new collecting was aimed to help the museum to make connections between
the past and the present for contemporary audiences. Staff and researchers also looked
to expand previous interpretative frameworks, by going beyond the conventional focus
on the ‘Great White Hunter’, to research and develop new narratives about the people
who had played a role in the formation of Percy Powell-Cotton’s collections, whether as
skilled hunters or guides in African countries, or as labourers on his Kent estate.

Building relationships with communities, for staff and audiences, rather than focussing
on projects. The Museum Director, Catriona West, noted that “We are reaching out and
establishing relationships, and they are not around projects. They are around asking,
‘How do we become relevant? How do we make you feel comfortable and safe here?
Do we need to come to you? What works for you? We’ve got all these stories and we’ve
got these objects – can we come out, work with you, and do something together? And
can we make it a partnership that lasts for as long as both of us want it?’ And it’s not
about who’s got what money or whatever. So, it is different.” (West, 2020).
Museum staff recognised that there will always be some opposition to change but that
this opposition should not be allowed to undermine a process which would benefit
wider publics: “You will always have a group… a teeny-tiny group that will dig in their
heels and will never come, … they are called ‘saboteurs’ in the change management
process, and they will do anything to destabilise the process… So, I think we have to
recognise that. We will work as much as we can to explain and be transparent. That’s in
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our vision – transparency. But if they don’t want to engage and they are never going to
engage […] we can’t chase those 5 people out of 100, when there are 95 people on board
and enthusiastic and celebratory – it’s about working with them… giving them authority
and control and [making them] part of the process.” (West, 2020).
Creating a sense of belonging for staff for also a key factor in the museum’s approach.
Many members of the workforce moved to the area for their role and felt unrepresented
by local political discourse. The change being undertaken by the organisation also
provided opportunities for them to develop their sense of belonging, to the Museum and
to local communities:
“Why I want this change so much is to actually feel like I belong and that I am part of the
community. Because I think there is a very dominant community here which is white,
working class and anti-immigrant, and … they’ve basically spoken for all of us, through
the Brexit vote and through the way they talk and speak in the local area, and it just feels
very unwelcoming if you think differently. So, in a way, what we are doing now, for many
of us, is creating our own sense of belonging, because there are so many of us here onsite that believe in this sense of a bigger community, of diversity, of us all contributing…
and having something to add to society and supporting each other.” (West, 2020).
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Case Study: Munich City Museum

Introduction
The city museum (Stadtmuseum) Munich sits in the historic centre of the city, across the
square from the new Jewish Museum Munich, with a permanent exhibition called
‘Typisch München’ (typically Munich) which was developed in the early 2000s. Munich is
a large and wealthy city, the capital of Bavaria, which has had a significant role in
German and European history over the 19th and
20th centuries, and which has numerous
internationally important museums of art and
science, palaces and gardens, diverse small
museums and a documentation centre
focussing on the National Socialist past. The
city’s population includes more than 40% with a
‘migration background’ (Eymold and Heusler
2018, p.10), yet public awareness of how
migration has shaped and enriched the city was
considered to be lacking (ibid). Founded in the
late 19th century, the City Museum takes a local,
yet global, focus on the city’s cultural history and
development since the founding of the city in
the 12th century, using collections spanning fine
and decorative arts, ethnology, social, political
and cultural history to present a narrative of the
city.
Munich City Museum, interior view. Photo: S. Eckersley

Context
In 2012 a new intervention into the ‘Typisch München’ exhibition was planned by the City
Museum together with the City Archives (Eymold and Heusler 2018, p.11) following a
number of previous initiatives and ideas relating to the need to include more migration
histories integrated within the presentation of city history (ibid, p.11-12). The new
development was therefore intended to showcase hitherto under-represented and
neglected histories, objects and stories from Munich’s diverse migrant population, while
also connecting to the different communities and citizens in Munich today. The resulting
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project ‘Migration bewegt die Stadt’ (migration moves the city) which was funded by the
city council and opened their exhibition interventions in September 2018. Although
originally only funded on a short-term basis and staffed from February 2015 onwards
(ibid) - shortly before, and not directly connected to the 2015 ‘summer of migration’ – the
exhibition interventions and the hitherto temporary museum research and curatorial
posts attached to it were made permanent in 2020.

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
The exhibition was intended to show that migration histories are not only integral to, but
already an inalienable part of city histories (Eymold and Heusler 2018, p.13), that
population diversity and mobility have always been a part of human life rather than as
something ‘other’ or ‘beyond’ the norm. It intentionally sought to expand the permanent
exhibition ‘Typically Munich’ by looking for objects from within the collections of the City
Museum and City Archives, as well as seeking contributions of objects, stories,
documents and artistic interventions from members of the public. Specific local groups
with migrant backgrounds relating both to Munich and to German history were targeted
– German-Turkish communities relating to the history of the Gastarbeiter, Greek-German
communities connected to the victims of the NSU murders, and Syrian communities
from the 2015 refugee crisis (Fehle in Eymold and Heusler 2018 pp.59-63). The exhibition
development strategy followed participatory approaches, including workshop activities
and community outreach in order to ensure a wider spectrum of perspectives were
included in the new exhibition modules that were to be inserted into the long-term
exhibition.
Stylistically, the new exhibition modules are created as visual interventions within the
existing exhibition space – the text panels and objects are supported on bright yellow
scaffolding poles, contrasting with the clean lines of the more usual glass museum
cases housing the rest of the ‘Typically Munich’ displays. The form of intervention here
mirrors the idea of integrating migrants into a host society – the migration histories and
stories are retrospectively inserted into the pre-existing dominant narrative of the
majority histories. While the yellow scaffolding draws the visitor’s attention, it also
implies that the migration interventions are somehow not as ‘polished’ as the other
displays in the same space, hinting that they are incomplete and also that they are
constructions. Whether this stylistic choice is interpreted by visitors as a form of critical
reflection on the nature of which histories are chosen to be presented in museums, on
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knowledge as something that is constructed by museums, on the incompleteness of any
history is debateable.

