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Critical Traces of the Future in Exhibition Projects 
About Migration: The Case of the Project Meinwan-
derungsland 

_Abstract 

Using  parts  of  the  praxeographic  and  network-based  approach  of  a  knowledge 
regime analysis, this article looks at future-making practices in exhibition projects 
about migration in Germany.  Using the example of the outreach project  Meinwan-
derungsland (my  immigration  country)  (2018–2020)  and  its  critical  practice  of 
imagination and anticipation, the article argues that future-making practices in exhi-
bition projects transform the knowledge production of migration.  The article not 
only examines the project’s critical practice, it also looks at the after-effects of cri-
tique within the exhibitionary complex of migration. Critique is not understood here 
as a total withdrawal from museum spaces and institutions, but as an intervention. It  
can be shown that Meinwanderungsland used para-institutional practices, narratives, 
and networks for a different musealization of migration.

“The museum of the future will be post-migrant 
or it will no longer be.”1

The trend in museum studies and practice toward the topics of future and migration is 

evident in the current exhibition landscape. Recent publications studying museums in 

German-speaking countries2 clearly show that the future of museums can no longer 

be  imagined  without  migration.  One  example  is  the  anthology  Das Museum der  

Zukunft (The Museum of the Future),3 published in 2020 which presents a variety of 

perspectives on the topic. While migration researcher Ljubomir Bratić advocates for a 

“museum of migration,”4 for example, journalist Manuel Gogos (author of the epi-

graph) argues that there is no museum without migrant-situated knowledge (produc-

tion), revealing the already existing post-migrant present by looking into the future.5 

The present article shows how futures are being articulated in the exhibitionary 

complex of migration, which consists of a network of actors, practices, discourses, in-

frastructures, and materialities, and involves the museum as an institution. This net-

work operates, with reference to the sociologist Tony Bennett, according to very par-

ticular institutional logics and is deeply rooted in power/knowledge relations and pol-

itics of time.6 I am particularly interested in how the exhibitionary complex of migra-

tion is involved in a change in the knowledge production of migration. In this article, 

I will look at this through the future practices of exhibition projects, focusing on the 

way futures are articulated in the present musealization of migration. With the con-
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cept of ‘doing futures,’ I look at actions that make future musealization and knowl-

edge production thinkable and possible, and wherein the so-called ‘perspective of mi-

gration’  plays  an  increasingly  important  role.  This  musealization  approach under-

stands migration as a persistent practice,  as a social  relationship and transforming 

force, as a fact that cannot simply be managed or governed and that organizes itself in 

transnational networks.7 It centers a migrant-situated knowledge, which means the in-

ternalized and everyday knowledge of migrant actors.8 To analyze this, I look at cur-

rent exhibition practices, because “the past and the future are however not aligned au-

tomatically, but are articulated in the ‘now.’”9

Using the example of the outreach project Meinwanderungsland (my immigration 

country) (2018–2020) I demonstrate how ‘futures’ are negotiated in museum practice: 

Which imaginative and anticipatory practices are at play? What futures are becoming 

apparent here? How does  Meinwanderungsland transform the production of knowl-

edge through its critique and future-making practices? On the one hand,  Meinwan-

derungsland provides  an  example  of  such a  perspective  of  musealization;  on  the 

other, it also constitutes a unique case in a specific context and location.10 Looking at 

the project’s practice of critique, the article shows how Meinwanderungsland set the 

course for what art theorist Gerald Rauning refers to as a different ‘instituting prac-

tice.’11 The main hypothesis is that exhibition projects can establish future-making 

practices that not only imagine counter-narratives but also transform the production 

of knowledge of migration  through their different forms of critical practice. To this 

end, I first situate the project within the exhibitionary complex of migration as well as 

in the socio-political context. The main focus here is on exhibition projects that focus 

on musealization from the ‘perspective of migration.’ Second, I outline my theoretical 

perspective  and  methodology  as  regards  on  exhibition  projects  and  ‘knowledge 

regime analysis.’ Subsequently, exhibition projects are understood as networks within 

networks, as sites of knowledge practice and production, as political fields and finally 

as fields of interaction in the knowledge regime of migration. This research approach 

aims to analyze changes in knowledge production in interaction with social processes. 

It should be said that only parts of the knowledge regime research program can be ap-

plied in this article. Thereafter I establish an understanding of ‘future-making prac-

tices,’  operationalized  as  anticipatory  and imaginative  practices  in  the  knowledge 

regime of migration. Third, I follow two lines of argumentation through my descrip-
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tion and empirical analysis of Meinwanderungsland. The first examines the project’s 

orientation towards the future based on social-, institutional-, and self-critical prac-

tice. The second line of argument looks at the potential, the so-called ‘futurability’  of 

the project itself and thus at the spaces it opens to enable transformations in knowl-

edge production. 

1_A Brief History of Musealization from the ‘Perspective of Migration’

The ‘perspective of migration’ has found its way into the German-speaking museum 

world since the 2000s as a result of migrant critiques of representation and struggles 

for social participation, as well as by trends and conjunctures in politics, historiogra-

phy, and museum and migration studies.12 As early as the 1990s, migrant activists in 

particular began to demand recognition of migration as an essential part of the Ger-

man memorial landscape. One important example is the negotiations surrounding the 

Documentation Centre and Museum on Migration in Germany (DOMiD),13 founded 

in 1990, and its early demands for a German migration museum.14 After the turn of 

the millennium,  further  initiatives  and collaborative  projects  were founded—espe-

cially in the course of the anniversary of the labor recruitment agreement between 

