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This Special Edition of our CAMOC Review dedicated to Migration:Cities | (im)migration 
and arrival cities, marks the end of a period of three and a half years since 2016, the project’s 
inception and development period as an ICOM Special Project. It seems like yesterday, that 
Marlen Mouliou, Nicole van Dijk and I sat at a hotel lobby in Glasgow, Scotland in November 
2015 to discuss the seeds that would become the backbone of the project we developed. 

Since 2015, many of our colleagues at CAMOC, CAM and ICR came together to shape the 
project to what it is today. I would like to start by thanking the invaluable contribution of 
Catherine C. Cole, who on behalf of CAM and CAMOC, came on board as a Co-Coordinator, 
and took many responsibilities in making this project come to where it is today. Also many 
other colleagues at CAMOC for their invaluable support to this initiative, including Joana 
6RXVD�0RQWHLUR��&$02&�&KDLU��-HOHQD�6DYLþ��&$02&�6HFUHWDU\��$IVLQ�$OWD\OL��IRUPHU�
&$02&�6HFUHWDU\�DQG�QRZ�DQ�,&20�6HFUHWDULDW�PHPEHU�RI�WKH�&RXQFLO·V�0XVHXP�'HÀQLWLRQ�
Committee, Layla Betti, CAMOC Treasurer to date, Smaro Skoulikidis, and so many other 
colleagues in and beyond the CAMOC Board. 

Taking Migration:Cities off the paper to its current nascent state was not an easy task. Not 
only because of the complex subject matter that it discusses, but because between people’s 
time constraints (we are all volunteers) and our lack of resources, as well as the novelty of the 
initiative, we felt that creating a useful and well thought through tool for museums, migrants 
and other professionals to discuss and exchange experiences around migration required in-depth 
GLVFXVVLRQV�DQG�WKH�ÁH[LELOLW\�WR�OHDUQ�IURP�RXU�PLVWDNHV��DQG�WR�DGMXVW�DV�ZH�ZHQW�DORQJ��

7KH�SURFHVV�ZH�DGRSWHG�ZDV�RQH�EDVHG�RQ�ÁXLGLW\�DQG�RQ�WKH�LGHD�RI�D�OLYLQJ�RUJDQLVP��$V�
our Athens Workshop keynote speaker Dr Petros Polychronis posed, we are trying to plant a 
JDUGHQ�ZKHUH�LGHDV��FRQQHFWLRQV�DQG�QHZ�UHODWLRQVKLSV�FDQ�ÁRXULVK��%DVHG�RQ�WKDW��ZH�TXLFNO\�
understood that three ingredients were key to achieving our goals: (1) a platform for learning 
and exchange, where our contributors and partners could make their experiences representing, 
interpreting and discussing migration visible, accessible and part of a larger collective resource 
from which all of us could learn; (2) key strategic guidelines for the project, that would provide 
us with direction, serve as a curatorial backbone and a process organiser. This was a challenging 
SURFHVV��DQG�RQH�WKDW�ZH�NQRZ�UHTXLUHV�PDQ\�RWKHU�OHYHOV�RI�UHÀQHPHQW�EHIRUH�LW�DFKLHYHV�DQ�
optimum level; (3) a network of concerned museums, migrants and professionals willing to 
work together. As we also learned, this too requires tireless work to develop, and is a process we 
aim to be able to continue in the coming years. 

Lastly, we are also aware that Migration:Cities needs to live beyond its founding members 
and committees, so we are currently starting discussions with several possible organisations, 
agencies and individuals, as well as with ICOM and the committees in which the project started, 
to discuss a path into the future.

Introduction

* Principal Consultant at MUCH | Museums for Change
ZĞŐŝŽŶĂů�WƌŽŐƌĂŵŵĞ�DĂŶĂŐĞƌ�ĨŽƌ�>ĂƟŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂ͕�ƚŚĞ��ĂƌŝďďĞĂŶ�ĂŶĚ��ĨƌŝĐĂ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů��ŽĂůŝƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�^ŝƚĞƐ�ŽĨ��ŽŶƐĐŝĞŶĐĞ
�ŽͲ�ƌĞĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ��ŽͲ�ŽŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͗�ŝƟĞƐ�ͮ�;ŝŵͿŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�ĐŝƟĞƐ
�ŽĂƌĚ�DĞŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ŽŵŵŝƩĞĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ��ĐƟǀŝƟĞƐ�ĂŶĚ��ŽůůĞĐƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�DƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ŽĨ��ŝƟĞƐ�

Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival 
cities – experiences and future
Gegê Leme Joseph*
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This publication is a celebration of important achievements of the last three and a half years. 
It starts by featuring a small report from each of the organisers of our three international 
workshops: Athens and Mexico City (2017) and Frankfurt (2018). Whereas the proceedings of 
each one of these workshops can be found at the CAMOC publications resource centre digitally, 
this publication brings brief highlights and personal impressions on their meaning and results.

:H�DOVR�GHOYH�GHHS�LQWR�VRPH�GHÀQLWLRQV�DQG�VWDWV�DURXQG�PLJUDWLRQ��EDVHG�RQ�81�VWDQGDUGV��
to help us locate our discourse. We hope this can provide a shared framework and help us 
UHÁHFW�DERXW�D�IXWXUH�SDWK�WKDW�WDNHV�LQWR�DFFRXQW�GUDPDWLF�QXPEHUV�RQ�GLIIHUHQW�PLJUDWLRQ�
crisis unfolding around the globe, less publicized but of huge importance for the future of these 
discussions.

Most importantly, this review brings invaluable articles on our committee members’ experiences 
and projects carried out in the course of the last three and a half years, with a special focus 
on migrant communities’ participation, as well as new ways to look into representation, 
interpretation, collections and its connections in our museum practice.

As we prepare to embark on a new phase of the Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival 
cities project, we hope this publication gives all food for thought, and encourages you to join 
RXU�QH[W�VWHSV�DV�FRQWULEXWRUV�DQG�SDUWQHUV��VR�ZH�FDQ�ÀQDOO\�VWDUW�D�PRYHPHQW�WKDW�ZLOO�EH�
meaningful and relevant for many years to come!

Hope you enjoy!

Please visit us on migrationcities.net

http://migrationcities.net
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Migration:Cities 
Workshops Overview

- Athens, 6-8 February 2017 
- Mexico City, 28 October, 2017
- Frankfurt, 2 June 2018
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Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

:ULWLQJ�DJDLQ�DERXW�WKH�ÀUVW�ZRUNVKRS�RUJDQL]HG�LQ�$WKHQV�LQ�������LQ�WKH�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�
Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival cities has not been straight forward for me. Not 
because time has long passed since the very beginning of the preparatory work in designing 
DQG�LPSOHPHQWLQJ�WKLV�ÀUVW�ZRUNVKRS��WKH�FORFN�ZDV�VHW�LQ�-XO\������LQ�0LODQ�GXULQJ�WKH�ODVW�
7ULHQQLDO�,&20�&RQIHUHQFH��RU�HYHQ�PXFK�HDUOLHU�LQ�1RYHPEHU������GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�&$02&�
workshop on the subject of Migration: see special 10th anniversary events in all CAMOCnews 
published in 2015 and early 2016); thus naturally the stratigraphy of my memory has been then 
after loaded with more layers of data about other work and life matters. Oddly, my predicament 
has been mostly related with the virtues of this work and of our plans of how to implement it, 
as our focus has been right from the start on documenting with detail its contours by publishing 
regularly step-by-step our proceedings both in written and audio-visual format.  For those who 
have not been present in Athens during the inaugural workshop, a special dossier was made 
available in CAMOC Review (1/2017)1�WKDW�FRQWDLQHG�WKH�ÀUVW�GHWDLOHG�UHSRUW�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��
its aims, objectives and methodologies as well the results of our discussions in Athens together 
with personal reviews signed by the then four grantees of the workshop representing three 

* DĂƌůĞŶ�DŽƵůŝŽƵ͕��ƐƐŝƐƚĂŶƚ�WƌŽĨĞƐƐŽƌ�ŽĨ�DƵƐĞŽůŽŐǇ͕ �EĂƟŽŶĂů�ĂŶĚ�<ĂƉŽĚŝƐƚƌŝĂŶ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ�ŽĨ��ƚŚĞŶƐ͕�'ƌĞĞĐĞ
&ŽƌŵĞƌ���DK���ŚĂŝƌ͕ ��ŽͲĐŽŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͗�ŝƟĞƐ�ͮ�;ŝŵͿŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�ĐŝƟĞƐ