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Aims and clear mission. The aims and intention behind the exhibition were to draw
greater public attention to a long-running process of engaging with migration within the
city of Munich, and to broaden the audiences who come to the museum, by ensuring
that diverse histories are represented there. The focus on migration as an integral and
long-term part of Munich’s city history, rather than as a ‘special case’ separate from the
standard narratives, was crucial to the new exhibition and project behind it. This aim was
described in terms not only of representation, but also of safe-keeping, of trust between
the museum and communities and of belonging by the staff involved:
“the idea that Munich City Museum is a place where migration history is safe, and where
people can find it presented. So to speak, to seek out trust, to create trust and show that
it’s in the right place […] that this history belongs to the city’s history, and that it’s
important, without any question.”(Göcke 2021).
The approach taken was to intervene into the permanent display about Munich (‘Typisch
München’) through the development of additional display modules, which both break up
and merge into the more standard chronological approach of that exhibition:
“So, the long-term exhibition, ‘Typisch München’ is a typical chronology and ‘Migration
bewegt die Stadt’ deliberately breaks with this chronology […] there is a new approach to
city history, not ordered chronologically but rather by thematic aspects […] because of
course we see certain things which continue in the present – continuities related to our
history, or repetitions with regard to exclusions and inclusions – and we make a
connection.” (Göcke 2021)

Addressing gaps in the collections and displays. Early work on the topic of migration in
the Munich City Museum included a review of their collections and those in the City
Archives for items related to migration histories, with a particular focus on ‘cross-reading’
of the collections to uncover these aspects (Eymold and Heusler 2018, p.13, pp.60-63).
The collections had not previously been catalogued on the basis of ‘migration histories’,
and so the process of finding relevant objects and stories within the existing catalogue
required careful consideration and a new ‘reading’ of the collections (both by curators
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and by local community members), crossing the boundaries of the existing catalogue
and collections structures, to draw out a diverse range of objects for the new display
interventions. One question posed by the team involved was whether to focus on
objects ‘with a migration history’ or on objects from people new to Munich (Maischein in
Eymold and Huesler 2018, p.231). The multivalence of objects and their significance for
different topics was also important, not only to show the variety of meanings a single
object might have for different people, but also to highlight the range of connections
inherent to each object itself. Such an approach allows the connections to migration to
be based both within each object’s own affordances (its materiality and aesthetics, or its
role in specific cultural practices or historical events, for example) as well as within the
variety of responses that museum visitors might have to it. Rather than creating a
‘migration-specific’ or silo-ed collection purely focussing on migration, the richness of
the objects’ interconnections between migration and other histories and meanings are
emphasised, to show also how migration is an integral component of all human history,
society and culture. The exhibition interventions developed as a result of the project
intentionally bring together and make connections between historical and contemporary
objects to address the different aspects of but also connections between experiences
and histories of migration.
The collecting process, undertaken through building relationships with specific migrant
community groups and organisations was challenging, due to a lack of trust resulting
from previous experiences with city institutions and authorities (Maischein in Eymold and
Heusler 2018, p.233) as well as the strong personal value that objects held for their
owners. Wider contemporary collecting – for example, from refugee protests in the city
in 2016 – and other forms of documentation (films, interviews etc) were undertaken in
conjunction with refugee organisations in the city and interested individuals.
One valuable learning point from the evaluation of the existing collections for migration
stories and the collecting of new objects connected to migration, was that past
collecting and documentation processes often did not gather the necessary information
connected to an object’s origins and ownership, and wider relevance in terms of its
personal significance or to issues of migration and sense of belonging. Such information
gathering was integral to the contemporary collecting process, and the inclusion of
thematic keywords (such as ‘migration’) into the collections database came as a result of
these new insights into both the existing collections and new collecting processes
(Maischein in Eymold and Heusler 2018, p.238-239). The question is also raised about

69

whether such a demarcation will remain desirable or appropriate in the longer-term, that
once the urgent priority of ensuring wider representation of hitherto under-represented
and marginalised groups in the museum has been addressed, that this should then
become ‘selbstverständlich’ rather than exceptional (ibid p.239). The need for museums
to repeatedly reassess and re-evalute not only exhibitions or public engagement
strategies, but also the modes and practices of collecting and documenting is
highlighted as a crucial element of future museum work.

Including different perspectives – missing stories. The process of finding and presenting
hitherto missing migration stories and objects in the museum included, in addition to a
review of the existing collections, a process of community engagement and collecting
to ensure that those stories and objects central to individuals’ varying experiences of
migration and belonging in Munich were showcased, in addition to those identified by
the curators and exhibition team. “It became clear that if we really wanted to work
through this migration history; naturally, it was about representation; and, naturally, it was
also about the question – “Where is this knowledge really?” “How do you obtain this
knowledge”? So a mixture of questions on the subject of representation – quite simply,
“Okay, if we’re talking about the subject of migration, then migrants must also be
allowed to have their say.” And also the simple necessity to find objects which are not in
archives, but instead under people’s beds or in their basements, because for a long time
no one saw
the need to
archive or
collect such
items. So
turning to the
people
themselves
was
important.”
(Göcke 2021).
Migration moves the City exhibition view. Photo: S. Eckersley

Using a range of public events with participants, speakers and actors from various
migrant community groups, ‘city history narratives that had up until now been primarily
influenced by the majority society’ (Eymold and Heusler 2018, p.15) were intended to be
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re-shaped to offer multiple perspectives and a more critical view on processes of
change within the city.
“the greatest challenge [for the museum in connecting to belonging] really is this ‘multiperspectivity’ that exists in society; … to represent the voices of the many in an appealing
way, including in long-term and in special exhibitions, without it becoming lost in a kind
of arbitrariness of interpretations … Even if we do say, there is a diversity of opinions,
there is a diversity of perspectives - multi-perspectivity - nevertheless as a museum we
dare to deliver our own interpretation, and not merely confront the users with this
diversity and then leave them alone to try to make sense of it.” (Göcke 2021)
One part of the collecting process was to undertake oral history interviews with
individuals in the city, interviews which have been archived and are accessible to
researchers in the City Archives, but which were also used to inform the museum
displays to some extent, to allow different voices to be present. In addition, once the
exhibition interventions were completed, the museum used a, now familiar but at the
time in Germany rather innovative, technique of recruiting guides with lived experience
rather than necessarily with museum or historical expertise to provide information to
visitors, in multiple languages:
“we made sure that not only we have our say, but also we enlisted intermediaries in the
exhibitions, primarily people for whom immigration played a significant role in their lives.
We trained them, and we made sure they tell the story from their perspective, and not
only through tours by museum staff. That was important for us – even in the first year –
not just collecting pure cultural information and engaging in related activities; we
wanted to know that these perspectives on migration would be included in the
exchange.” (Göcke 2021)
This shift from the museum experts controlling the narrative that is shared with visitors
(whether through the exhibitions and publications, or through events and tours) to
enabling people with relevant lived experience to communicate directly and dialogically
with museum visitors was not common in German museums until the Multaka project in
Berlin, responding to the 2015 Syrian migration crisis, which used this technique and was
covered in the international media (Eckersley 2020). The shift from the ‘norm’ in German
museums, where guided tours given by museum curators and external academic
experts are a standard part of the public offer, has now become much more common
across Germany, but was not universally well received due to the perceived lack of
expertise of community guides:
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“These were very interesting guided tours and many visitors made very interesting
acquaintances […] I believe this was a new experience for many museum visitors.
Otherwise, I can say, yes… it was partially taken as controversial…” (Göcke 2021)
This shift of control from the museum to the individual or community also underpins the
participatory collecting strategy that the museum used to expand their collections
through work with various migrant and refugee groups, which relied on ‘the museum
giving up part of its sovereignty of interpretation (Deutungshoheit)’ (Fehle in Eymold and
Heusler 2018, p.66)
Work with diverse migrant and community groups across Munich was one of the core
aims, yet the challenges of this are recognized – the lack of long-term funding for
community engagement and participation means that some groups could not be
reached, and that material collected could not always be documented, researched and
analysed in the depth that would be desired. In addition, the long-term relationship
building necessary for successful partnerships based on trust between the museum and
groups could not always be built up sufficiently within the timescale of the project. All
these points are recognized and acknowledged by the leaders of the project at the City
Museum and City Achives (Eymold and Heusler, 2018, p.16-17), highlighting the
challenges that institutional structures and funding pose to sustainable collaborative
work, particularly with marginalized and under-represented communities, even when
the primary aim of the project itself is to redress the under-representation of these
stories in city institutions and public awareness.
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Case Study: Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Introduction
The University of Oxford's museum of art and archaeology, the Ashmolean was founded
in 1682 when wealthy antiquary Elias Ashmole gifted his collection to the University. It
opened as Britain’s first public museum, and the world’s first university museum, in 1683.
Today, its collections include archaeology, numismatics, fine and decorative art and
incorporate material from the Islamic world, the Indian subcontinent, South East Asia,
Tibet, China, Korea and Japan.
In 2018, the Museum launched its Ashmolean for All strategy, which aims to improve the
way it represents, works with and includes diverse communities and individuals
(Ashmolean Museum, n.d.). The strategy is a central focus of the Ashmolean Museum’s
Strategic Plan 2018–23.