Germany and Italy in 2005—and initiated exhibition projects and networks for the re-

membrance and musealization of migration.15 The inclusion of migrant perspectives 

and narratives in the exhibitionary complex arose within a heated political and soci-

etal climate. On the one hand, migrants became more visible in public as a result of 

migrant struggles in previous decades, which also called for integration efforts by the 

societal majority.16 This expressed itself in cultural and political activities.17 The de-

bate about legal strengthening18 and the invention of the ‘Migrationshintergrund’ (mi-

gration  background)19 also  made  migration  a  much-discussed  topic.  On  the  other 

hand, the consequences of the intensified racism of the 1980s and 1990s were still 

quite prominent.20 The debate on a new immigration law that finally came into force 

in 2005 marked a break in rejecting Germany’s self-definition as a society of immi-

gration and increased the visibility of migrant voices.21 It was in this context that Pro-

jekt  Migration (2002–2005)  was  created:  a  collaborative  and interdisciplinary  re-

search exhibition project, which, with its artistic displays, curatorial strategies, educa-

tion formats, and approaches to critical migration research, was a novelty in the ge-

nealogy of the German exhibitionary complex of migration and placed the ‘perspec-
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tive of migration’ at the center of the musealization of migration.22 In the summer of 

2007, the Nationaler Integrationsplan (National Integration Plan) finally established 

at the highest political level that migration should be considered a central topic for 

cultural institutions such as museums. As a result, the Deutscher Museumsbund (Ger-

man Museum Association) and with it especially city museums began to approach the 

topic.23 Initially present in special exhibitions, the theme was occasionally incorpo-

rated into permanent exhibitions or made part of the history of institutionalization.24 

Further initiatives and collaborations followed in the 2010s, again especially in 

city museums such as those in Stuttgart,  Frankfurt am Main, and Munich, that fo-

cused on the integration of migration as a cross-cutting or special  theme.25 At the 

same time, those museums, which for a long time only dealt with emigration, now 

also saw themselves as actors in the history of immigration.26 A few years earlier, 

DOMiD had already undergone significant changes in the institutionalization and pro-

fessionalization of its archive and collection. Following these changes, the association 

no longer saw itself as an actor in the politics of remembrance of Turkish migrants, 

but of migration per se.27 In the context of the ‘long summer of migration’ in 2015, 

migration was increasingly at the center of negotiations within museums, and  muse-

alization from the ‘perspective of migration’ gained momentum. The events in the 

Balkans and at Europe’s external borders, in which migrants’ agency plunged the bor-

der regime into crisis, caused consequences both at the borders and within Europe and 

its cities. In Germany, artistic, academic, and activist collectives emerged that under-

stood migration as a force that transforms and constitutes society, and used exhibi-

tions as part of their practice.28

The project Meinwanderungsland is part of this boom of migration in the exhibi-

tionary complex. It was designed by DOMiD as a three-year education and outreach 

project that toured all 16 federal states and 24 cities from 2018 to 2020. As a mobile 

museum, the project  team brought along an interactive exhibition  and storytelling 

platform, which was accompanied by online campaigns, workshops and further sup-

porting  programs.  The  aim  of  the  project,  funded  by  the  Beauftragte  der  Bun-

desregierung für Migration, Flüchtlinge und Integration (Federal Government Com-

missioner for Migration, Refugees and Integration), was to convey the history of Ger-

man migration society from the ‘perspective of migration’ and to encourage visitors 

to relate to it themselves.29 In 2019, during the Meinwanderungsland project, both the 
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state of North Rhine-Westphalia and the federal government approved funding for 

DOMiD’s migration museum (working title:  Haus der Einwanderungsgesellschaft; 

House of the Immigration Society) that the association had long demanded. The insti-

tutionalization of migration history received another strong boost in the second half of 

the 2010s in the federal funding of several museums.30 

Meanwhile,  highlighting  migrant  knowledge is  no longer  progressive  or  niche. 

Museums are increasingly seen as social and political actors that shape society and 

are shaped by it.31 Nevertheless, the implementation in practice and the structural con-

ditions for this knowledge production from a ‘perspective of migration’ are still very 

diverse and thus require close observation and interrogation. In this article, I analyze 

Meinwanderungsland to look behind the scenes of this perspective and to show which 

future orientations go hand in hand with these practices.

2_Thinking of Exhibition Projects as Networks—Doing Ethnographic Research 
in the Knowledge Regime of Migration 

A brief history of the exhibitionary complex of migration in Germany shows that ex-

hibition projects should not be researched as islands separated from society, but as de-

centralized  actors  in  a  complex web of power/knowledge relations.32 Such an ap-

proach  is  in  line  with  the  general  development  of  empirical  knowledge research, 

which argues for a historical perspective and follows Foucauldian understanding of 

knowledge.33 More recent approaches within the anthropology of knowledge criticize 

person- and institution-centered research on knowledge(s) and focus mostly on power 

dynamics within knowledge production. In this sense, exhibition projects are concep-

tualized as networks of knowledge production(s) to analyze how and under which 

conditions knowledge is integrated or precisely not integrated into other (museum) 

contexts.34 As material-semiotic nodes, they play an active role in the negotiation of 

relations  of  inequality  and  are  “potentially  powerful  arenas  for  reflecting  upon 

them.”35 Such a perspective asks how exhibition projects themselves produce forms 

of knowledge and how these are organized, transported and circulated, or immobi-

lized.36 In this way, they can also be conceptualized as actors who work in a network 

and thus shape society and enable it to act, whether in the form of further projects or 

by offering opportunities and spaces for political action.37 In terms of political anthro-

pology, exhibition projects can be understood as networks in the context of which 

“resources  are  distributed,  people  are  categorized  and cultural  meanings  are  pro-
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duced.”38 Such ethnographic research does not rely on a classical top-down under-

standing of politics but understands politics as a social negotiation process, and iden-

tifies the socio-economic relations of inequality and epistemic injustices in which it is 

decided which source of knowledge is considered accepted and which is rejected.39 