1  ^ĞĞ�DŽƵůŝŽƵ͕�D͕͘�>ĞŵĞ͕�'͕͘�ǀĂŶ��ŝũŬ͕�E͕͘�ϮϬϭϳ͕�DƵƐĞƵŵƐ͕�DŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�^ŽĐŝĂů�/ŶŶŽǀĂƟŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ��ŝƟĞƐ���;WͿZĞǀŝĞǁ�dŽ�dŚĞ�WƌŽũĞĐƚ�
DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͗�ŝƟĞƐ�ͮ�;ŝŵͿŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�ĐŝƟĞƐ͕���DK��ZĞǀŝĞǁ͕�ϭ͕�ϰϬͲϰϵ͕�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ͘ŝĐŽŵ͘ŵƵƐĞƵŵͬĮůĞĂĚŵŝŶͬƵƐĞƌͺƵƉůŽĂĚͬ
ŵŝŶŝƐŝƚĞƐͬĐĂŵŽĐͬW�&ͬEĞǁƐůĞƩĞƌƐͬ��DK�ͲZ�s/�tEŽ͘ϭͲ�ƉƌϮϬϭϳ&Zϯ͘ƉĚĨ͘� ^ĞĞ� ĂůƐŽ� ŝŶ� ƚŚĞ� ƐĂŵĞ� ŝƐƐƵĞ� ƚŚĞ� 'ƌĂŶƚĞĞƐ� ZĞƉŽƌƚƐ� ďǇ�
�ŝŬĂƚĞƌŝŶŝ��Žƌŝ͕�DĂƐƵŵ�DŽŵĂǇĂ͕�tĂĨĂĂ�<ŚĂƩĂď͕�DĂƌŝůŝĂ��ŽŶĂƐ�;Ɖ͘Ɖ͘�ϰϵͲϱϲͿ

Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival 
cities Athens Workshop
Municipal Gallery of Athens, 6-8 February, 2017
In collaboration with ICOM CAMOC, ICOM ICR and ICOM Greece

Athens workshop attendees gather at the roof of the National Museum of Contemporary Art. © Marlen Mouliou

Marlen Mouliou*

http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOC-REVIEWNo.1-Apr2017FR3.pdf
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOC-REVIEWNo.1-Apr2017FR3.pdf
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FRXQWULHV��*HUPDQ\��86$��%UD]LO���
Additionally, all the presentations 
DQG�GLVFXVVLRQV�ÀOPHG�GXULQJ�WKH�
ÀUVW�GD\�RI�WKH�ZRUNVKRS�KDYH�EHHQ�
professionally edited and uploaded 
on the website of the project in order 
to be also widely accessible.2 Last 
but not least, the annual special 
project reports submitted in ICOM 
for evaluation by SAREC have been 
LPSRUWDQW�FODVVLÀHG�GRFXPHQWV�WKDW�
outline the progressive unfolding 
of the project in every step of its 
shaping.  

So, what remains to be said about 
the inaugural workshop in Athens? 
Perhaps some personal notes that relate to the “before/during/after” times of its realization, as 
these have been registered in my mind and heart and left an imprint in my work.  

So, let me start with the enthusiasm and determination as well as the team spirit and collective 
knowledge we have always shared in CAMOC. These have been the driving forces that fueled 
our effort to apply for ICOM funding in order to kick start the project and experiment with the 
ideas and potentials it represented. In November 2015, CAMOC collaborated with the Open 
Museum in Glasgow and organized a super successful interactive workshop about the theme.3 
In the evenings, after nurturing our minds and souls with interesting ideas shared during the 
workshop, I remember working tirelessly with Gegê and Nicole at the cozy lobby of a typical 
6FRWWLVK�%	%�LQ�RUGHU�WR�SUHSDUH�WKH�ÀUVW�GUDIW�RI�RXU�SURSRVDO�WR�,&20�ZKLFK�JUDGXDOO\�PDWXUH�
to a successful application.

Then, organising the inaugural workshop in Athens was a puzzle-like task and experience 
for me, despite my long career in 
the museum profession and the 
organization of dozens of international 
meetings. Not because of the 
technical and practical complexities 
an international meeting entails but 
because of the timing of this workshop 
at the peak of the refugee crisis (with 
Greece being quite at the epicentre of 
it) and the increased need to give real 
substance to our work and intensions 
in order to do something with clear 
purpose and meaning that would 
bring change in our working practice. 
The decision to promote cross-
sectorial discussions between museum 
professionals (academics and curators), 

2 ^ĞĞ�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶĐŝƟĞƐ͘ŶĞƚͬĐĂƐĞͺƐƚƵĚŝĞƐͬ

3�^ĞĞ���DK� Ɛ͛�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�tŽƌŬƐŚŽƉ�'ůĂƐŐŽǁ��ŽƐƐŝĞƌ͕ ���DK�ŶĞǁƐ�ϭ͕�ϮϬϭϲ͕�Ɖ͘Ɖ͘�ϮϱͲϯϬ͕�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ͘ŝĐŽŵ͘ŵƵƐĞƵŵͬĮůĞĂĚŵŝŶͬ
ƵƐĞƌͺƵƉůŽĂĚͬŵŝŶŝƐŝƚĞƐͬĐĂŵŽĐͬW�&ͬEĞǁƐůĞƩĞƌƐͬ��DK�E>ͺEŽ͘ͺϭͺͲͺϮϬϭϲͺͲͺ:ĂŶƵĂƌǇͺƌ͘ ƉĚĨ

Keynote speaker Prof Polychronis. © Marlen Mouliou

The meeting venue – the Municipal Gallery of Athens. © Marlen Mouliou

http://www.migrationcities.net/case_studies/
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOCNL_No._1_-_2016_-_January_r.pdf
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOCNL_No._1_-_2016_-_January_r.pdf
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social workers and psychologists, 
specialists in intercultural education, 
representatives of NGOs and 
contemporary refugees was daring 
but absolutely in need. It required 
intensive preparatory work and a lot 
of talking to professionals outside our 
sector; yet, every minute was worthy, 
as this pre-staged engagement created 
more solid foundations for cross-
sectorial interdisciplinary work and 
promoted a clearer understanding 
for the meaning and potential of the 
project we wanted to set out.

Selecting the right venue for the 
workshop was also key in the 
planning, not only in order to have 
a comfy and well-equipped space, 
but in order to have the project 
set out in an urban setting and a 
museum environment loaded with 
symbolic meaning. The Municipal 
Gallery of Athens, at the alternative 
multicultural district of Metaxourgeio 
proved to be a very suitable choice. 
Moreover, the City Circles project 
and exhibition that run during the 
same time in the Gallery offered 
further insights to the city of Athens 

and the district of Metaxourgeio to both local and international workshop participants.4 Equally, 
although very differently, the possibility we had to visit the premises of the Melissa Community 
Network, located in another multicultural neighbourhood of Athens, and talk intimately with 
migrant women and the founders of the NGO, has been an experience of deep humane value. 

The design of the workshop has been based on the principles of systems thinking and working 
practice, and much of this wisdom and methodology has been applied both in the team work 
GHYHORSHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ZRUNVKRS�DQG�WKH�V\QWKHVLV�WKDW�ZDV�DFFRPSOLVKHG�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�
day of the workshop, as well as the careful selection of speakers (let alone of the keynote, 
Dr. Petros Polychronis, an authority in systems thinking in Greece and abroad). All of them 
H[HPSOLÀHG�D�ODUJH�QHWZRUN�RI�GLYHUVH�ZRUNLQJ�PHWKRGV�DQG�FXOWXUHV��

The workshop itself was an open process, which although based on a structured outline 
that served as a scaffolding, nonetheless encouraged and welcomed the parallel creation of 
a polyphonic ground beneath the scaffolding fertilized by the colourful diverse opinions 
H[SUHVVHG��$QG�DOWKRXJK�WKH�ÀUVW�GD\�ZDV�WRR�ORQJ�DQG�LQWHQVLYH��WKHUH�ZDV�VWDPLQD�DQG�
drive to continue the conversation beyond the programmed closure of the debate, because the 
participants were strongly committed to talking and listening and felt that the discussion was so 
nutritious that the real food dinner could wait.     

4  ̂ ĞĞ�&ŽƌƚƵǇŶ͕�/͘�ϮϬϭϳ͕��ŝƚǇ��ŝƌĐůĞƐ��ƚŚĞŶƐ͕���DK��ZĞǀŝĞǁ͕�ϭ͕�ϯϯͲϯϱ͕�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ͘ŝĐŽŵ͘ŵƵƐĞƵŵͬĮůĞĂĚŵŝŶͬƵƐĞƌͺƵƉůŽĂĚͬŵŝŶŝƐŝƚĞƐͬ
ĐĂŵŽĐͬW�&ͬEĞǁƐůĞƩĞƌƐͬ��DK�ͲZ�s/�tEŽ͘ϭͲ�ƉƌϮϬϭϳ&Zϯ͘ƉĚĨ

Top: Workshop group discussions. Bottom: Visit to Melissa Network 
© Marlen Mouliou

http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOC-REVIEWNo.1-Apr2017FR3.pdf
http://network.icom.museum/fileadmin/user_upload/minisites/camoc/PDF/Newsletters/CAMOC-REVIEWNo.1-Apr2017FR3.pdf
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,�ZRXOG�OLNH�WR�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKLV�ÀUVW�ZRUNVKRS�DFWHG�DV�D�JRRG�IHUWLOL]HU�LQ�PDQ\�ZD\V��FUHDWLQJ�
a beautifully articulated “garden” of new ideas for the workshops that followed in Mexico and 
Frankfurt. 