Context
The strong university presence in the city means that it has a comparatively young
population. The 2011 census recorded that 32% of Oxford's population was aged 18-29
years (compared to 16% nationally). It also reported that the city has a relatively
international and diverse population: 64% of Oxford's total population identified as White
British, 14% of residents were from a White but non-British ethnic background and 22% of
residents identified with a black or minority ethnic group (compared to 13% in England).
In the 2016 referendum Oxford’s population voted strongly in favour of remaining within
the EU (70.3%).
In terms of social and economic factors, the picture is mixed across the city with pockets
of deprivation. Oxford City Council reports that 10 out of 83 Oxford neighbourhoods are
amongst the 20% most deprived in England, 22% of adults have no or low educational
qualifications and, after housing costs, 1 in 4 children live below the poverty line.19
Divisions between ‘town and gown’ remain apparent.

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
In early 2018 members of an informal network which grew out of a Museum of Oxford (a
city council-run organisation) exhibition initiative (Journeys to Oxford) met to begin
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planning events to mark the 70th anniversary of the arrival of HMT Empire Windrush at
Tilbury dock on 22 June 1948. The network would provide the catalyst for an exhibition
at the Museum of Oxford (Windrush Years: Next Generations, 6 October 2018 – 23 March
2019), an artists’ installation at the Ashmolean Museum (A Nice Cup of Tea? 23 May 2019
– October 2021) and a programme of special events.
At the Ashmolean the installation by Enam Gbewonyo and Lois Muddiman was a
response to displays of eighteenth-century European ceramics which highlighted the
relationship between these and slave-produced commodities such as tea and sugar.
Developed in collaboration with members of BK LUWO, a refugee support organisation
established in 1999 by a
group of women from
Northern Uganda, the
installation – which
consisted of smashed
crockery onto which had
been applied historic
imagery of Oxford’s Black
African and Caribbean
community – also sought
to highlight the
contribution of Oxford’s
Windrush Generation.
Right: An image of the installation A Nice Cup of Tea? created by artists Enam Gbewonyo and Lois
Muddiman. European Ceramics gallery, Ashmolean Museum. Photograph by H. Mears.

The installation and associated programme were elements in the Museum’s Ashmolean
for All strategy, which seeks to extend and deepen the organisation’s relationships with
locally-based communities as well as to generate greater transparency around its
institutional history. These changes were to be reflected in gallery displays and
interpretation. The Museum’s interpretation lead, Natasha Podro, noted the ambition that
“our interpretation should be more inclusive, more accessible, reach the communities,
being not just an academic museum - which we do very well - but reach our local
communities, which we failed to do and that was its remit” (Podro 2021). An example of
this was the Our Museum: Our Voices initiative which enabled young people to provide
new interpretation for objects on display. The interpretation lead commented on the
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project: “One of the things that I liked about this project is that in the past, we've been
very good at listening to people to talk about things from their own area but it was really
good to see everything through the eyes of somebody else, and to allow those voices to
speak uninterfered with, as far as possible” (Podro 2021).
Other initiatives have included a community ambassador scheme, through which
individuals with links to specific marginalised communities are given paid work to
develop museum-community links, a dual-language (English and Arabic) temporary
exhibition co-curated with members of local communities (Owning the Past, From
Mesopotamia to Iraq, 12 December 2020 – 22 August 2021) and the redevelopment of
the Museum’s permanent Ancient Middle East gallery.

Owning the Past exhibition. Photo: H. Mears

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Building equitable partnerships and enabling a sense of ownership. Partnerships have
been central to the organisation’s engagements with belonging, whether with
community organisations, other heritage organisations (like the Oxford City Council-run
Museum of Oxford), other parts of the University of Oxford (including via student
placements) and individuals (artists, arts workers, researchers). Across the wider Oxford
University’s Gardens, Libraries and Museums (GLAM) network, efforts have been made
to make partnerships more equitable than they have been in the past, for example
through the creation of a new Community Ambassador scheme, which creates paid
opportunities for individuals to act as advocates for their community.
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As part of the organisation’s Ashmolean for All strategy, the museum team have sought
to enable greater levels of participation in museum activities. For example, the
temporary exhibition Owning the Past: From Mesopotamia to Iraq (12 December 2020 –
22 August 2021) was developed in dialogue with members of Oxford’s Syrian, Kurdish
and Iraqi communities In the case of the A Nice Cup of Tea? installation, it was the first
time that the outcome from a community engagement initiative had been shown in a
permanent gallery, and one of the commissioned artists, Enam Gbewonyo, commented
on how important it was for “members of the community to see their work in a public
arena”. She also noted of participants that “these are women who have never had their
stories told and that’s all that anyone wants – to feel valued”. She noted that participants
felt a strong sense of ownership: “you feel like I have the right to take up this space – this
space is for me” (Gbewonyo 2020).
At the same time, bringing creative practitioners into the “very elitist space” of the
Museum was a new departure and risks were felt on both sides. One artist, Enam
Gbewonyo, commented that they “got the feeling that there wasn’t much expectation
about what we might be able to produce” (Gbewonyo 2020), however the outcomes
exceeded institutional expectations and galvanised members of staff and of locallybased communities.