Exhibition projects thus have the potential to negotiate social standpoints and publics, 

especially through the products that exhibitions present. These are embedded in so-

cio-material contexts, part of discursive formations as well as symbolic orders, and 

are anything but neutral in terms of their representation.40 

However, I aim to move beyond merely interpreting the medium of the exhibition 

as symbolic representations; rather, I am interested in the practice and interaction be-

hind these projects. For this reason, I also understand Meinwanderungsland as an ex-

hibition project, even if the exhibition is only a small part of the project. I assume that 

this  theoretical  conceptualization  could also be applied  to  other  museum projects, 

such as collection or education projects. Therefore, I do not consider exhibitions as 

such as the central research object, but rather the actor-network and practice that be-

longs to it.41 A prerequisite to taking this viewpoint is to include not only human ac-

tors but also non-human ones and their practices in the research that is “exhibits, dis-

played objects, architectures, discourses, and also relationships that come into exis-

tence in the curatorial situation and constitute it.”42 Furthermore, this conceptualiza-

tion not only includes visible actors such as curators or managers in the corpus of 

analysis, but also, for example, architects, designers, educators, politicians, or jour-

nalists, and non-human actors like databases, books, or theories. The effects, prac-

tices, relations, and conditions that are located in this network can be analyzed in a 

methodological program of ‘knowledge regime analysis,’ as I expand it in the context 

of my dissertation.43 The cornerstones of this methodology are described below. The 

analyzed project is understood as part of the exhibitionary complex, but is examined 

within the knowledge regime with regard to my specific research question: How does 

Meinwanderungsland transform the production of knowledge through its critique and 

future-making practices?

Knowledge regimes are “historically changing arenas of action and formation,”44 

which emerge as the “result of power relations and competitive struggles between 

knowledge actors and the forms of knowledge represented by them.”45 The approach 

of knowledge regime research aims to grasp changes in knowledge production and 
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analyze them in interaction with social processes. As localizable fields of interaction, 

the  exhibition  projects  dealt  with  here  are  part  of  and  simultaneously  shape  the 

knowledge regime of migration. Applied to the practices in exhibition projects, the 

aim is to analyze the transformations of the knowledge productions on migration, his-

torically as well as at present, and to understand their continuous reforms. In so do-

ing, it becomes apparent that the way that knowledge production is modified is not by 

the decision of individuals, but rather emerges in a “structured chaos.”46 The analysis 

of this chaos is based on a genealogical approach, which understands present knowl-

edge as  the result  of  discontinuities,  ruptures,  and shifts.  Knowledge thus  always 

refers to historically situated “epistemic procedures and effects […] that are accept-

able at a particular moment and in a particular area.”47 This also means a historical 

specificity with which supposedly objective knowledge is questioned and “the loca-

tion and embodiment of knowledge […] is emphasized against various forms of non-

localizable and thus irresponsible knowledge claims.”48

To implement the knowledge regime analysis, I propose a methodology that builds 

on a mix of methods similar to the ‘ethnographic border regime analysis.’49 This en-

tails a Foucauldian discourse analysis, praxeographical analysis of networks, as well 

as theoretical conceptualizations of hegemony.50 Through the methods of discourse 

and exhibition analysis, archival work, and focused interviews,51 I bring together di-

verse forms of material. This research archive draws attention to the mobile and mul-

tiple locations of my field. In the sense of a ‘multi-sited ethnography,’ my field is lo-

cated in different places.52 For the further analysis of this multi-layered material,  I 

borrowed methods from critical cartography to capture the dimensions of knowledge 

production. Following Adele Clarke’s situational analysis, I consider mapping to be 

an  appropriate  method  for  systematizing  and ordering  the  empirical  material  and 

making it accessible for analysis.53 The analytical exercises developed by Clarke—the 

creation  of  situation  maps,  maps of  social  worlds/arenas,  and position  maps—are 

reminiscent of the three aspects of critical mapping as an artistic research mode, as 

described by the composer and theater director Julian Klein. The human geographers 

Lea Bauer and Eva Nöthen extend this concept by linking it to debates of activist ur-

ban research and describe the research mode in three steps: “(1) the (collection) of di-

verse perceptions, (2) the playful-experimental relating of these collected perceptions 

and (3) the artistic re-imagination of things or socio-spatial matters.”54
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The  Meinwanderungsland project is part  of the knowledge regime of migration 

and shapes it through its discursive practices, actors, infrastructures and networks. For 

the analysis of the project, I have zoomed in on the critical practices of the project  

and on what difference these make concerning the knowledge regime and knowledge 

production of migration. I monitored the project’s critical practices and thus the traces 

of future knowledge production that were practiced within the framework of Mein-

wanderungsland through displays, concept papers, exhibition views, academic and 

press articles, interview transcripts, and my own field notes. Applied to my article 

context, Bauer and Nöthens’ three versions of mapping assemble and systematically 

record and connect all actors, practices, discourses, infrastructures, and materialities 

that are relevant in the context of Meinwanderungsland and its critical practice in the 

first  step.  This  requires  an ethnographically  trained  view of  “putting  oneself  into 

modes of perception from a wide variety of contexts”55 as well as a commitment to 

the research question and the courage to radically construct the field.56 The questions 

of delimitation are based on those of political  anthropology, which is oriented to-

wards  central  actors,  dominant  logics,  instances  of  control,  and  concentration  of 

power.57 The second step is to make historical and contemporary connections, rup-

tures, and conjunctures as well as the silences and absences in this network tangible. 

The goal is an arrangement in which “several levels of reality are activated at the 

same time and can be delimited from each other by framings.”58 The third step, which 

the  authors  call  “re-imagining  […] socio-spatial  matters,”  is  about  analyzing  and 

questioning  situations  and  relationships  more  closely  in  response  to  my research 

question: What future practices are implemented in Meinwanderungsland? How does 

Meinwanderungsland transform the production of knowledge through its future-mak-

ing practices within the knowledge regime?