On a purely personal level, it also offered me the opportunity to host dear colleagues and 
friends in my city and my home. How wonderful is that! It also energized me with new ideas 
and gave me the drive to explore how we can use our professional capacities and networks in 
order to bring social change in the everyday life of our cities and in of our smaller or bigger 
communities. For this and the transformative experience that led me to the making of the 
Museum of Our Discoveries, another text has taken shape to tell the tale in one of the recent 
issues of Museum International.5

5�^ĞĞ�DŽƵůŝŽƵ͕�D͕͘�ϮϬϭϴ͕�dŚĞ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ŽĨ�KƵƌ��ŝƐĐŽǀĞƌŝĞƐ͗��ŵƉŽǁĞƌŝŶŐ�ǇŽƵŶŐ�ƌĞĨƵŐĞĞƐ�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�ƵƌďĂŶ�ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ͕�DƵƐĞƵŵ�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�
;DƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ĂŶĚ��ŽŶƚĞƐƚĞĚ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĞƐͿ͕�sŽů͘�ϳϬ͕�EŽ͘�ϮϳϵͲϮϴϬ͕�Ɖ͘Ɖ͘�ϭϮϰͲϭϯϯ͘
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Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival 
cities Mexico City Workshop
National Museum of Cultures, October 28, 2017
In collaboration with ICOM CAMOC, ICOM ICR and ICOM Mexico

Catherine Cole*

* �ĂƚŚĞƌŝŶĞ��ŽůĞ͕�WƌŝŶĐŝƉĂů��ŽŶƐƵůƚĂŶƚ�Ăƚ��ĂƚŚĞƌŝŶĞ��͘��ŽůĞ�Θ��ƐƐŽĐŝĂƚĞƐ�
��DK��sŝĐĞͲ�ŚĂŝƌ͕ ���D�^ĞĐƌĞƚĂƌǇͲ'ĞŶĞƌĂů�

The second Migration:Cities workshop 
was held in Mexico City on October 28, 
2017: 45 delegates from 20 countries 
participated in the workshop which 
began with a very thought-provoking 
presentation by keynote speaker Doug 
Saunders, author of Arrival City: How 
the Largest Migration in History is 
Reshaping our World. His presentation 
was titled The Museum at the Centre 
of Arrival. Saunders provided an 
overview of migration, emigration and 
immigration patterns and the potential 
role of museums, libraries and cultural 
centres as institutions for inclusion. 
It is important for host countries to 
understand the cultures of immigrants, 

and for immigrants to have the opportunity to share their culture with their children and with 
their new neighbours. 

8VXDOO\�PRVW�PXVHXPV�LQ�D�FLW\�DUH�FRQFHQWUDWHG�LQ�WKH�KLVWRULF�GLVWULFW�RU�GRZQWRZQ�FRUH��
One of the physical challenges Saunders discussed is social problems created by vacant spaces 
EHWZHHQ�KRXVLQJ�LQ�GLVWULFWV�XVXDOO\�RFFXSLHG�E\�LPPLJUDQWV�²�DQG�WKH�SRWHQWLDO�WR�FUHDWH�LQÀOO�
in the form of museums that will both make the community safer and provide an opportunity 
to create more social cohesion through cultural heritage initiatives. These museums may look 
GLIIHUHQW�WKDQ�WUDGLWLRQDO�PXVHXPV��UHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�FXOWXUHV�RI�WKH�QHLJKERXUKRRG���

Our second keynote speaker Mexican anthropologist Francisco Javier Guerrero spoke about 
some of the challenges posed by in-country migration as well as immigration, and the need for 
greater empathy between peoples. In many ways we are all alike but people migrate for different 
reasons, and patterns change through time yet there are cultural differences that we need to 
make an effort to understand. He emphasised the importance of intangible heritage, not just the 
tangible. 

Marlen Mouliou gave an introduction to the Migration:Cities project and encouraged 
participants to contribute to the website and toolkit available at http://network.icom.museum/
camoc/projectsworkshops/workshops/L/8/. We encouraged participants to consider how 
migration is impacting their cities and how museums are engaging with migrants and migration 
support agencies to develop exhibitions and programmes. 

We had several presentations by museum workers in different parts of the world about 
migration-related initiatives in their own museums – whether related to current or past 

Doug Saunders giving the introductory keynote. © Catherine Cole

http://network.icom.museum/camoc/projectsworkshops/workshops/L/8/
http://network.icom.museum/camoc/projectsworkshops/workshops/L/8/
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migrations – including a presentation by CAM board 
member Rachel Erickson about the development 
of a new exhibition about immigrants in the City 
of Winnipeg, Canada that will be mounted at the 
Manitoba Museum, as well as presentations by 
Annemarie de Wildt about an exhibition under 
development called Representing Amsterdam – 
Music and Migration; a presentation by Jenny 
(Chunni) Chiu, Hiromi Takeo and Kaori Akazawa 
titled (Im)migration and Museum Trends in Japan; a 
presentation by Andrea Delaplace about Immigration 
Heritage in São Paulo; and a video contribution Sara 
Kariman called The Functionality and Necessity of 
a Museum’s Attention to Immigration with a Case 
Study of Afghan Refugees in Iran. 

Then we had a panel of papers from NGO 
representatives who focus on migration in Mexico 
&LW\��LQFOXGLQJ�,UD]~�*ĿPH]�9DUJDV�RQ�Hospitality 
Response to Migration in Mexico and Fabienna 
9HQHW�5HELIIH�DQG�,QpV�*LPpQH]�'HOJDGR�RQ�Open 
Museums: Spaces of Social Participation for 
Inclusion from Diversity. Together they provided a 
good overview of migration issues in Mexico and 
engagement with museums. They pointed out some 
RI�WKH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�ZRUNLQJ�ZLWK�PLJUDQWV�²�WKDW�
WKH\�DUH�WUDSSHG�LQ�D�SRVLWLRQ�WKDW�PDNHV�LW�GLIÀFXOW�
for them to think about museum collaborations, that the transient nature of their lives makes 
any sort of commitment a challenge, that they feel stigmatised by their situation, and are often 
fearful of potential repercussions of speaking publicly.  

 
We showed a number of videos that have been created for inclusion on the Migration:Cities 
website – and are already available on the CAMOC YouTube channel. The day concluded with 
a workshop led by Linda Norris of the International Coalition for Sites of Conscience who led 
participants through a series of exercises designed to increase self-awareness and empathy for 
migrants. At the end of the day she asked everyone to record what we would do differently in 
future as a result of the day’s discussions and to write our thoughts on post-it notes. Following 
an incredible stop at the Day of the Dead parade, we held a reception that night at the Museum 
of Popular Art which was notable for the fantastic creatures that appeared throughout the 
evening. 

Thank you to the local organisers, particularly Dr Yani Herriman who co-organised the 
ZRUNVKRS�ZLWK�&$02&�9LFH�&KDLU�&$0�6HFUHWDU\�*HQHUDO�&DWKHULQH�&��&ROH��7KLV�ZDV�
a very challenging time so soon after the September earthquakes in Mexico City: 1800 
monuments were damaged by the earthquakes and National Museum staff and colleagues 
are busy determining the extent of the damage and the course for restoration. Thanks to the 
workshop organising committee comprised of CAMOC board members President Joana 
6RXVD�0RQWHLUR��6HFUHWDU\�$IüLQ�$OWD\K��7UHDVXUHU�/D\OD�%HWWL��DQG�3DVW�3UHVLGHQW�0DUOHQ�
0RXOLRX��*HJr�/HPH�-RVHSK��1LFROH�YDQ�'LMN��-HQQ\��&KLQ�QX��&KLX��5HQpH�.LVWHPDNHU��DQG�
-HOHQD�6DYLV��,UHQD�æPXF��,&5���DQG�RXU�,&20�0H[LFR�FROOHDJXHV�ZKR�PDQDJHG�WKH�ORFDO�
DUUDQJHPHQWV�XQGHU�YHU\�GLIÀFXOW�FLUFXPVWDQFHV��3DWULFLD�GH�OD�)XHQWH��0D\D�'iYDORV�0XULOOR��
DQG�0DULD�,QpV�0DGLQDYHLWLD�5DPLUH]��$QG�WKDQNV�WR�DOO�RI�WKH�VSHDNHUV�DQG�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZKR�
travelled to Mexico, some from great distances, to make the workshop such a success.