Creating space for other perspectives and engaging with difficult histories and
emotions. Working with creative practitioners and communities weren’t the only ways of
bringing new perspectives to bear on the Museum and its collections. Museum and
university staff also felt that there was scope for developing “radical expertise” (Lloyd
2020) within their role and discipline. Dr Myfanwy Lloyd, independent historian and
museum consultant working with Ashmolean Museum argued that “you can be really
radical with the history and materials you have” and that “just because you’re a historian
doesn’t mean you’re a traditionalist - it doesn’t have to be an opposition” (Lloyd
2020). Some members of museum staff pointed to their work as part of a new
‘decolonising’ group, which was seeking to highlight and address aspects of the
collection’s contested history.
For an organisation used to providing authoritative and expert accounts of its collections,
giving up this position and centring other voices and perspectives was at times difficult.
One staff member noted that: “As with all museums ... the sense of ownership of the
curators is very, very strong. It is their world and they are the experts and they do know
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what they're talking about, but some of them find having other voices and other opinions
harder to cope with than others” (Podro 2021).
Creating space for other perspectives and connecting the past to the present also meant
engaging with conflicting historical accounts and associated tensions. One of the artists
involved in the creation of the A Nice Cup of Tea? Installation, Enam Gbewonyo, noted
that the process had involved some difficult conversations about difficult histories. Some
Windrush Generation individuals had experienced racism and violence. Many had come
to Britain as children only later to be told “you’re not British and you don’t belong here”
(Gbewonyo 2020). Similarly, the process of consulting with members of Oxford’s Syrian,
Kurdish and Iraqi communities as part of the development of the Owning the Past, From
Mesopotamia to Iraq exhibition could be emotional at times: “There was consultation with
groups beforehand and they were quite emotional” (Podro 2021). The new Ancient
Middle East gallery includes a dedicated space for co-curated displays to “give current
communities a chance to have a presence and have an ownership in that gallery” (Podro
2021).

Connecting the past to the present. Collections-based displays at the Ashmolean
Museum had generally taken a historical focus and its institutional history meant that
some geographical areas (for example, sub-Saharan Africa) were omitted. The new
Ashmolean for All strategy sought to encourage the forging of connections to the
present. This was perhaps easier with some collections than others. The redevelopment
of the Ancient Middle East gallery presented particular difficulties, as the Interpretation
Manager, Natasha Podro, commented: “The problem with the ancient gallery is that it
doesn't relate to any existing communities. It's so ancient that there is no direct
connection there. So, there are fewer places … where one can make those direct
connections” (Podro 2021).
For many of those involved in these initiatives, connecting the past to the present also
meant asking difficult questions about how objects came into the collections. Many of
the new exhibitions and displays discussd this aspect of institutional history in some way.
Owning the Past included participant quotes on this subject, for example, “I want to hear
why all these precious things are here. Did we have a choice that the objects are here?”.
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Legacy. Sustaining relationships with community-based partners and organisations was
an ongoing challenge. Limited capacity made it difficult to translate project work into
long-term collaborations, and income-generating events and exhibitions were typically
prioritised in terms of organisational resources. This could create bad feeling amongst
participants, especially when communication faltered. In the context of A Nice Cup of
Tea?, despite discussion about permanent changes to the original display (after the
installation’s removal), some of the participants interviewed for our research felt that
they were left hanging.

References
Ashmolean Museum, n.d. “Ashmolean for All: Doing Things Differently”. Online blog,
available at: https://ashmoleanforall.blog/about/
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working with Ashmolean Museum on 15th April 2020
Lloyd (2020) interview conducted by Helen Mears with Dr Myfanwy Lloyd, independent
historian and museum consultant working with Ashmolean Museum on 23rd March 2020
Podro (2021) interview conducted by Helen Mears with Natasha Podro, Interpretation
Manager, Ashmolean Museum on 19th February 2021

You can find out more about the Ashmolean Museum online:
https://www.ashmolean.org

Back to ‘How to’

78

Case Study: Zittau Cultural History Museum, EntKOMMEN exhibition
Introduction
The exhibition ‘EntKOMMEN. Das Dreiländereck zwischen Vertreibung, Flucht und
Ankunft’ (Escape/Arrival: the Three country corner between explusion, flight and arrival’
was displayed at the Kulturhistorisches Museum Franziskanercloster (Cultural History
Museum in the Franciscan Cloister), part of the Staedtische Museen (city museums)
Zittau, a cultural history museum located in the former cloisters in the town centre,
during 2020. The museum has collections of fine and decorative arts, historical religious
artefacts from the region, and objects relating to key figures in regional history.
Context
The town of Zittau is located at a ‘corner’ of Germany, on the border with both Poland
and the Czech Republic, in a region which has been shaped both by histories of trade
and cooperation, and of conflict, border change and forced migration. During the 17th
century Protestant religious exiles came to the region, and after World War II Germans
from surrounding areas east of the Oder-Neisse line which had become Poland fled or
were forced to leave their homes and many settled in Zittau. Contemporary migration
continues with refugees from around the world coming to Zittau, as one among many
other places. Despite a wealth of architectural treasures, the town has suffered as a
result of regional economic and population decline since the end of the Cold War, and is
in a region which has been described as a ‘stronghold’ of the right-wing AfD and neoNazi groups.
How did the organisation engage with belonging?
The region’s history of multiple historical and contemporary migrations, contemporary
struggles over a sense of identity in eastern Germany and support for right-wing populist
parties, protest movements, etc has made the issue of belonging deeply significant. This
was highlighted by the museum’s director, when discussing the background to the
EntKOMMEN exhibition:
“Well that [the issue of belonging, tolerance and cooperation] really is the big problem
we are facing here. There are many people in the region who do not know what to do
with such ideas, which they just prefer to shut off, so this tolerance and global approach
is not anchored in some parts of society. And for that reason, it is our task to point it out,
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and we see the history that we have here as a good foundation to start with. I would say,
people are indeed aware of the history, but many are conservative, and for me it is
important to show what our tradition and history really means and that you can get a lot
out of it, and that it was always part of it, this idea of tolerance.” (Knüvener, Feb 2021).
The exhibition ‘EntKOMMEN. Das Dreiländereck zwischen Vertreibung, Flucht und
Ankunft’ (Escape/Arrival: the Three country corner between explusion, flight and arrival’
was on display from February to October 2020. Created in collaboration between the
Hillersche Villa and Städtisches Museum Zittau, it was primarily funded by the
Kulturstiftung des Bundes, in their Stadtgefährten programme. It took objects from the
collections of the museum, and object loans from members of the public not only in
Zittau but also across the border in Bogatynia, Poland. The exhibition addressed the
topic of flight, expulsion and forced migration in the region, taking a long historical
approach, from the 17th century exiles from Silesia and Bohemia to more recent refugee
arrivals from Syria, Eritrea, Afghanistan, and the Ukraine, with a key focal point on the
flight and expulsion of Germans at the end of WWII. The exhibition was intended to
engage people to think about the similar experiences of people across history and from
different national, ethnic and religious groups when faced with forced migration, and to
consider anew the idea of who belongs - “fundamentally it is a project to understand
peoples.” (Nowak, Feb 2021)

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?