3_Future-Making Practice in Exhibition Projects

Using a  constructivist  and praxeographic  understanding  of  knowledge,  as  it  is  in 

knowledge regime analysis, concrete fields of research become conceivable “that deal 

with practices, with places and persons, with institutions and materialities, with power 

and contexts, but also with relationships in the sense of relations.”59 In this article, the 

practice in Meinwanderungsland becomes the object of research. Through the various 

mappings, the practice becomes apparent as a social and political knowledge practice: 
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it  links  to  social  and local  resources and distributional  issues in the social  power 

structure, and connects to social and political power relations in a respective historical 

constellation. In this regard, it is negotiated which knowledge actors are considered 

acknowledged and which are rejected, which patterns of interpretation are provided 

and which are not.60 Consequently, exhibition practice in general generates material 

and symbolic-discursive effects that have an ex- or inclusive impact.61 It presupposes 

socio-material interactions and historical knowledge and binds knowledge at present 

to the actors, things, and institutions involved, and thus helps to produce future know-

ledge.

Hence, this knowledge practice is deeply involved in politics of time and—particu-

larly interesting in my case—in futures. It becomes particularly apparent in the work 

with objects and historical material, that the intertwining of past, present, and future is 

actively  worked on, because multiple  temporalities  “coexist  or  cross over” here.62 

Postcolonial  critique highlighted museums’ involvement  in the politics of time by 

showing the museum order as a temporal order that repeatedly banished ‘the others’ 

into another time with colonial-hegemonic and Eurocentric narratives. Also, the exhi-

bitionary complex of migration, where processes of othering are often the agenda, is 

involved in the production of different temporalities which often refuse simultane-

ity.63 Thus,  sedimented  conflicts  lie  in  these migration  objects  and narratives  that 

highlight  power  relations.  The  cultural  anthropologists  Beate  Binder  and  Silvy 

Chakkalakal emphasize the positionality of these time productions. Transferred to the 

exhibitionary  complex  of  migration,  this  therefore  not  only  produces  a  specific 

knowledge  of  migration  but  also  “temporal  positionalities.”64 Futures  are  conse-

quently always formulated from a specific standpoint and are part of temporal logics 

that go hand in hand with normative implications. Every set of exhibition practice 

thus draws on a situated “archival grid through which the past might be accessible in 

an imagined future.”65 We are dealing with “the simultaneity of power space […] and 

of possibility space.”66 This perspective joins more recent approaches of feminist and 

ethnographic research on futures, which aims to complicate the understanding of fu-

ture and to distance itself from an objectivist understanding of time as a container. In 

doing so, they pursue a praxeological and knowledge anthropological approach that 

emphasizes the standpoint-based and power-critical “Sozialität der Zeit” (sociality of 

time).67 Following this, the field of futures is “crisscrossed by inequalities and imbal-
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ances.”68 A praxeological approach to futures explores the ‘doing futures’ in the exhi-

bitionary complex and analyzes how these are designed in the interplay of practices, 

discourses, and materialities, because “futures do not merely exist: they are constantly 

institutionally produced […], (per)formed and represented.”69 The present practices 

become “the potential turning point between the future not yet determined and the 

past that is not any longer determining.”70 The cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadu-

rai’s work inspired me to grasp the future orientation in the current practice of exhibi-

tion projects like Meinwanderungsland. He understands the future primarily through 

historical relations of inequality that shape the present and form the basis for the fu-

ture. Appadurai addresses future orientation among others through the practices of 

‘imagining’ and ‘anticipating.’71

To question exhibition projects in terms of their imaginative practices means to 

look at the kind of musealization and knowledge production that they practice. I un-

derstand imaginative practices as discursive practices of representation “in which sign 

systems, argumentations, narratives and visualities are produced and circulate.”72 This 

gives rise to alternative discourses on the future of migration, which are part of the 

specific logic of knowledge production of migration. They form “a space of explicit 

and thematized knowledge that influences other practices and also their tacit knowl-

edge.”73 As a “knowledge practice imagination […] thus brings forth a ‘new time’ in 

the form of future and future knowledge.”74 In this sense, I understand future blue-

prints, orientations, and practices as performative and political. Consequently, making 

future and future knowledge in and through exhibition projects on migration is always 

to be understood in terms of power relations.  I  am interested in their  potential  to 

change the production of knowledge and thus the knowledge regime of migration. 

This involves the second future orientation of ‘anticipation.’ 

To question exhibition projects on their anticipatory practices emphasizes the pro-

duction of knowledge and asks for the anticipatory in the sense of a space of possibil-

ity to change the musealization and knowledge production of migration. I understand 

anticipation to be an activity that “prepares the groundwork for that future to occur.”75 

This potential of exhibition projects to produce new knowledge in practice that calls 

for action is what I would like to call ‘futurability,’ following the Heritage Future76 

project’s reference to Franco Berardi: “a layer of possibility which may or may not 

develop into actuality.”77 With ‘futurability in the knowledge regime’ I mean the dis-
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cursive as well as material transformations in the knowledge production of migration 

through exhibition  projects.  This  involves  transformations  that  affect  not  only the 

projects themselves, but also the knowledge regime in which they are located. So how 

can projects like  Meinwanderungsland become places in which a transformation of 

structures,  practices,  and logics of musealization  and ultimately  of the knowledge 

production of migration itself is initiated and already in its beginnings realized?

4_Meinwanderungsland’s Critical Traces of the Future 

In my analysis, I try to grasp the future orientation of exhibition projects about migra-

tion through the different dimensions of the critical practice of the project Meinwan-

derungsland itself. This linking of theory and empiricism is based on the assumption 

that any critique of the present and the past in exhibition projects always points be-

yond itself  and imagines  and anticipates possible futures. Accordingly,  the futures 

formulated  in  the project  have “already arrived in  the here and now as a  critical 

trace”78 in the networks of the knowledge regime, and therefore can already be ana-

lyzed. To clarify the translation, a small digression into my understanding of critique 

is necessary. 