Above: CAM Board Member Rachel Erickson (L) 
and CAMOC Vice-Chair/ CAM Secretary General 
Catherine C. Cole (R) at the Museum of Popular 
Cultures; Below: The guide giving a tour of an 
exhibition. © Catherine Cole
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Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

Migration:Cities | (im)migration and arrival 
cities Workshop
Historisches Museum / Historical Museum Frankfurt
Frankfurt, Germany 2 June 2018
In collaboration with ICOM CAMOC, ICOM ICR and ICOM Germany

Nicole van Dijk*

* EŝĐŽůĞ�ǀĂŶ��ŝũŬ͕��ƵƌĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�,ĞĂĚ�ŽĨ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�Θ��ĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�Ăƚ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ZŽƩĞƌĚĂŵ͖
��DK��sŝĐĞͲ�ŚĂŝƌ�;ϮϬϭϲͲϮϬϭϵͿ͖�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͗�ŝƟĞƐ��ŽͲĐƌĞĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ��ŽͲŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŽƌ

Migration:Cities | (Im)Migration and arrival cities is a special project and part of CAMOC’s 
ongoing partnerschip with ICOM Cam, ICOM ICR and various callaborators and contributors. 
7KH�ÀUVW�ZRUNVKRS�ZDV�KHOG�LQ�$WKHQV�LQ�)HEUXDU\�LQ������DQG�WKH�VHFRQG�LQ�0H[LFR�&LW\�
on October 28. The third workshop of this special project was held in the Historical Museum 
Frankfurt on June 2, 2018 as CAMOC’s pre conference workshop. The workshop in the 
Historical Museum Frankfurt hosted several experts, professionals and academics in the area of 
PLJUDWLRQ�DQG�KRZ�LW�UHÁHFWV�RQ�WKH�PXVHXP�FRQWH[W�

 

The Frankfurt workshop began with a thought-provoking presentation by one of the invited 
speakers Donald Hyslop, head Regeneration and Community Partnerships at Tate Modern 
London, with over 5 million visitors a year one of the biggest art museums in the world.  His 
presentation was titled The Museum and the Movement of People and Ideas. Hyslop provided a 
vibrant overview of the curatorial and public challenges generated by diversity. He showed how  
one of the biggest art museums of the world can engage in the debate of diversity and become 

a natural place for people to come 
together and activism. 

Another London based presenter 
was Emma Winch, the Learning 
Manager for Hackney Museum, 
a small community history 
museum in the diverse London 
Borough of Hackney, with an 
international reputation for its 
pioneering community engagement 
programme. She presented the 
approach of the Hackney museum, 
actually changing the political 
agenda of the local council 

Donald Hyslop: Street Art: including new groups and engaging in the debate of 
diversity. © Nicole van Dijk 

Nicole van Dijk and Incisu Dilem gave an introduction to the Migration:Cities 
project and encouraged workshop participants to contribute to the website: 
migrationcities.net. On this website information can be found about how to 
contribute. CAMOC and its partners are very interested in learning about any 
migration-related projects. How is migration impacting cities and how are museums 
engaging with migrants and migrations supporting agencies to develop exhibitions 
and programmes. Is this an issue for your museum and would you be 
interested in creating a 5-minute video that we could post 
to the website? We’d like to hear from you.
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by making the voices  of the diverse 
community heard. Both examples from 
London, TATE and Hackney showed what 
can be done in larger and smaller scale 
of museum practices towards including 
migrants.

The other two invited speakers gave us a 
clear insight in the way migration in the 
world is evolving, and the potential role of 
museums, libraries and cultural centres as 
institutions for inclusion. 
Peter Scholten, Professor of Migration 
and Diversity Policies at Erasmus 
8QLYHUVLW\�5RWWHUGDP�DQG�GLUHFWRU�RI�
IMISCOE Research Network addressed 
how contemporary migrations patterns are 
generating ‘superdivers’ cities, creating 
new urban narratives. Narratives to 
be shown, discussed and embraced by 
cultural institutes as museums. 
 As commonly mistaken, migrants and 
refugees are not the same concepts 
DV�81·V�6PDUR�6NRXOLNLGLV�WRXFKHG�
upon. Skoulikidis who has over 25 year 
H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�WKH�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�
FRQÀUPHG�DQG�FODULÀHG�WKH�QRWLRQV�
about migration also made by Scholten; 
migration is a world changing process also 
affecting Europe but compared with other 
regions in the world in a less far-reaching 
way. She emphasised the importance of 
migrants within Europe and stated that 
Europe needs to be even more open to 
higher numbers of immigrants since the 
work power from these populations is a 
big source for the sustainability of the 
(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ�

CAMOC vice-chair Catherine C. Cole created an interactive session where workshop attendants 
could create a more inclusive museum. They were teamed up in groups and brainstormed to 
create a new museum practice or an exhibition which could be related to the topic of migration. 
As planned, it did trigger new ideas and discussions which were carried even to the lunch break. 

Topics such as migrant women, migrant representation, breaking taboos and creating a new 
representation of urban people were emphasised in the overall presentations. The workshop was 
also important for participants with different backgrounds to transmit their experiences.

For those who weren’t able to attend the Frankfurt workshop the videos of the different 
presentations are available on the migration:cities website: migrationcities.net

Nicole van Dijk
Vice-chair CAMOC

Emma Winch: Being a platform for LGBTQIA people and changing 
the local political agenda. © Nicole van Dijk 

Above: A panel discussion l–r: Nicole van Dijk, Donald Hyslop, 
Smaro Skoulikidis, Emma Winch and Peter Scholten. Below: Catherine 
C. Cole and a part of the group debating during the interactive 
session. © Nicole van Dijk 

http://migrationcities.net
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Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

Three years ago, the International Committee for the Collections and Activities of Museums of 
Cities (CAMOC) began to explore current and potential roles of city museums with regard to 
the critical issue of migration. This led to the creation of a web platform intended as a resource 
for museum professionals where they could share experiences, exchange knowledge and 
develop tools and best practices in the area of migration.

This article is a synopsis of a presentation made during the annual CAMOC workshop in 
Frankfurt, in 2018, which sought to lay the foundations of a structured approach on migration 
for city museums. It features evidence-based information and statistics, a set of internationally 
DFFHSWHG�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�HVVHQWLDO�WHUPV��ZLWK�VSHFLDO�HPSKDVLV�RQ�8QLWHG�1DWLRQV�VWDQGDUGV�DQG�
Conventions, explores thematic issues for consideration currently affecting the discourse on 
migration and highlights potential activities for further consideration by city museums.

Why migration is important for city museums: The context

0LJUDWLRQ�LV�D�FRQVWDQW�IHDWXUH�RI�KXPDQ�KLVWRU\�DQG�LV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�VLJQLÀFDQW�JOREDO�HYHQWV��
VXFK�DV�UHYROXWLRQ��ZDUV��HFRQRPLF�H[SDQVLRQ��QDWLRQ�EXLOGLQJ��SROLWLFDO�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��FRQÁLFW�
and persecution.

From a historical perspective, migration has supported the growth of the world economy, 
contributed to the evolution of societies and nations and enriched cultures.

As cities represent more possibilities for employment and social development, migration is 
becoming an overwhelmingly urban phenomenon. Over three billion people, or half of the 
world’s population, live in urban areas and half of them live in slums.  Cities continue to be a 
crucial hub for the settlement and integration of migrants, both regular and irregular, including 
asylum seekers. They bring to the fore issues of citizenship, national identity and cultural 
heritage.

According to the most recent World Migration Report, nearly half of the international migrants, 
WKDW�LV�����PLOOLRQ��UHVLGH�LQ�WHQ�KLJKO\�XUEDQL]HG��KLJK�LQFRPH�FRXQWULHV��ÀYH�RI�ZKLFK�DUH�LQ�
Europe. By 2050, it is estimated that 6.3 billion, or 67 % of the world population will live in 
XUEDQ�DUHDV��9LUWXDOO\�DOO�RI�WKH�H[SHFWHG�XUEDQ�JURZWK�ZLOO�WDNH�SODFH�LQ�WKH�OHVV�GHYHORSHG�
regions, particularly Asia and Africa. 

,PSRUWDQW�'HÀQLWLRQV�

Migration:�7KH�81�GHÀQHV�DQ�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PLJUDQW�DV�D�SHUVRQ�ZKR�FURVVHV�D�ERUGHU�DQG�VWD\V�
outside his/her country for at least one year. One can distinguish different types of migrants, 
including temporary labour migrants (guest workers) who migrate for a limited period; highly 
skilled expats;  irregular migrants (or undocumented/illegal migrants); family members,  return 
migrants, as well as refugees.

Migrants: $�XQLIRUP�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�PLJUDQW�GRHV�QRW�H[LVW�DW�WKH�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�OHYHO��7KH�
description of “migrant” is often used erroneously as an umbrella to cover both refugees and 

City museums and migration: 
towards a better understanding
Smaro Skoulikidis*

* ^ŵĂƌŽ�^ŬŽƵůŝŬŝĚŝƐ͕�^ĞŶŝŽƌ��ĚǀŝƐŽƌ�ŝŶ�^ƚƌĂƚĞŐŝĐ�WůĂŶŶŝŶŐ�Θ�WĞĂĐĞďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ
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migrants. However, the terms of refugee and migrant are not interchangeable. Refugees are 
VSHFLÀFDOO\�GHÀQHG�DQG�SURWHFWHG�XQGHU�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�ODZ��$�PLJUDQW�LV�XVXDOO\�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�
someone who crosses a border in search of better economic opportunities, a voluntary process 
motivated by the need to improve livelihoods. This is not the case for refugees who cannot 
UHWXUQ�WR�WKHLU�FRXQWULHV�RI�RULJLQ��DQG�DUH�RZHG�VSHFLÀF�SURWHFWLRQV�XQGHU�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�ODZ��
Equating the two terms may also undermine support for refugees and the institution of asylum.
The distinction between legal and illegal or irregular migrants must also be made. The term 
irregular is preferable to illegal, as the latter carries criminal connotations. Irregular migrants 
DUH�GHÀQHG�DV�SHUVRQV�ZKR�ODFN�OHJDO�VWDWXV�LQ�D�WUDQVLW�RU�KRVW�FRXQWU\���$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, there are at least 5 million or 10% of 
Europe’s migrants who are in an irregular situation.