Clear aim and purpose, and approach to development. The funding programme,
Stadtgefährten, (2015-2021 Kulturstiftung des Bundes) was a national fund intended to
strengthen participation within museum work, particularly for city museums in areas with
under 250 000 inhabitants. The funding is described as offering a space for
experimentation and critical reflection within exhibition and collection practices, for the
development of networks and to enable dialogue with new partners on contemporary
social issues (Mzé in Knüvener, Mattner and Nowak 2020, p.3).
“the aim of the exhibition […] we tried to work with stories, biographies, and to compare
them […] but not to assume that they will be the same. And at the beginning there was
also fear in the whole project team, that there will be no similarities, but then it turned
out that there are a lot of things in common. So, in particular, this aspect of forced
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migration, where you then count today's refugees from Syria and Afghanistan, but also
[…] the Germans who were expelled, and also the Polish "resettlers" from the east. It was
amazing how many similarities, really how many similarities there were, including how
they had similar fates.” (Nowak, Zittau February 2021).

Interview view of EntKOMMEN exhibition. Photo: S. Eckersley

The exhibition was therefore structured around three non-chronological themes related
to forced migration as a result of conflict: ‘having to leave’; ‘wanting to remember’; and
‘being able to settle in’, using documents and objects (both from the museums
collection and from community members) as well as art installations located within and
beyond the museum. The intention was also to expand the reach of the exhibition to
new audiences, both within Zittau and the region in Germany, but also in Poland, and to
engage with diverse perspectives from the people in these areas:
“we wanted to reach out beyond our museum and make sure that we reach people who
are not your typical museum visitor. This meant that we had to set up events outside of
the museum, aside of the regular lectures that were partially hosted by the adult
education college, we set up art events like the one on the market square in the public
space.” (Knüvener, Zittau, February 2021)
The purpose of this was not just broaden the types of people visiting the museum, but to
provoke people to re-think their own (or their families’) experiences and knowledge of
forced migration, and their contemporary interactions with people from different
backgrounds.
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“With regard to urban society itself, one aspect was to create a certain interaction with
the city. […] That was one part of it, which is particularly pronounced through these artistic
events. The other part was that this is about the German population, the German locals
and about some degree of the political education. We wanted to show, we wanted
people to see […] on the one hand, showing experiences, political education, and
showing what went on, on the Polish side, and getting knowledge across. But also to
spur interaction between people.” (Nowak, Zittau February 2021)

Connecting past and present – using objects, stories and similarities to challenge
nationalist ideas and create empathy. The curators and team involved in the exhibition
in chose to step away from the tradition of the chronological historical exhibition, instead
dividing it into themes, so that: “you have the subjects of “refugees” and “expulsion”
facing each other.” (Knüvener, Zittau February 2021), in this way the contemporary
refugees from outside of Europe are positioned in relation to the German expellees after
World War II, to try to break down the barriers between who does and does not ‘belong’
and to encourage empathy between different groups. This was particularly important
within the local and regional context, in an area where large numbers of people had
voted for the right-wing anti-immigration AfD (Alternative für Deutschland) Party, but
where there is also a significant population with (or with family members who have)
direct lived experience of forced migration after World War II.
“Of course we would want the exhibition to get people to think and get a new
perspective on one’s own history, if one lived through the experience of being displaced,
and to question the perspectives one already has been told or learned in school […] the
goal is to leave an impression about the ‘multifaceted-ness’ of this whole subject, it
should make people reflect. That is my wish regarding this exhibition.” (Knüvener, Zittau,
February 2021)
Despite the particular resonance of the exhibition’s topic in the local area, it was also
controversial – partly due to the ongoing political sensitivities and populist misuse of the
history and memory of post-World War II expulsion within Germany as well as in
neighbouring Poland and Czech Republic, but also due to contemporary regional issues
connected to recent migration, to racism and discrimination: “the numbers [of recent
refugees] in this region were not that high, […] we are not a densely populated area, and
this area is not a target for refugees, there are other cities. But still, the refugees have
encountered a society which reacted very allergically, it was very bad after 2015, we
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have polarisation until today, which has also led to extreme politics” (Knüvener, Zittau
February 2021)
The exhibition team intentionally brought the past and present together, aware of the
highly emotional aspects of doing so, particularly for individuals with lived experience of
forced migration, in order to try to open up space for understanding around empathy,
tolerance and belonging:
“I very much hope that it [the exhibition] contributed to the feeling of belonging […] that
was the goal of the exercise. One of the nicest moments for me was when we received a
school group from Dresden, there was a girl from Syria who shared her own experience,
I think she really loved what she saw, she could also read those Arabic excerpts [from an
anti-Muslim, anti-refugee protest in Görlitz in 2018, exhibited in the exhibition] of course
what they said was very terrible, but she could read them, and I think she felt taken very
seriously because of it. I think such visitors then get a feeling of belonging. Of course we
also spoke from many people’s hearts because we [also] told the story of the
displacement of the Germans, we never said that it was not horrible that they lost their
homes, we never judged or said “it wasn’t that bad” […] The contemporaries from 1945
liked the exhibition concept without exception, and they also had a lot of empathy in
2015 with the refugees from Syria.” (Knüvener, Zittau February 2021)

Collaborative working with communities and artists. The development work for the
exhibition included collaborative working with communities from Poland and Germany,
as well as with recent refugee groups, in order to gather stories and objects for the
exhibition. In addition, to support the presentation of ideas and draw attention to
similarities between different historical time periods, places and events, artists were
engaged to create interventions and installations both inside the museum, and outside in
public areas of the city. The work of the artists, and their different approaches to
engaging with the public provided a space (outside of, but still connected to the
museum) for different interpretations and potentially for controversial views to be
voiced, while allowing the museum to retain a certain distance, keeping the institutional
voice somewhat independent from the artistic and public voices.
Once open, the engagement activities accompanying the exhibition included public
events focussing on the three main target audience groups of (and those represented in)
the exhibition – Polish visitors, German visitors and Syrian visitors. In contrast to the
exhibition, where the experiences and insights from these three constituent groups were
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brought together, for the events they were separated – perhaps for pragmatic, linguistic
reasons – which highlighted the differences in who was interested in which experiences:
“there were considerable differences in how the audience reacted to each. Everything
that dealt with the fate of the Germans after 1945 and the stories of expulsion received
considerable attention, those were overcrowded, and also due to Corona-related
restrictions some events were completely over-booked, so we had to host them several
times. The subject as seen from the Polish side received way less attention, but we were
hoping to get visitors from Poland itself, which was difficult due to Corona restrictions
and the cross-border traffic being restricted too. But the interest it received from the
German side was very little. And the parts that dealt with today’s problems were even
worse. We had people from Syria who told their stories, and hardly anyone came. If you
think about how polarising this topic is, I would have expected that at least someone
who wants to criticise it or who was bothered by it, would attend, we were expecting
that, but it was not the case.” (Knüvener, Zittau February 2021)