With reference to the political scientist Isabel Lorey, critique is always practice, 

goes beyond a textual critique, and aims to change social structures.79 Even for the 

philosopher Michel Foucault, critique was not about ordering judgement, but about a 

practice that eludes judgement, law, or categories. Critique enables new contexts, is 

risky and dares the new. Through this perspective on critique, the disappearance of 

categorizations becomes conceivable. Critique, however, does not exist in a vacuum, 

but is always to be understood in relation, it is historically and locally situated.80 Be-

ing critical in relation to exhibition projects thus means establishing a reflective rela-

tionship to the field of knowledge production and musealization. Hence, the concept 

of critique used here is related to the three dimensions suggested by art theorist Ger-

ald Rauning: social critique, institutional critique, and self-critique. With recourse to 

Foucault, he argues for “instituting practices”81 that succeed in combining these forms 

of critique without holding on to the institution or being able to fully detach them-

selves from it. Critique is not understood as a total withdrawal from museum spaces 

and institutions, but as an intervention.82 In the following, Rauning’s three dimensions 

are described within the practice of the project  Meinwanderungsland and then dis-
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cussed theoretically with regard to the impact on the knowledge regime and knowl-

edge production of migration.  Subsequently,  I will  focus on the potential  that lies 

within this project to initiate changes that go beyond it.

5_Counter Narratives: No (Urban) Society without Migration

The occasion was 2015, to say once again clearly that the migration society is at 
a crossroads. […] On the one hand, there is a great solidarity […], but on the  
other hand, there are also very strong prejudices and a strong hostility.83 

Following the quote of the project leader, the exhibition project Meinwanderungsland 

took the polarized discourse of 2015, initiated by ‘the long summer of migration,’ as 

its starting point, and focused on the usually invisible contexts and stories of migra-

tion that were already highlighted by the motto “every story counts.”84 Even though 

the motto sounds inclusive, it  is unclear at first glance who exactly is meant here. 

This becomes more explicit in the public part of the project report. In this context, 

Meinwanderungsland argued against a society “that largely ignores the formative in-

fluences of migration” and in which “predominantly White German persons […] are 

regarded as central figures of history.”85 Through the “new, multi-perspective culture 

of memory […] that no longer excludes people with transnational family histories and 

the lived realities in our migration society,”86 a multi-layered imaginative narrative 

can be identified in the project that formulates a critique of hegemonic White histori-

ography. It should be said here, however, that narrative development, just like future 

practices in such projects, cannot be formulated apart from the project proposal and 

the interest of the funding bodies. In the case of  Meinwanderungsland, this meant 

putting a target group focus on the part of the population that did not see migration as 

standard in society and communicating this to them. In the project, however, it turned 

out that it was very difficult to locate this part of the population and that there were 

also other target groups that the project was meant to address. The focus on the histor-

ical perspective can be illustrated by the example of the five wheeled, furniture-like 

cubes  that  formed the  central  element  of the exhibition  and storytelling  platform. 

Drawers in each cube contained objects, listening stations, and texts on themes such 

as labor migration, refugees, education and language, and racism, and the compilation 

of the materials and information made evident a critique of the previous narrative-

making of migration. This intent was clarified by a curator when discussing, for ex-

ample, the cube on labor migration: “We put East and West in a cube to make a narra-
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tive out of it, i.e. contract workers in one drawer and guest workers in the other, and 

then emphasized the similarities in each case.”87 This highlights a critique of the fre-

quent focus on migration in West Germany in the exhibitionary complex of migra-

tion.

Fig. 1: Cube with listening station, source: DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne

The classic museum timeline, another part of the exhibition platform, also showed a 

different kind of chronology of migration history. Through large posters attached to 

the walls of the exhibition tent, the history of the migration society could be traced 

from the ‘perspective of migration.’ This was achieved in the chronology mainly by 

making often invisible events visible, such as the founding in 1985 of the Initiative  

Schwarze Deutsche (Initiative of Black People in Germany).88 On the one hand, it be-

comes clear here that a ‘different’ story is to be told; on the other hand, the power of 

the curators also becomes apparent. Who decides which date is relevant for the his-

tory of the migration society? A member of the team described the challenging prac-

tice behind it to me: 

That was also quite a long process, to look […] at what actually goes into it,  
what do we actually tell and how, we wanted to offer a narrative that [...] does 
not always tell migration history as a story of migration policy, as was the case 
in German historiography for a long time.89
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Fig. 2: Chronology, source: DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne

A table with objects and photos of objects of everyday migrant life made it possible 

to engage hands-on with the ‘materialities of migration’  and with connected migration 

biographies.90 These ordinary objects, such as an old camera or shoes, were loaned by 

migrants  who also participated  in  the stories  told about  them here.  The ‘counter-

chronology’  and the  object  work clarified  the  central  position  of  migrant-situated 

knowledge.  The  aim,  not  only  to  translate  scientifically  elaborated  or  published 

knowledge but to center migrant-situated knowledge, was achieved by telling the sto-

ries of the lenders and not finding scientific papers about the objects. This perspective 

is a rejection of positions in public debates on memory politics that discuss migration 

as a problem and a new phenomenon.91
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Fig. 3: Insight into the exhibition and narrative platform, source: DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne

Meinwanderungsland narrated migration not only as a self-evident phenomenon of 

(urban) society but also as characterized by racism and colonial violence as part of 

migration history. This can be seen in the accompanying program in many events, 

workshops, the transcultural and postcolonial city tours, and eyewitness talks.92 The 

position was: “It  is quite  clear that  you cannot  and should not avoid the topic of 

racism when you tell the story of migration.”93 A practical example of this context can 

be found in the educational materials produced in the course of the project. In the 

school workshop “Learning with Objects—Understanding Racism,”94 the project staff 

used a socio-critical approach to address a younger generation. The workshop’s goals

—to “develop social empathy; empower those affected or themselves; develop soli-

darity and a sense of community; strengthen self-responsibility,  civil  courage,  and 

democratic participation, and thereby facilitate participation in social life”95—further 

demonstrate the actors’ socially transformative agenda. With the help of a wide vari-

ety of materials from the DOMiD collection, they attempted to convey the topic to the 

students in a way that is relevant to everyday life, central to which is a socio-critical 

attitude that seeks to stimulate the dismantling of stereotypes and prejudices to pro-
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vide impulses toward new, inclusive narratives.  However, this critical  approach to 

racism also meant the project being exposed to racist comments in the public space.96 