Refugee:�7KH�XQLYHUVDOO\�DFFHSWHG�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�D�UHIXJHH�LV�FRQWDLQHG�LQ�$UWLFOH���RI�WKH������
81�&RQYHQWLRQ�5HODWLQJ�WR�WKH�6WDWXV�RI�5HIXJHHV��ZKLFK�GHÀQHV�D�UHIXJHH�DV�VRPHRQH�ZKR�
“owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, 
membership of a particular social group or political opinion is outside the country of his 
QDWLRQDOLW\�DQG�LV�XQDEOH�RU«���RZLQJ�WR�VXFK�IHDU�LV�XQZLOOLQJ�WR�UHWXUQ�WR�LWµ�7KH������
Convention was geographically limited, as it was exclusively aimed at refugees from post 
WWII Europe.

,Q������D�3URWRFRO�ZDV�LQWURGXFHG�ZKLFK�H[SOLFLWO\�LQFOXGHG�WKRVH�IURP�RXWVLGH�(XURSH�LQ�
WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�D�UHIXJHH��6LPLODUO\��LQ������D�FRQYHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�2UJDQL]DWLRQ�RI�$IULFDQ�
8QLW\�H[WHQGHG�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�WR�LQFOXGH�DV�D�UHDVRQ�IRU�UHIXJHH�VWDWXV�´H[WHUQDO�DJJUHVVLRQ��
occupation, foreign domination or events seriously  disturbing  public order in a part or the 
ZKROH�RI�D�FRXQWU\µ��)LQDOO\��LQ�������WKH�VR�FDOOHG�&DUWDJHQD�'HFODUDWLRQ�EURDGHQHG�WKH�VFRSH�
in a similar manner for countries in Latin America.

7KH������&RQYHQWLRQ�UHODWHG�WR�WKH�6WDWXV�RI�5HIXJHHV�DQG�LWV������3URWRFRO�DUH�FRQVLGHUHG�WKH�
cornerstone of the modern refugee protection regime, based on the three fundamental principles 
of non-discrimination , non-penalisation,  and non-refoulement, or forced return/expulsion to a 
place where he/she fears threats to life or freedom. The Convention further sets out the rights 
and obligations of both refugees and countries of asylum, which are binding for all signatories. 
These include provisions that guarantee refugees similar treatment as nationals in terms of 
protection, freedom of religion, education, employment and justice.

However, the Convention, which was written over sixty years ago, has been widely criticized 
as being out of touch with the realities of the modern world, where the conceptual distinction 
between migrants and refugees is becoming increasingly blurred. For example, the Convention 
focuses on persecution by the state because it was written mainly to protect those who had 
EHHQ�SHUVHFXWHG�E\�WKH�1D]LV��'XULQJ�WKH�FROG�ZDU��WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�ZDV�DSSOLHG�WR�WKRVH�ÁHHLQJ�
FRPPXQLVP��7RGD\��UHIXJHHV�WHQG�WR�ÁHH�WKH�JHQHUDO�LQVHFXULW\�RI�FRQÁLFW��SDUWLFXODUO\�FLYLO�
ZDU��UDWKHU�WKDQ�VSHFLÀF�SROLWLFDO�SHUVHFXWLRQ�

,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKH�&RQYHQWLRQ�PDNHV�QR�PHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�HQYLURQPHQW�RU�WKRVH�ZKR�ÁHH�WKHLU�
country as a result of natural disasters and climate change, such as earthquakes and tsunamis. 
There is no legal basis to protect refugees who seek asylum for environmental reasons and there 
is currently no international organization with the mandate to protect them.

Furthermore, the Convention does not explicitly cover people persecuted on the basis of their 
VH[XDO�RULHQWDWLRQ�RU�JHQGHU��7KH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�D�UHIXJHH�KDV�EHHQ�LQWHUSUHWHG�SULPDULO\�LQ�WKH�
context of male asylum seekers. Claims of women asylum seekers often differ from those of 
men, as women are often subjected to types of suffering unique to their gender, such as Female 
Genital Mutilation, forced abortions  and honour killings.



17

Regardless of their status, all migrants are protected by international human rights law, as 
HQVKULQHG�LQ�WKH������8QLYHUVDO�'HFODUDWLRQ�RI�+XPDQ�5LJKWV��,Q�UHFRJQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�
migrants often lack basic legal protections, and are especially vulnerable to exploitation, 
WKH�*HQHUDO�$VVHPEO\��LQ�������DGRSWHG�WKH�81�FRQYHQWLRQ�RQ�WKH�3URWHFWLRQ�RI�DOO�0LJUDQW�
Workers and their Families, which came into force in 2003. 

Global Facts and Figures on Migration

The past decade or so has witnessed a number of drastic changes on a global scale and rapidly 
unfolding developments, including the war in Syria, the crisis in Libya, the appearance of 
,6,6��WKH�FRQÁLFWV�LQ�&$5�DQG�6RXWK�6XGDQ��FRQWLQXHG�LQVWDELOLW\�LQ�WKH�'5&�DQG�0DOL�DQG�WKH�
worsening repression in Eritrea.  All of these factors led to an increase in the number of people 
on the move, particularly towards North Africa and on to Europe.

,Q�WKH�ODVW�ÀYH�\HDUV��WKH�QXPEHU�RI�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PLJUDQWV�ZRUOGZLGH�ZDV�WKH�KLJKHVW�HYHU�
recorded, surpassing 244 million.  However, the majority of migration occurred within, not 
between, major areas, for instance, within Africa, or within Asia.

The year 2015 saw the highest levels of forced displacement globally recorded since World War 
II, with a dramatic increase in the number of refugees, asylum-seekers and internally displaced 
people across various regions of the world, from Africa to the Middle East and South Asia.
By mid-2015 there were 15.1 million refugees worldwide, a number which has increased to 
22.5 million in 2017/18.  Of those, 55% come from three countries, namely, South Sudan, 
Afghanistan and more than 5.5 million from Syria.

The vast majority of refugees continue to be hosted by developing countries, particularly 
those that are adjacent to their countries of origin. For instance, the bulk of the Syrian refugee 
population is hosted by Turkey, Lebanon, and Jordan. Iraq hosts nearly 230,000 Syrian refugees, 
as well as 3.2 million internally displaced Iraqis.

7RS�KRVWLQJ�FRXQWULHV�ZRUOGZLGH�DUH�DV�IROORZV��7XUNH\������PLOOLRQ���3DNLVWDQ������PLOOLRQ���
/HEDQRQ������PLOOLRQ���,UDQ������������8JDQGD�����������DQG�(WKLRSLD�����������

As was mentioned earlier, most forced displacement globally still occurs within countries’ 
ERUGHUV��ZLWK�DQ�HVWLPDWHG����PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH�LQWHUQDOO\�GLVSODFHG�E\�FRQÁLFW�DQG�YLROHQFH�LQ�
2016/2017, ranging from Iraq to South Sudan, from Syria to the Democratic Republic of Congo 
and Nigeria. There are currently twice as many internally displaced (IDPs) as refugees in the 
world. Despite its global scale, the issue of internal displacement remains largely overshadowed, 
particularly with the current global focus and public attention on refugees and migrants.  
,QWHUQDO�PLJUDWLRQ�LV�XVXDOO\�WKH�ÀUVW�VWHS�WRZDUGV�LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PLJUDWLRQ�

In addition, in the last three years, natural disasters caused 24.2 million new displacements, 
particularly in South and East Asia. 

There are also 10 million stateless people in the world who have been denied a nationality and 
access to basic rights. Statelessness may occur for a variety of reasons, including discrimination 
against particular ethnic or religious groups or on the basis of gender, the emergence of new 
6WDWHV�DQG�WUDQVIHUV�EHWZHHQ�H[LVWLQJ�6WDWHV�DQG�FRQÁLFW�RI�QDWLRQDOLW\�ODZV��6WDWHOHVVQHVV�LV�
often the product of policies that aim to exclude people deemed to be outsiders.  In addition, 
because 27 States around the world do not allow women to transfer nationality to their children, 
statelessness can occur where fathers are unknown, missing or deceased. Statelessness due to 
the dissolution of former states also continues to affect many people, including some 600,000 
people in Europe alone.



18

Thematic Areas

There are a number of thematic areas of particular relevance and complexity, which could be 
further explored and addressed by city museums. Those may include the following issues:

Migration and Urbanization. The world’s migrants, including refugees, are increasingly 
moving to urban areas, where employment opportunities are considered higher than in rural 
regions. However, migrants, particularly irregular migrants, are often confronted with a range of 
ULVNV��VXFK�DV�WKH�WKUHDW�RI�DUUHVW���GHSRUWDWLRQ�DQG��H[SORLWDWLRQ��8UEDQ�UHIXJHHV�DUH�RIWHQ�IRUFHG�
E\�SRYHUW\�WR�OLYH�LQ�RYHUFURZGHG�DFFRPPRGDWLRQ�LQ�ULVN\�DUHDV�ZKHUH�WKH\�IDFH�GLIÀFXOWLHV�LQ�
accessing basic health, education and protection services. In many cases, refugees and migrants 
WKH\�KDYH�OLWWOH�DOWHUQDWLYH�EXW�WR�MRLQ�WKH�LQIRUPDO�HFRQRP\��ZKHUH�WKH\�ÀQG�WKHPVHOYHV�
competing with large numbers of poor local people for jobs that are hazardous and poorly paid.