Political engagement/separation. The idea that museums should remain ‘neutral’ in
relation to political issues or avoid engaging in polarised contemporary debates holds
some ground in Germany, however the team in Zittau tackled the controversies around
the (in)comparability of different difficult histories and their connections to populist
discourses of identity and migration in order to highlight the universal human need for
belonging and acceptance:
”Criticism was quite active, we were accused of trying to compare something which
cannot be compared. […] but there are things that come up again and again, to be a
foreigner somewhere, to become accepted somewhere, to make a new start and things
like that. It is the same after 1945 as today, to not be welcome somewhere, these topics
were important. The historical reasons and why someone got expelled are always
different, but we were often told that you cannot compare this, that the Germans had
suffered more, and things like that. But at this point I also have to say that we also
received a lot of support. […] you have to expect some sort of protest, and we did, but it
turned out to be very limited. I think that is because it was 2020 already and the subject
of migration was not at the forefront of events, the subject had faded away. Had we
done this exhibition in 2017, things may have been different. […] We started in the phase
when we saw those astonishing election results where the AFD got such a big share”
(Knüvener, Zittau February 2021)
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While the aim was to encourage people to think differently about one another, to find
empathy and mutual understanding, the museum director is pragmatic about what level
of success such an ambition can have:
“I think we have already reached some people through the exhibition, who... let’s say,
have a negative attitude towards migration. But some of them have visited the exhibition
after all, which shows a certain
level of success, that they have at
least noticed it is there. What they
think of it is another issue, but I
think it is fundamentally important
that one at least offers this
possibility. If they make the effort
to go in, that is already a success.”
(Knüvener, Zittau February 2021)
Image of far-right graffiti in the centre of Zittau close to the museum. Photo: S. Eckersley

“There are museums that do not want to ask themselves these questions or are too
vague [...] I think one has to do something genuine and not something artificial, one has
to represent and question one’s own history in a reasonable manner, and that can be
done quite well in a museum. Sometimes it is not comfortable but that is something one
should aim for.” (Knüvener, Zittau February 2021)

References:
Knüvener, Peter (2021), Director, Cultural History Museum Zittau, interview undertaken
by Susannah Eckersley in February 2021
Knüvener, Peter and Jens Hommel (eds) (2020) entKOMMEN. Das Dreiländereck
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Case Study: Black Cultural Archives, London
Introduction
Black Cultural Archives (BCA) is a national heritage centre dedicated to collecting,
preserving and celebrating the histories of African and Caribbean people in Britain. The
organisation “grew from a community response to the New Cross Massacre (1981), the
Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984); underachievement of Black children in British
schools, the failings of the Race Relations Act 1976, and the negative impacts of racism
against, and a lack of popular recognition of, and representation by people of African
and Caribbean descent in the UK” (Black Cultural Archives, n.d.) With the support of the
Heritage Lottery Fund and the London Development Agency, BCA opened in its current
building, 1 Windrush Square, Brixton, in 2014. It aims to be the home of Black British
History. The organisation is a charity and a limited company registered as The African
Peoples' Historical
Monument Foundation. It
is also, as Managing
Director Arike Oke noted,
“an incredibly small
team”, with just five core
staff members, plus the
front-of-house team and
receives no core public
funding.

Black Cultural Archives, London. Photo: Mark Longair, CC BY-SA-2.0
https://www.flickr.com/photos/mhl20/14775259375/

Context
The history of BCA is intrinsically linked to the post-war migration of people from the
Caribbean to Britain to meet labour shortages. The organisation’s founders were
members of the Windrush Generation and the building is situated in an area with a
significant historical African-Caribbean presence, partly as a result of post-war migration.
It was also the location of violent uprisings in 1981 and 1985, prompted by racial tensions
and experiences of discrimination, including by the Metropolitan Police. Today, Lambeth
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(the borough in which Brixton is located) is highly diverse: 60% of Lambeth’s population
describe their ethnicity as other than white British and 24% identify as Black (Lambeth
Council, 2017, p.6). In the 2016 EU referendum, 78.6% of Lambeth residents voted in
favour of Britain remaining within the EU: the highest pro-Remain vote in Britain.

How did the organisation engage with belonging?
The organisation has taken a dual approach in marking post-war Caribbean migration
histories by both commemorating the achievements of the Windrush Generation and by
offering solidarity and practical support to those affected by the Windrush Scandal. In
2018, BCA marked the first official Windrush Day (22nd June – chosen to mark the 70th
anniversary of the arrival of Empire Windrush at Tilbury port) with a series of special
events and free legal surgeries for those affected by the Scandal. In 2020, the legal
surgeries were repeated and Windrush Day was marked with Windrush Waves (a
programme for 14–21-year-olds), an artist commission (Joy Gregory photographed
Windrush generation nurses at University Lewisham Hospital) and Sounds of the Rush (a
collection of oral testimonies).
BCA is politically engaged with issues of belonging. Evidence of the organisation using
its platform includes a public statement of solidarity with members of the Windrush
generation published by BCA on 9 April 2018 (Black Cultural Archives, 2018). As well as
expressing frustration with the treatment of members of this generation, the statement
connects the debate to BCA’s own collections, and mission. Notably, BCA was the only
cultural organisation represented on The Windrush Cross-Government Working Group,
which was established in 2020 to improve uptake of the Windrush compensation
schemes and provide strategic input into the Home Office response to the Windrush
Lessons Learned Review (Williams, 2020), among other things. In 2021 BCA withdrew
from the Group following the publication of the widely-discredited report issued by the
Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities (Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities,
2021).

What were the key factors in engaging with belonging?
Political independence. Unlike most heritage organisations in England with a national
remit, BCA receives no core public funding. As Oke notes, “because [BCA] is an
independent charity, that comes with the ability to speak out about whatever you want
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because of the independence, so we’re politically independent because we don’t have
central government funding” (Oke, 2021). While this situation causes financial precarity it
also allows for greater political freedom. As an independent charity with a board of
trustees, the organisation has been increasingly keen to use its voice and to engage in
political debate. As with Windrush, on 1 June 2020 it published a statement in response
to the murder of George Floyd: Black Lives Matter: It’s Time for Change (Black Cultural
Archives, 2020a). BCA’s Managing Director, Arike Oke, has noted how writing the
statement with trustees “felt like a very powerful coming of age moment for BCA and for
BCA’s voice” (Oke, 2020).