Apart from workshops with students “who are still building their world view,”97 

the anticipatory practice is also evident, for example, in a workshop with young jour-

nalists that took place in cooperation with Neue deutsche Medienmacher*innen (New 

German Media Makers) at the Deutsche Journalistenschule (German School of Jour-

nalism) in Munich. The training of journalists was specifically focused on bringing 

the ‘perspective of migration’  into future reporting.  For this  purpose, perspectives 

from academia and journalism were brought together to create awareness of historical 

contextualization and differentiated reporting on migration.98 

What does this practice mean for the narratives and the social critique that Mein-

wanderungsland centers in the knowledge regime? With reference to urban space, the 

project tried to convey migration as a self-evident part of history. In doing so, it fol-

lows the imperative: “No (urban) society without migration!” The urban researcher 

Erol Yıldız has formulated the statement “city is migration,” referring to the structural 

connection between urban transformation and the history of migration.99 Meinwan-

derungsland situated the ‘perspective of migration’ centrally in the musealization of 

migration, creating a narrative counter to the prevailing dominant narratives and gain-

ing its “coherence and agency from the struggles of migration itself.”100 This migrant-

situated knowledge shows migration as a central motor and transformative force of 

(urban) society.101 According to the racism researcher Manuela Bojadžijev, this re-

sults in an almost “dialectical figure of thought”102 with regard to the conditions of 

migrant struggles. The musealization of migration from the ‘perspective of migration’ 

means  recognizing  migrants  as  political  subjects  and making  their  counter-move-

ments central. For this, the perspective of migrant practices and the mostly invisible 

histories is constitutive.103 This means establishing a critical relation to history “not 

just in comparison with yesterday, but in the sense of a critique for tomorrow.”104 This 

orientation towards an anti-racist future can be described as “curating as anti-racist 

practice,”105 which,  through  the  search  for  counter-narratives  and  the  breaking  of 

hegemonic regimes of looking and showing, is about making a more equal, and more 

solidary world conceivable.
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6_Para-Institutionalize: ‘The Migration Society in the Museum, the Museum of 
the Migration Society’

With  its  mobile  platform,  Meinwanderungsland sought  out  public  spaces  such as 

pedestrian zones and libraries. For the planned Haus der Einwanderungsgesellschaft, 

which is to be completed in Cologne in 2027, the project aimed to learn about the tar-

get audience, and to reach a cross-section of the population through direct exchange 

with the urban society.106 For this purpose, the team provided an extra area with fold-

ing chairs where visitors could sit, engage in conversation, and learn more about the 

migration society in a hands-on way. By explicitly creating exchange spaces in the 

mobile exhibition and a narrative platform, the team pursued a participatory approach 

that regards as “experts […] not (only) the project staff, but the (post)migrants and 

participants”107 themselves. The project saw itself as a “museum on the road”108 and 

thus anticipated the migration museum: “We didn’t say we are NGO DOMiD or any-

thing, we said: ‘We are the Migration Museum.’”109 While on the one hand, it was 

helpful to refer to the museum as an institution with authority in society to legitimize 

the project, on the other hand, contradictorily, the team’s core competence was not 

any grounding in museum work; as one organizer stated: “I had no other museum 

background, but that was less relevant for the job advertisement. It was actually an 

outreach project […] that’s why […] my education skills were relevant.”110 By zoom-

ing into the knowledge regime of migration, a change in the prevailing practices also 

becomes apparent here. It is not curatorial practices that come first here, but educa-

tional ones. The exhibition design also played a key role in supporting the visual ori-

entation of the project toward the future. Thus, the mobile exhibition and storytelling 

platform was delimited by the figure of an arrow pasted on the ground,111 “which in-

dicates  the  direction  of  the  migration  society,  namely:  We are  going into  the  fu-

ture.”112 The future is thus not only an implicit topic, but one that is also figuratively 

and rhetorically integrated.
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Fig. 4: View from above of the design of the platform, source: DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne

The understanding of the project as processual was also illustrated through its digital 

education formats, which included a multimedia station that invited people to share 

their own relations to the migration society. Here, it was suggested that they might 

begin  their  own  stories  and  statements  with  prompts  such  as:  “Es  ist  Meinwan-

derungsland,  weil…” (It  is  my-immigration-country  because)  and  “Mein  Migra-

tionsobjekt ist…” (My migration object is...). Directly afterwards, these collected sto-

ries then became part of the mobile exhibition and could be read by other visitors, or 

viewed and commented on in a video loop.113 Ideas about a future migration society 

often became apparent in these messages, and imaginative practice thus directly mate-

rialized in an effort to “make the country of immigration one’s own, and actively 

shape it.”114 Taking active visitors as the starting point allowed them the possibility of 

changing not only the exhibitions, but also, one might hope, the society.
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Fig. 5: Multimedia-Station, source: DOMiD-Archiv, Cologne

Because connection with other civil society and political actors in the cities was cen-

tral to the project’s practice, DOMiD sought involvement in regional as well as supra-

regional concerns and struggles. For example, the challenges, approaches, and for-

mats of multilingualism were discussed with experts from theory and practice in the 

2019 panel discussion Stuttgart Stories on Multilingualism, which took place as part 

of the International Weeks against Racism Stuttgart (nationwide action weeks orga-

nized around the 21st of March, the UN International  Day for the Elimination of 

Racial Discrimination).115 Shortly thereafter, however, the outbreak of the COVID-19 

pandemic posed a major challenge for  Meinwanderungsland.  The project team re-

acted with various digital  strategies, which they had already practiced through the 

Virtual Migration Museum, another visionary project by DOMiD.116 The social media 

campaign became even more central,  and the Meinwanderungsland website  docu-

mented the collected contributions  of the participatory  actions.  There was a blog, 

video clips, and online events such as webinars and virtual exhibitions, including the 

online photo exhibition Die Angehörigen (The Relatives), which focused on portraits 

of  bereaved families  of victims  of  right-wing and racist  violence  and which took 

place in cooperation with Schauspielhaus Köln and the activist alliance Tribunal NSU 