Increasing Feminization of Migration: The proportion of women among migrants is 
increasing rapidly. In 2018, nearly half the world’s migrants were women. In Europe and North 
America, particularly, women constitute the majority of international migrants with 52.4% and 
51.2%, respectively. 

Causes and Drivers of Migration:�8QGHUGHYHORSPHQW��ODFN�RI�OLYHOLKRRG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV��
RYHUSRSXODWLRQ��SRRU�JRYHUQDQFH�DQG�FRQÁLFW�DUH�PDMRU�GULYHUV�RI�PLJUDWLRQ��,W�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�
note that 80% of the world’s population live in poor or middle income countries and over 380 
million people survive on one dollar a day.  Developing countries are also characterized by high 
rates of childbirth, and a high proportion of unemployed youth. The political situation in many 
developing countries is fragile, rule of law is weak and corruption is rife.

Impact of Migration on Economic Growth and Social Change: Without labour migration, 
countries would be unable to sustain current levels of welfare and pensions. Economists 
PDLQWDLQ�WKDW�(XURSH�QHHGV�WR�ÀQG�����PLOOLRQ�DGGLWLRQDO�SHRSOH�E\�������GXH�WR�GHFOLQLQJ�ELUWK�
rates and increasing longevity. Migrants are crucial for European urban economies in cities that 
KDYH�EHHQ�RUJDQL]HG�DURXQG�VHUYLFH�LQGXVWULHV��LQFOXGLQJ�ÀQDQFH��WRXULVP���,QGHHG��WKH�VXUYLYDO�
of the world’s developed economies depends on migration.

One of the most important contributions to development and poverty reduction are remittances, 
ZKLFK�FRQWLQXH�WR�LQFUHDVH�JOREDOO\��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�:RUOG�%DQN��WKH�VXP�RI�ÀQDQFLDO�
remittances sent by international migrants to their families in origin countries amounted to more 
than $586 billion in 2017/18, over 75% of which were sent to low and middle income countries.  
In developing countries remittances are the most important source of external funding after 
corporate investments.

Migration has transformed societies and made them more diverse. At the same time increasing 
diversity can present challenges.  Both the positive and negative impact of diversity are most 
keenly felt in major cities, especially global cities like New York, Hong Kong and London. 
Migration has become an integral part of the character of these cities, as they rely on highly 
VNLOOHG�PLJUDWLRQ�WR�IXHO�WKH�ERRP�LQ�ÀQDQFH��EXVLQHVV�DQG�DGYHUWLVLQJ��7KH\�DOVR�ÀOO�ORZHU�
skilled jobs in sectors such as hospitality, transportation and construction.

Migration and Climate Change: A distinction must be made between slow onset climate 
FKDQJH��OLNH�ULVLQJ�VHD�OHYHOV�DQG�GHVHUWLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�UDSLG�RQVHW�HYHQWV�OLNH�ÁRRGV��$�FRQVHQVXV�
seems to be emerging that climate change is likely to drive more internal migration and internal 
displacement.

Xenophobia and anti-immigrant sentiment in many countries: One of most recurring 
fears is that migrants take away jobs from nationals. This is a false assertion, since migrants 
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DUH�DGPLWWHG�WR�ÀOO�JDSV�LQ�WKH�ORFDO�ODERXU�PDUNHW��,Q�UHDOLW\��WKH�LPSDFW�RQ�MREV�IRU�ORFDO�
populations is at worst neutral and at best positive in that it can create economic growth and 
more jobs. There is also the perception that irregular migration threatens sovereignty and 
national identity, with the implication that states are at risk of being overwhelmed by enormous 
numbers of irregular migrants who undermine the democratic values of western societies.

In conclusion, City Museums could serve as 
positive change agents in addressing the socio-
political, historical and economic dimensions 
of migration, highlighted above. By using a 
variety of tools at their disposal, museums 
could enhance their educational and outreach 
mandates by pursuing the following activities in 
a comprehensive and meaningful manner:

�� Foster understanding and empathy for the plight of 
migrants on the part of host communities;

�� Facilitate cultural dialogue among migrants and 
communities;

�� Serve as a platform to engage the wider community, 
including members of the diaspora, in discussing 
policies, needs and solutions to migration challenges in 
cities;

�� Promote policies/attitudes of cultural diversity, tolerance, 
non-discrimination;

�� Contribute to social cohesion and foster inclusion;
�� Increase awareness of policies/actions of actors in the 

ӾHOG�RI�PLJUDWLRQ�
�� Increase awareness and knowledge of current issues/

trends and developments vis a vis migration, including 
the causes/drivers of migration;

�� Highlight positive contributions and best practices vis a 
vis migration;

�� Contribute to the understanding/application of global 
concepts/international instruments, such as human 
rights and international humanitarian law;

�� Deconstruct stereotypes and preconceived ideas about 
migrants/migration;

�� Create linkages between national/local authorities, civil 
society and migrants;

�� Advocate on the part of national/local authorities for the 
rights of migrants;

�� Highlight identity issues in countries of origin/arrival;
�� Address negative attitudes/hostility towards migrants by 

communities/authorities.
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Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

The active collection as an instrument for 
inclusion and social change
Nicole van Dijk*

* EŝĐŽůĞ�ǀĂŶ��ŝũŬ͕��ƵƌĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�,ĞĂĚ�ŽĨ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�Θ��ĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ�Ăƚ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ZŽƩĞƌĚĂŵ͖
��DK��sŝĐĞͲ�ŚĂŝƌ͖�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͗�ŝƟĞƐ��ŽͲĐƌĞĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ��ŽͲŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŽƌ

The world continues to urbanise with cities functioning as magnets for people looking for better 
economic prospects, social stability and a future for themselves and their families. As cities 
grow and become increasingly diverse, in Rotterdam for example people from 176 nationalities 
are living together, individual and collective identity takes on a new importance. What role can 
City Museums play in these urban challenges?

In this paper, drawing on my background as cultural anthropologist and my work over the last 
���\HDUV�LQ�0XVHXP�5RWWHUGDP��,�VHHN�WR�GHÀQH�FXOWXUH�WKURXJK�WKH�ZD\�SHRSOH�DGDSW�WR�HDFK�
other and the environments in which they live. This involves attention to the rules, traditions, 
networks, customs and everyday rituals we perform in our individual and community lives. 
7KHVH�IDFWRUV�DUH�LPSRUWDQW�LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�SODFH��WKH�SDFH�RI�WKH�FLW\�DQG�ÀQGLQJ�EDODQFH�LQ�D�
new sometimes hostile environment. In this context heritage can become relevant and active. In 
our work we draw on the past to make sense of the present and seek to use it as an instrument to 
inform younger generations and to shape social change today.

Culture and social Behaviour

Cities are increasingly inhabited by people with different cultural, faith and ethnic backgrounds 
and traditions. This has implications in our social behaviour and can also be seen in a 
rapidly changing cultural environments. Sociologists have been studying this behaviour and 
understanding how museums can be actively involved and supportive in this process. In 
thinking about social behaviour, we can see culture as a primary way people adapt to each other 
and their environments.  

The theoretical distinction of Social Capital by Pierre Bourdieu1 and build upon by other scholars 
LV�D�XVHIXO�VWDUW�IRU�RXU�WKLQNLQJ��,Q������D�\RXQJ�$PHULFDQ�VRFLRORJLVW��5REHUW�3XWQDP��ZURWH�
directly after his university education an essay called “Bowling Alone: America’s Declining 
Social Capital”.2  In 2000 he published the book “Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of 
American Community”.3  In studies he sees social cohesion declining when diversity rises. The 
more ethnically and culturally different groups, the more distrust and criminality. Putnam pleas for 
the development of a new joint cultural identity which can prevent communities from falling apart. 
Putnam makes a distinction between two kinds of social capital: bonding capital and bridging 
capital.4 Bonding occurs when you are socializing with people who are like you: same age, same 
race, same religion, and so on. But in order to create peaceful societies in a diverse multi-ethnic 
country, one needs to have a second kind of social capital: bridging. Bridging is what you do when 
you connect with people who do not seem similar or like you. Putnam argues that those two kinds 
of social capital, bonding and bridging, do strengthen each other. Consequently, with the decline of 
the bonding capital mentioned above inevitably comes the decline of the bridging capital leads to 
greater tensions including around race and faith.