Having a clear mission. While the organisation’s core purpose had been clear since its
founding, expectations of the organisation had grown significantly among its
stakeholders, publics and the broader museum and archive sector, to the point where
these outweighed its capacity and resourcing. In May 2020, Oke launched BCA 2030
Vision, Strategy & Outcomes to clarify the organisation’s “five, ten-year aims so by 2030,
we have five specific things that we want BCA to have achieved or to have moved into”
(Oke, 2021). Noted ambitions include ensuring resilience and securing income,
promoting the teaching of Black history, widening access to BCA’s collections and
running a sector-leading workforce development programme. A distinctive aspect of the
vision is to use the organisation’s “active voice” with the stated outcome of having “an
opinion and an active voice on relevant issues”. Activities under this objective include
“Political comms strategy and regular contact with policy makers/ influencers” and
“Appropriate involvement in support for people affected by the Windrush Scandal” (BCA,
2020b, p.7). Embedded within this mission is the aim to centre the Black British
perspective. In contrast to the marginalisation of Black voices and narratives by many
‘mainstream’ heritage organisations, BCA centres Black experiences and perspectives.
Oke notes that the organisation’s ambition is not enabling a sense of belonging but
about “owning our own space” (Oke, 2021).
However, there is an awareness that some Black perspectives have been more centred
than others in the organisation’s work and Oke reported a greater focus on ensuring
representation of Black individuals who identified as LGBTQ+ or who had experience of
disability.
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Using historical resources to influence political change. An independent review
undertaken by Wendy Williams identified that “The Windrush scandal was in part able to
happen because of the public’s and officials’ poor understanding of Britain’s colonial
history, the history of inward and outward migration, and the history of black Britons”
(2020, p.139). In this respect, as an institution dedicated to Black British History and with
a recently-articulated focus on promoting the teaching of Black history, BCA identified
an opportunity for meaningful involvement. Oke noted that “given the deep connection
between the historical significance of Windrush and that the Windrush scandal was
connected to a misunderstanding and an ignorance around the Windrush generation …
the history was an important part of why BCA got involved because it fits so well into
BCA’s identity as trying to address the omissions and erasures from British history” (Oke,
2021). More generally, Oke has also
highlighted how historical
understanding can promote
belonging: “our point of view is that
not only is Black history British
history but also that history and an
understanding of heritage is
something that can be a tool for
social justice as well as a tool for
wellbeing and making a stronger
society”.
Image of Dawn Hill CBE, then-Chair of BCA’s Board of Trustees, speaking at a BCA-organised Windrush
Public Meeting (18 January 2020). Photograph by H. Mears.

Despite its modest size, small staff team and limited income, as a flagship institution BCA
is expected to play a role in national debates (as Oke has noted “A lot of expectation is
projected onto BCA” (Oke, 2021). This was especially the case in the context of the
murder of George Floyd and the Black Lives Matters campaign when the cultural sector
looked to BCA for leadership. While significant cultural capital is invested in BCA, by its
constituencies and by the wider cultural sector, meaning it is well-placed to engage in
these debates, as Oke has noted in the context of BLM, “While we want to lead the way
and our voice is important and we need to use our voice and our platform, and we have
an educational function, the expectation for BCA to do all of the labour is disappointing”
(Oke, 2021).

89

References
Black Cultural Archives, n.d. About Us https://blackculturalarchives.org/about-us
Black Cultural Archives, 2018. “In solidarity with the Windrush Generation”
https://blackculturalarchives.org/blog/windrush-solidarity
Black Cultural Archives, 2020a. “A Statement from BCA: Black Lives Matter. It's Time For
Change” https://blackculturalarchives.org/blog/2020/6/1/a-statement-from-bcaour-lives-matter-its-time-for-change
Black Cultural Archives, 2020b, BCA 2030 Vision, Strategy & Outcomes
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a01baa7d7bdcee985c80c15/t/5ec7816904e3
780600092b2b/1590133115767/BCA+2030+Vision+Strategy+and+Outcomes_v4.pdf
Commission on Race and Ethnic Disparities, 2021, Commission on Race and Ethnic
Disparities: The Report
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach
ment_data/file/974507/20210331_-_CRED_Report_-_FINAL_-_Web_Accessible.pdf
Lambeth Council, 2017. Demography Factsheet
https://www.lambeth.gov.uk/sites/default/files/ssh-demography-factsheet-2017.pdf
Oke, Arike, 2020. “Reconnecting: Protests, Breaking Barriers & Windrush Waves with
Arike Oke”. Podcast interview with Sushma Jansari as part of the Wonder House series.
Available at: https://thewonderhouse.co.uk/arike-oke-reconnecting
Oke, Arike, 2021. Interview with Helen Mears as part of the en/counter/points project.
Williams, Wendy, 2020. Windrush: Lessons Learned Review, London: House of Commons
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attach
ment_data/file/874022/6.5577_HO_Windrush_Lessons_Learned_Review_WEB_v2.pdf

You can find out more about Black Cultural Archives online:
https://blackculturalarchives.org

Back to ‘How to’

90

Recommendations
Ensure there is a clear aim, mission and purpose.
Embed work on belonging, take a holistic approach.
Allocate sufficient resources to do the work.
Support staff and partners working in this area.
Consider how this relates to the legacy of the museum.
Plan and resource appropriately.
Think about timing: public discourse around belonging and in particular,
(im)migration, can become very heated. The right time for undertaking research,
outreach and collecting activity might not be the right time for staging exhibitions,
displays and public programmes.
Be informed about local contexts and responsive to local needs. Consider how
connected or separated you should be from contemporary politics.
Be aware of how political agendas may influence museum activities, while being
sensitive to local issues.
Provide opportunities for people to respond to events or issues which affect them,
even if it means engaging with challenging topics.
Be open to different (and potentially conflicting) perspectives.
Be prepared to challenge conventional narratives.
Find ways of bringing complexity and nuance to simplistic or polarised debates.
Use participatory methods to foreground marginalised voices and experiences.
Resist conventional approaches to ‘diversity’ work, which are often grounded in
unhelpful categorisations.
Consider how issues of gender, sexuality, class, age, ableism and ethnicity intersect
in generating experiences of discrimination and marginalisation.
Use museum objects, collections and resources to make connections.
Undertake targeted new collecting to be able to connect the past to the present.
Expand the interpretative frameworks used for existing collections and objects.
Provide the historic materials needed to contextualise and connect contemporary
issues to their histories.
Engage with difficult histories and emotions sensitively rather than avoiding them.
Work collaboratively with partners - and with staff - with established expertise in this
area.
Build long-term, sustainable relationships with partners rather than focussing on
‘one-off’ project activity.
Be clear about how the work relates to each partner’s aims and agendas.
Ensure all partners are recognised and renumerated equally and fairly.
Create a sense of belonging for all involved.
Build relationships rather than projects.
Back to ‘How to’
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Further information and resources
We have gathered a range of resources in English on the main topics of this toolkit,
which we hope you find helpful. These include academic texts, policy documents,
reports and professional recommendations, and most are freely accessible without a
subscription.
Belonging
Anthias, Floya 2013: “Identity and Belonging: conceptualisations and political framings”,
KLA Working Paper Series No. 8; Kompetenznetz Lateinamerika - Ethnicity, Citizenship,
Belonging; URL: https://kompetenzla.uni-koeln.de/sites/fileadmin2/WP_Anthias.pdf
Antonsich, Marco (2010) “Searching for Belonging – An Analytical Framework”,
Geography Compass 4/6 (2010): 644–659,
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1749-8198.2009.00317.x
Eckersley, S. (2017) “People-Place-Process and Attachment in the Museum. A New
Paradigm for Understanding Belonging?”, Anthropological Journal of European Cultures,
2017, 26(2), 6-30 Available Open Access: https://doi.org/10.3167/ajec.2017.260203
Pfaff-Czarnecka, J. (2011) From "identity" to "belonging" in social research: plurality, social
boundaries, and the politics of the self. (Working Papers in Development Sociology and
Social Anthropology, 368). Bielefeld: Universität Bielefeld, Fak. für Soziologie, AG
Sozialanthropologie. https://nbn-resolving.org/urn:nbn:de:0168-ssoar-431029
Twells, Alison, Penny Furness, Sadiq Bhanbhro and Maxine Gregory (2018) “’It's about
giving yourself a sense of belonging’: community-based history and well-being in South
Yorkshire”, People, Place and Policy (2018): 12/1, pp. 8-28. https://extra.shu.ac.uk/ppponline/its-about-giving-yourself-a-sense-of-belonging-community-based-history-andwell-being-in-south-yorkshire/