Komplex auflösen.117 Meinwanderungsland thus connected the analogue with the dig-

ital world in its practices: “from the real marketplace to exhibitions and workshops to 

social media,” as the team described it.118
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What does the institutional critical practice of Meinwanderungsland now mean for 

the influence of museum structures in the knowledge regime? Regarding institutional 

critique, it can first be said that the project was not a simple exhibition project that 

could be found in typical museum spaces. Their practices can best be described using 

the  cultural  scientist  and  art  mediator  Nora  Sternfeld’s  term  ‘para-institutional,’ 

meaning working both with and against the institution of the museum. These prac-

tices 

question the powerful functions of the museum on the basis of its own emanci-
patory functions: from the revaluation of values to public assembly to critical ed-
ucation. […] Insofar as the para-museum is thereby equally related to the mu-
seum in its potential for change and to the social struggles that crisscross logics 
of domination, it is at the same time entirely part of the museum and part of an-
other order that is possibly just to come. And thus, in the truest sense of the 
word, a museum of a possible other future.119 

These  para-institutional  strategies  show a certain  interest  in  institutions,  but  as 

counter-institutions, as interventions in the museum exhibitionary complex.120 Condi-

tions are rearticulated, for example, in the program, audience, and staff, not merely 

criticized from the outside. This practice is always based on a claim to transformation 

and change. Practices thus often call themselves ‘museums,’ and also want to become 

part  of museums.121 In a continuation of a critique that has been voiced since the 

1970s,122 Meinwanderungsland  renounced the circumscription of the museum as an 

ivory tower and a place of science in favor of the recognition of other actors and 

forms of knowledge, suggesting that the museum should (re)enter into a relationship 

with society and intervene politically. In so doing, museum practice would be reori-

ented towards political practice, according to the motto like ‘The migration society in 

the museum, the  museum of the migration  society.’ This  would be accomplished 

through alliances with civil society actors outside the museum and through visitors 

who are no longer passive, but instead are co-creators, thus challenging the view of 

authority. This vision is about a place where “the audience here no longer recognizes 

itself only as an observer of the world, but also as an actor in it.” 123 It is not about 

merely facilitating knowledge, but making it productive, and actively, democratically 

producing it, while also criticizing the forms of organization, conditions of produc-

tion, and decision-making processes. The project’s focus is on the process rather than 

on the product of the exhibition, in order to break with the temporal logics of a mu-

seum. The cultural anthropologist Friedrich von Bose writes: 
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If the process is put first, then the explorative aspect of collaborative curating, 
the joint search for alternative futures in and with the museum, can also con-
stantly change the institutions in a practice-based reshaping of the institutional  
structures.124 

In this sense, the potential for mistakes made by learning institutions is anticipated 

here; the museum does not appear as or attempt to be omniscient, but sees itself as a 

learning institution, more as a communication and collecting platform than an exhibi-

tion-making entity.125 

7_Involved-Positioning: Engaged Musealization of Migration

From the beginning, reflecting on one’s own position and involvement was very im-

portant within the Meinwanderungsland project. This was initially due to the compo-

sition of the team, which had not worked with DOMiD before, but instead together 

first started to learn about and build upon DOMiD’s long-standing knowledge. The 

team specifically studied DOMiD’s imaginative practice, which is strongly character-

ized by a view of the future; as a team member described it: “This look into the fu-

ture, that you don’t just have this ‘now moment,’ but things have to be written and 

recorded now for the next generations. It still shapes us in our work today.”126 The 

team then concentrated  on working with objects  from the DOMiD collection,  be-

cause, as one of the project leaders described it to me: “We don’t want to be the ones 

who speak alone now, […] rather, we try to let objects speak, or through the objects, 

tell the stories of the lenders.”127 The examination of one’s own role not only con-

cerned the lack of expertise about DOMiD but also one’s own specific social posi-

tioning:

We wanted to work from multiple perspectives and always take different posi-
tions into account. We could not simply stand there and tell the story of the mi-
gration society from different perspectives, because we did not represent it our-
selves.128

The selection of the team members itself was at first highly demonstrative of the 

role that institutionalized application structures play in this field, and which networks 

are thus addressed and activated. In the course of the project, strong changes in the 

composition of the team resulted in DOMiD staff becoming part of the  Meinwan-

derungsland team and also in new staff joining with different perspectives, interests, 

and emphases in relation to the musealization and education of migration. One project 

manager commented that this restructuring “was important; that also brought about a 

shift in the project […] in the direction of empowerment” and also “to address people 
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[…] who locate themselves as migrants even more strongly.”129 Thereafter, the target 

group was no longer those who did not feel they belonged to a migration society, but 

rather the migration society itself.

Reflections on the distribution of roles on the team were a constant companion of 

the project;  conversations  would often sound like:  “We have talked a lot  about it 

among ourselves. How is that for you now? […] That was good and that was certainly 

a lot of learning within our team.”130 This attitude of learning, of utmost importance 

among the team, was also evident in their later reflections on the difficulties in ap-

proaching visitors on the street, when DOMiD staffers learned that people had to be 

approached very actively if they were to be further engaged. A DOMiD staff member 

explained the crucial role of self-reflection in this project: 

I think we have helped to shape this musealization […] and at the same time we 
have also reflected on it and learned from it. This reflection on how the topic of 
migration  appeared  and  was  dealt  with  in  the  museum  landscape,  we  also 
process it back. And we always go a step further. I have the feeling that it is an 
association where you can actually take risks and try new things out.131

In addition, the project leaders also described a new role that emerged in the course of 

their work:

As a project team, we also tested new museum spaces and practices of exchange:  
in this step, we were no longer the authoritative, curatorial instances that pre-
scribe content and interpretations, but functioned as translators and moderators 
of the exchange of knowledge of our migration society.132 

What does self-critical  practice mean for the knowledge production of migration? 