From a different perspective the Indian-English post-colonial scholar and critical theorist Homi 
Bhabha5 presents cultural difference as an alternative to cultural diversity. In cultural diversity, 
a culture is a “static object of empirical knowledge” while cultural difference sees culture as 
the point at which two or more cultures meet, interact and problems occur. He argues that 
this is a discursively constructed situation rather than pre-given, a “process of enunciation of 
culture as ‘knowledgeable’.” Enunciation is the act of expression of a culture that takes place 
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in what Bhabha calls the Third Space.6 This space is where two or more persons or cultures 
meet, connect and exchange. It is through enunciation that cultural difference is discovered and 
recognized. The enunciative process is of great importance in the articulation of new cultural 
meanings or strategies.

Migration:Cities Conference
 
My work and practice in recent years has focused on investigating how we can look at new 
forms of cultural meaning and strategies. We were able to see other examples where cultural 
institutions are developing this thinking, during CAMOC’s Migration:Cities conference in 
Frankfurt. For example, Donald Hyslop,7 head of regeneration and community partnerships at 
Tate Modern discussed how Tate’s Turbine Hall is used by different communities, formally and 
informally, to make their voices heard and protest visible. The Turbine Hall has become a type 
of public open zone which corresponds to Bhabha’s idea of a Third Space. A place where people 
interact and enunciate their identities and culture. We also saw through Emma Winch from the 
Hackney Museum, London, how a more locally based museum can be a space for enunciation 
and support for minority groups and communities helping them articulate their role in society. 
For example, the museum launched a crowd sourced project to map, record and share the rich 
/*%74,��KLVWRU\�DQG�FXOWXUH�RI�WKH�PXQLFLSDOLW\��7KLV�KLJKOLJKWHG�D�WLPHOLQH�DQG�VLJQLÀFDQW�
places of personal LGBTQI+ history made in Hackney. 

Museum Rotterdam
 
My work in Rotterdam is particularly focused on the processes of identifying and supporting 
inclusive strategies and projects. During the last ten years we have evolved a process around 
these projects which, in the beginning, were organised in places across the city as contemporary 
participatory heritage projects. 

These projects were important in documenting the contemporary city and popular with and in 
the communities they focused on. However, there were two distinctions and disadvantages. 
Firstly, as they took place remotely from the museum they were essentially peripheral to the 
evolution of the Museum and staff. There was little depth of understanding institutionally of this 
outreach work  (an issue common in the sector).  Secondly, although the projects were rich in 
adding texture and knowledge to the history of the city, there was no model to retain and make 
use of this data at the end of the project.
 
The logic of traditional object-based methods of collecting creates an anomaly. This means there 
is an inherent hierarchy, with a primary focus on historic objects for collecting and recording 
the life of the city.  It acts as a blockage to the museum becoming an agent for ‘bridging social 
capital’, which Putnam argues is needed for new forms of cultural identity. Furthermore, it does 
not, through its own prerequisites, allow a long-term evolution where communities develop a 
VHQVH�RI�RZQHUVKLS�RI�FLW\�PXVHXPV��,W�LV�SULPDULO\�WKURXJK�VHOI�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�YDOLGDWLRQ�RI�
their lives that one can see the development of a civic or ‘Third Space’ to link past and present 
to shape the future. 

We also face stiff competition for relevance and meaning. We live in a rapidly changing world 
where competition for people’s attention and resources is sometimes overwhelming. Citizens 
and Communities are increasingly demanding more dynamic, active and participatory forms of 
leisure experience. Museums are not exempt from this and, if they are to remain relevant, they 
need to evolve core practice around their collections and public engagement. 

The active collection

Drawing on our knowledge and experience on working in the city, we began to discuss how 
we could make stronger connections between our contemporary work with its important social 
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capital and stronger links to the core of the museum. In 2016 we were presented with a situation 
which illustrated this challenge. From 2013 we had been collaborating with the Bulgarian 
community, researching how this relatively new group were settling in Rotterdam. One of our 
key partners was Kamen, who represented many of the experiences of this community. As 
well as working and bringing up his family to Rotterdam he was also a vital connection for 
WKH�FRPPXQLW\�ZLWK�IDPLO\�DQG�IULHQGV�VWLOO�LQ�%XOJDULD��+LV�9RONVZDJHQ�YDQ��FRQVWUXFWHG�LQ�
������KDG�EHHQ�XVHG�WR�OLQN�WKH�FRPPXQLWLHV�ZLWK�MRXUQH\V�WUDQVSRUWLQJ�SHRSOH��PDLO��SUHVHQWV��
and medicines. For him the van symbolized a major change in his life as he moved back 
and forward across Europe. It also symbolized the changing face of Europe and the city of 
5RWWHUGDP��7UDGLWLRQDO�PXVHXP�FROOHFWLQJ�DSSURDFKHV�PHDQ�WKDW�WKH�SULPDU\�REMHFW�UHÁHFWLQJ�
WKLV�H[SHULHQFH��WKH�9DQ��LQ�EHLQJ�PDVV�SURGXFHG�DQG�VWLOO�LQ�XVH�ZRXOG�QRW�HDVLO\�ÀW�LQ�WR�D�
collection. However, it was symbolic and iconic of migrant experience in the city. The solution 
was for the museum to adopt the van in a new form of active collection. This allowed us to 
describe the van in a database, support this with an oral history interview with the owner Kamen 
DQG�DGG�SKRWRV�DQG�RWKHU�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��,Q�UHWXUQ�ZH�VXSSOLHG�D�FHUWLÀFDWH�ZLWK�DQ�DFFHVVLRQ�
number (in this case 0001) of Authentic Rotterdam Heritage. This was the beginning of the 
Museum’s active collection. 

Criteria 
This new form of collecting and 
dialogue enabled us to begin working 
with new forms of social capital and 
evolving the museum as a democratic 
‘Third Space’. The collection is 
developed with local communities 
and in a participatory forum. 
 
A board of Rotterdammers working 
with museum staff oversees the 
process. This by its very nature is 
evolving and developing. It seeks to 
UHÁHFW�5RWWHUGDP�DV�D�VXSHUGLYHUVH�
city, a dynamic hub and future 
thinking city in Europe.  Key to the 
project is thinking about the way 
objects, communities and activities 
are interconnected, linked and part 
of a wider ecosystem. There is no 
restriction between for example 
tangible objects and intangible 
rituals. The collection can also be 
a place where new connections 
begin, stories emerge, and heritage 
LV�ERUQ��,Q������WKHUH�KDYH�EHHQ�
approximately 650 nominations 
towards the collections with 70 
being agreed. This is a further 
example of how a relevant third 

space can give new life and dynamic to museums and cultural organisations. 
 
The physical ‘Third Space’ in the city museum is part of a laboratory which seeks to establish 
links between the project visitors and the wider public. This is not a traditional museum gallery 
or workshop but a more informal space of congregation and exchange. It is populated by all 
kinds of events and meetings which also include a variety of wider partners including college 
interns and volunteers. 

Top: Authentic Rotterdam Heritage #0001, the Bulgarian Rotterdam van of 
Kamen Vladimirov. © Joop Reijngoud
Bottom: Board Authentic Rotterdam Heritage. © Museum Rotterdam
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Cultural Fusion 
For example, the story cafes where 
the communities become the 
‘experts’ are excellent methods of 
bonding and bridging social capital. 
These events which take place both 
in the museum and on location 
bring people together to explore 
and discuss an area of the active 
collection and city life. For example, 
WKH�&DSH�9HUGLDQ�PXVLF�VFHQH��
a shoe shop as community hub, a 
care centre and the role of theatre of 
city life. During the story cafes the 
traditional roles of a city museum or 
university are exchanged with the communities and their expertise leading the discussion and 
dialogue. In some cases where there is a reluctance to speak in public and perform the idea of 
volunteer storytellers sharing the experiences and stories has been developed.

The story cafes have become the space where diverse communities, activists and change makers 
can articulate their culture, their vision for the city and their dreams for the future. The audience 
not only listens and learns but actively participates in a lively debate which often creates new 
connections and possibilities for the future. This is the type of ‘Third space’ where Bhabha 
envisioned the enunciation and fusion of culture and community.

The heritage bond 
The development of the active collection and its related activities re-establishes the museum 
as a bridge in the city. It does this by creating a forum both in the museum and in the city with 
a set of connected networks, communities and partnerships which help us understand the city 
and its people as it evolves. It gives the city museum a new form of purpose and civic role. The 
staff become active agents in the city as well as co-collectors of its past and co-curators of its 
narrative. The museum becomes an important boost to communities bridging social capital and 
in doing this contributes to the wider understanding and wellbeing of the city.  
The possibilities to develop these principles and ideas are limitless, as well as its social 
importance may also be evidence by city museums that they can provide important tools and 
forums for the modern city. 

Arena Museum Rotterdam. © Museum Rotterdam

Story cafe Black Heritage. © Arthur Geursen
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We draw attention on the 
70 Authentic Rotterdam 
Heritage parts and connect 
groups and activities.
�� With the 70 collection partners, 800 participants are directly involved, and 

they connect about this collection with 3000 citizens
�� With this collection we make cultural differences visible. The recognition by 

being exclaimed as heritage of the city is for many a boost to carry on.
�� Stories have an inspiring and connecting role. Until now 20 story cafes have 

been organised in which 80 stories are being shared with 1.000 people. 
�� During the cafes the enunciation and fusion of culture happens. 
�� The story cafes resulted in the story-workshop which is weekly organised 

wherein 10 participants with a long distance to society are trained to play a 
bigger role in the project. Until now 45 people have attended these workshops 
and 15 are still actively involved.