Museum Toolkits and Belonging
Mears, Helen and Eckersley, Susannah (2022) Toolkits, Museums & Belonging: A report
for the en/counter/points project https://doi.org/10.25405/data.ncl.19267964.v1

Museums, inclusion and participation
Museums Association (2018) Power to the People: A self-assessment framework for
participatory practice https://maproduction.ams3.digitaloceanspaces.com/app/uploads/2020/06/18145349/Powerto-the-People-2018.pdf
Museums Association (2018) Measuring Socially-Engaged Practice: A Toolkit for Museums
https://archive-media.museumsassociation.org/19032018-measuring-sociallyengaged-practice.pdf
Bienkowski, P. (2016) No Longer Us and Them: How to change into a participatory museum
and gallery, Paul Hamlyn Foundation, London https://www.phf.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2016/07/Our-Museum-Report_April-2016-double-page.pdf
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Lynch, B. (2011) Whose cake is it anyway? A collaborative investigation into engagement
and participation in 12 museums and galleries in the UK. Paul Hamlyn Foundation, London
https://www.phf.org.uk/reader/whose-cake-anyway/
See also the collections of resources to support participative practice in museums put
together by:
• The Incluseum: https://incluseum.com/resource-list/
• The Museum As Site for Social Action (MASS Action Resources):
https://www.museumaction.org/resources
• Our Museum: Communities and Museums as Active Partners (Paul Hamlyn
Foundation), including on ‘Organisational changes for participatory community
engagement’: http://ourmuseum.org.uk/?welcome=1#cat1
Museums and migration
Agapova, D. A., Khalikova, D. R., Sinitsyna, O. V., Zhvitiashvili, N. Y. (eds) (2020) Migration:
Revealing the Personal. Museum Practices and Recommendations for Working on
Migration, Mobility and Diversity, Moscow: ICOM Russia https://www.nemo.org/news/article/nemo/publication-migration-revealing-the-personal-museumpractices-and-recommendations-for-working-on-mig.html
MeLa Project (2014) MeLa Research Field 01 Final Brochure: Museums & Identity in
History and Contemporaneity http://www.melaproject.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20140407/151518005_9348.pdf
MeLa Project (2014) MeLa Research Field 02 Final Brochure: Cultural Memory, Migrating
Modernity and Museum Practices http://www.melaproject.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20140616/193130290_7721.pdf
MeLa Project (2014) MeLa Research Field 03 Final Brochure: Network of Museums,
Libraries and Public Cultural Institutions http://www.melaproject.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20140609/165353562_2766.pdf
MeLa Project (2014) MeLa Research Field 04 Final Brochure: Curatorial and Artistic
Research http://www.melaproject.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20150127/143451171_2853.pdf
MeLa Project (2014) MeLa Research Field 05 Final Brochure: Exhibition Design,
Technology of Representation and Experimental Actions http://www.melaproject.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20150916/162912859_5656.pdf
MeLa Project (2015) MeLa Final Brochure: European Museums in an age of migrations
http://www.mela-project.polimi.it/upl/cms/attach/20150916/164249296_8862.pdf
NEMO – Network of European Museum Organisations (2016) Museums, migration and
cultural diversity Recommendations for museum work, Berlin: NEMO (original edition
published by Deutscher Museumsbund e.V. 2015) https://www.nemo.org/fileadmin/Dateien/public/NEMO_documents/Nemo_Museums_Migration.pdf

Post-colonial and decolonising museum work
Deutscher Museumsbund (2021) Guidelines for the Care of Collections from Colonial
Contexts, Berlin: Deutscher Museumsbund
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https://www.museumsbund.de/publikationen/guidelines-on-dealing-with-collectionsfrom-colonial-contexts-2/
Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen (2019) Return of Cultural Objects: Principles and
Process https://www.tropenmuseum.nl/sites/default/files/201903/Claims%20for%20Return%20of%20Cultural%20Objects%20NMVW%20Principles%2
0and%20Process_1.pdf
Restitution Belgium (2021) Ethical Principles for the Management and Restitution of
Colonial Collections in Belgium https://restitutionbelgium.be/en/report
Culture& (2020) Black Lives Matter Charter for the UK heritage sector
https://www.cultureand.org/news/black-lives-matter-charter-for-the-uk-heritagesector/
Dalal-Clayton, A. (2020) “From De-Colonial to Anti-Colonial: What’s Next for Museum
Interpretation?”. Recorded presentation for the Understanding British Portraits Network
Anjalie Dalal-Clayton: From De-colonial to Anti-colonial: What’s Next for Museum
Interpretation?
Kassim, S. (2018) “The Museum Will Not Be Decolonised”, Media Diversified,
https://mediadiversified.org/2017/11/15/the-museum-will-not-be-decolonised/
Museums Association (2021) Supporting Decolonisation in Museums
https://www.museumsassociation.org/campaigns/decolonisingmuseums/supporting-decolonisation-in-museums/#
Smith, Marquard (ed.) (2020) Decolonizing: The Curriculum, the Museum, and the Mind.
Vilnius Academy of Arts Press, Vilnius. https://gem.org.uk/wpcontent/uploads/2020/06/Decolonizing-book-final-web.pdf
See also collections of resources put together by:
•

•
•

The Museums Association (UK):
https://www.museumsassociation.org/campaigns/decolonisingmuseums/resources/
The Goethe Institut (South Africa):
https://www.goethe.de/ins/za/en/kul/fok/kko.html)
The Center for Experimental Ethnography’s website for “Settler Colonialism,
Slavery, and the Problem of Decolonizing Museums”:
https://decolonizingmuseums.com/resources/

Also, The Wonder House, a podcast series created by Sushma Jansari:
https://thewonderhouse.co.uk/podcasts
And a series of recorded events on Decolonisation + Democratisation organised by
Colchester + Ipswich Museums (UK): https://cimuseums.org.uk/dandd/#
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