Given the danger that self-reflective critique can too easily remain a surface-level 

gesture rather than effecting structural changes, participatory approaches must always 

be read critically. In the Meinwanderungsland-project, self-involvement is acknowl-

edged and taken as a starting point.  The history of the institutions  and the power 

structures are objectified not only in institutions but also in the employees who incor-

porate and reproduce the institutional habitus in social interactions. This is why cri-

tique  is  always  about  the  thematization  and  politicization  of  one’s  own involve-

ment.133 The actors in the project also valued the knowledge that had already been 

produced. Critical practice, as social scientist Alex Demirović writes, is thus “not a 

given, but requires a specific effort to preserve previous critical knowledge and pro-

duce new ones.”134 I use the term ‘engaged musealization’ to describe the involved 

critical practice for a different future, since it places a high priority on self-reflection 
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and  one’s  own political  situatedness  in  museal  practice,  and constantly  questions 

one’s own position in an engaged way. One’s own museal practice is not anticipated 

in advance as explanatory and omniscient but mediating and moderating. This is a 

musealization that is interested in dismantling discrimination and the related condi-

tions of injustice within the knowledge production. 

8_‘Futurability’ or: What Comes After Critique?

The previous empirical chapters have considered the project’s orientation towards a 

future as an imaginative and anticipated goal and the impact they have on knowledge 

production in the knowledge regime of migration. In conclusion, this chapter wants to 

show what potential existed in the project and what real changes have been brought 

about by the critique of the exhibition project. Traces in the exhibitionary complex of 

migration can be identified that point back to Meinwanderungsland and projects with 

similar critical practices. So what came after the critique that was evident in  Mein-

wanderungsland’s future practices? Or in other words: “How can the critique of the 

museum have consequences in the museum that we do not already define and know 

beforehand?”135 

There are already many outreach projects and numerous initiatives that deal with 
the topic of migration. However, #Meinwanderungsland takes a completely new 
approach to education: Here, not just one story is told. Instead, a wide variety of 
stories are included and heard, so that the project becomes a symbol of our plural 
society. It encourages a change of perspective: In the history of Europe, migra-
tion has always been the rule, never the exception.136

The quote is taken from praise by the Kulturpolitische Gesellschaft (Cultural Policy 

Association), which for the first time in July 2021 awarded the Zukunftspreis “KUL-

TURGESTALTEN” (Future Award “Shaping Culture”) as part of the Future Forum 

for Cultural Policy. Meinwanderungsland was recognized in the category of ‘individ-

ual  projects,’  revealing  the  project’s  impact  on  the  exhibitionary  complex  more 

broadly. The education practice, especially, has continued to have an impact, particu-

larly in the institutional and self-criticism that goes hand in hand with a new under-

standing of education that encompasses “active anti-racism and anti-discrimination 

work.”137 The project’s influence on the Haus der Einwanderungsgesellschaft is evi-

dent in DOMiD’s executive director’s reaction to the award: 

This commitment to the migration society, which our house stands for, has be-
come the motto of  Meinwanderungsland: Every story counts. The award is a 
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motivation for us to continue on our path towards a new type of museum that  
emerges from society.138

Meinwanderungsland continues to be an important “trial balloon”139 whose impulses 

flow into other museums; this includes, for example, calls for a new understanding of 

the museum audience because  Meinwanderungsland reached beyond a typical mu-

seum public.140 In addition, the project established a strong network among different 

institutions and actors in Germany. As a flagship project of the Commissioner for In-

tegration, Meinwanderungsland achieved more visibility for DOMiD itself in the po-

litical sphere; it also drew attention to the DOMiD collection, and expanded the col-

lection with multimedia projects. The framework of Meinwanderungsland anticipated 

that is now being implemented. Here it is to be shown 

how migration has inscribed itself in German history and shapes our society to-
day. As a cultural and meeting place, the new house will also offer space to dis-
cuss central questions about identity, living together and participation.141

The self-critique also left a mark on DOMiD itself because the discussions “we had in 

the team were of course reflected on DOMiD as a whole all the time and were then 

also discussed in a large group […] also because the project went on for three years, it 

was not just a project. It was a lot about DOMiD and where we were going.”142 The 

following quote by DOMiD’s executive director illustrates that Meinwanderungsland 

has influenced DOMiD’s understanding of museums and museum practice: 

I really see museums as places that can and should have an impact on society. 
[…] It’s about an open place of exchange that enables participation, where dis-
cussion and negotiation processes take place. A place that actually reaches out to 
the people.  […] We have just  made a first  outreach attempt with the project 
Meinwanderungsland.143

Not much time has passed since the  Meinwanderungsland project ended, so it re-

mains to be seen what further critical traces the project has left behind.

9_Conclusion

This paper shows how Meinwanderungsland created narratives, para-institutional and 

involved practices for a different production of knowledge and musealization of mi-

gration. On the one hand, the project made the future imaginable in the present and, 

on the other hand, it set the course for a different future. Despite the challenges, the 

exhibition project  succeeded in combining social  critique and institutional  critique 

with critical self-questioning, such that critique thus became a “permanent process of 

instituting.”144 Despite the various forms of critique, the musealization of migration 
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remains  an essential  vehicle  for  DOMiD—and many other  actors  who previously 

lacked agency within an institutional  framework—to give migrant-situated  knowl-

edge a central place in society. In this sense, it counteracted unequal distribution in 

the knowledge regime by adding voices, actively forming networks, introducing an 

‘instituting practice,’ and critiquing other rules and networks of the game of knowl-

edge production and structural framework conditions.  Meinwanderungsland set im-

pulses for a new way of education, and developed and consolidated formats that have 

become models for future museum practice. The project had a ‘futurability’ that rep-

resentatively and structurally helped the ‘perspective of migration’ to become more 

permanent, both in the exhibitionary complex and in the knowledge regime of migra-

tion on a representative and structural level. These forms of ‘engaged musealization’ 

may not directly dissolve resistant hierarchies, but they can help counteract injustices 

in the knowledge regime of migration.
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