�� In special project exhibitions and collaborations, we address issues of 
importance of collection partners. Museum Rotterdam is boosting this 
collaboration in shaping a new city culture and the future heritage of the city. 
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http://www.tojqi.net/articles/TOJQI_2_2/TOJQI_2_2_Article_1.pdf
http://www.hindu.com/lr/2005/07/03/stories/2005070300020100.htm
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Founded in 2013, the Red Star Line Museum in Antwerp, Belgium tells the story of the 2 
million passengers of the Red Star Line shipping company, who came to Antwerp between 1873 
DQG������WR�HPLJUDWH�WR�WKH�86��$SDUW�IURP�PDULWLPH�FROOHFWLRQV�WKDW�ZH�LQKHULWHG�IURP�RWKHU�
museums in the port city, the focus is very much on personal experiences, stories and collections 
of individual passengers. The last years, we have started a reorientation of the scope of our 
collections, which now includes also heritage from more recent immigration movements. 
,Q������DQG�������WKH�5HG�6WDU�/LQH�0XVHXP�SDUWLFLSDWHG�LQ�WKH�6SHFLDOO\�8QNQRZQ�SURMHFW��
Life stories of refugees were recorded in for cities: Antwerp (Belgium), Bochum (Germany), 
Paris (France) and Turin (Italy). With the Red Star Line Museum in Antwerp and the LWL-
Industriemuseum in Bochum, two museums were involded in the project. The project was 
IXQGHG�E\�WKH�(XURSHDQ�8QLRQ·V�$V\OXP��0LJUDWLRQ�DQG�,QWHJUDWLRQ�)XQG��ZKLFK�PHDQW�WKDW�WKH�
project had a double aim: 1) facilitate the participation of third country nationals in European 
cultural life, by collecting their life stories, and by co-producing artistic events on the basis of 
those recoreded experiences and documents; and 2) producing a Europeanwide database of oral 
history testimonies of refugees.    

7KH�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�LQVWLWXWLRQV�XVHG�¶ÀHOGZRUNHUV·�WR�FROOHFW�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV��D�PHWKRG�GHYHORSHG�
in the Netherlands and adopted by the other countries during the project. Fieldworkers were 
recruited in the superdiverse societies of the participating cities. They had the networks and 
language – skill to reach potential respondents where the museum staff could not, and were able 
to gain the trust of people who were often still in a vulnerable situation, and had lived through 
WUDXPDWLF�H[SHULHQFHV�RQO\�UHFHQWO\��7KH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�FRQGXFWHG�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV��DQG�ZHUH�
central in the co-production of four artistic events. 

The Red Star Line Museum decided to join the project group because its aim to marry 
participation with profound research and collection building corresponds with the general 
DPELWLRQV�DQG�ORQJ�WHUP�JRDOV�RI�WKH�PXVHXP��,�ZLOO�ÀUVW�JR�LQWR�WKHVH�JHQHUDO�JRDOV��,Q�WKH�
second part of my text, I will give an account of our experiences during the project. I will focus 
on the interviews, and how the participative approach relates two our research and collections 
PDQDJHPHQW��7KH�FR�SURGXFWLRQ�RI�DUWLVWLF�HYHQWV�ZLWK�RXU�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�EDVHG�RQ�WKH�FROOHFWHG�
interviews was one of the highlights of the project. But issues concerning the relationship with 
traditional museum practices played only a minor part, if any at all. 

The Red Star Line Museum tells its story from the viewpoint of the migrants. Memories and 
personal narratives are central to almost everything we do. This implicates close contacts 
and cooperation with migrants themselves. They are our primary sources, and almost all 
contact begins with us approaching them as researchers, and asking for recollections or 
GRFXPHQWDWLRQ�DERXW�D�VSHFLÀF�UHVHDUFK�WRSLF��2QH�FDQ�KDUGO\�FDOO�WKLV�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��,Q�P\�
view, real participation is when you form a connection that transcends a mere source-researcher 
relationship. From a researcher-curator perspective, I think this can be amongst two lines: 
involvement in the creation of the exhibition or publication, or the assessment of the objects 
and memorabilia in their possession as important heritage that is worth safeguarding, and that is 

Oral history with refugees: 
the marriage between community involvement and 
a museum’s primary mission
Bram Beelaert*

* �ƌĂŵ��ĞĞůĂĞƌƚ͕��ƵƌĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ�,ĞĂĚ�ŽĨ�ZĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�Ăƚ�ZĞĚ�^ƚĂƌ�>ŝŶĞ�DƵƐĞƵŵ͕��ŶƚǁĞƌƉ͕��ĞůŐŝƵŵ

Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities
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within the scope of our 
collecting policies.   
As far as involving the 
public with the design 
and development of 
an exhibition, we are 
cautious to invite our 
partners without any 
limitations. To begin 
with, this has a lot to 
do with expectation 
management. There are 
always one thousand and 
one practical reasons 
(conservation, technical, 
budget…) that can cause 
a fantastic and wild 
idea to falter. As the 

professional in the room, it falls to you to bring that message. This results in conversations that 
are often perceived as negative and leave your partner with the feeling that at the end of the day 
he or she has nothing to say.     
     
Also, and perhaps more importantly, the museum is always perceived as the ultimate responsible 
for everything that is presented within its walls, or published under its name, regardless of 
any participative or cocreative processes. In our experience, this happens even when you are 
clear about the context and explain the process, eg in a text or with a video. Especially with 
a controversial and potentially devisive topic such as migration, this matters. At the outset in 
2013, and as a city museum, we made the conscious discision to be a ‘neutral’ and connecting 
SODFH�RI�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�OHDUQLQJ�IRU�SHRSOH�IURP�DOO�ZDONV�RI�OLIH��0DLQWDLQLQJ�RXU�FUHGLELOLW\�DV�
DQ�LQVWLWXWLRQ�EDVHG�RQ�VFLHQWLÀF�UHVHDUFK�LV�FUXFLDO��

7KURXJK�WULDO�DQG�HUURU��ZH�KDYH�WULHG�WR�ÀQG�WKH�PHWKRG�WR�JLYH�RXU�SDUWQHUV�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�
to add to the museum, or the space for a fresh take on our subject, without betraying the core 
mission of our museum. All partners should be feeling good about the cooperation. Every 
(co)creative process is different, but a key aspect is to determine the goals of the project and 
everybody’s role from the outset of the project. 

The second form of participation is part of our collections management. It is centered around 
the personal experiences of migration in the form of interviews, letters, biographies and diaries, 
along with collections of personal memorabilia such as pictures and travel items. Since the 
preparations for our opening, we cultivate a relationship with our witnesses and donateurs on the 
long term. We work with them (within agreed limitations), on the presentation of their story if 
DQ�H[KLELWLRQ�HQVXHV��DQG�ZH�LQYLWH�WKHP�UHJXODUO\�WR�VSHFLÀF�SDUWFLSDWRU\�HYHQWV�IRU�GRQDWHXUV��
thus forming a community on the long term.

As far as the nineteenth century emigrants who took the ships of the Red Star Line go, 
collecting is pretty straight forward. The objects that are still in the possession of grandsons 
DQG�²GDXJKWHUV�DERXW�WKDW�VSHFLÀF�HSLVRGH�LQ�WKHLU�IDPLO\�KLVWRU\�DUH�UHODWLYLO\�VFDUFH�DQG�ZHOO�
GHÀQHG��VKLS�WLFNHW��VWHDPHU�WUXQN��SDVVSRUW��OHWWHUV��GLDULHV��SLFWXUHV�«���7KLV�FKDQJHV�ZKHQ�
you start to think about collecting from more recent or contemporary migrants. The potentially 
relevant material is becoming more plentiful, but also imposes more careful thinking about what 
to collect. Museums are more and more conscious about what NOT to collect, and that a clear 

Permanent exhibition Red Star Line Museum. © Frederik Beyens
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DQG�ZHOO�GHÀQHG�DFTXLVLWLRQ�
policy is becoming more 
important. 

Secondly, collecting recent 
or contemporary migration 
experiences means dealing 
with primary sources who 
are still amongst us. Instead 
of relying on already existant 
testimonies, we can interview 
them ourselves. But also here, 
several challenges exist. First of 
all, there are barriers between a 
museum, and especially a city 
museum, and recent immigrants. 
They often have a vulnerable 
position in society and are part of hermetic communities. Second, because of this vulnerability 
and because of their sometimes temporary legal status, the testimonies can potentially harm 
\RXU�LQWHUYLHZHHV��7KH\�FDQ�KDUN�LQWR�IUHVK�WUDXPD�RU�FDXVH�OHJDO�GLIÀFXOW\�ZKHQ�WKH\�DUH�PDGH�
SXEOLF��7KLV�DOVR�KDV�LWV�LPSDFW�RQ�WKH�VFLHQWLÀF�YDOXH�RI�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ��7KLUG��ZKDW�LV�WKH�VFRSH�
of your interview? Do you limit it to the journey? The migration experience, including e.g. an 
integration process can extend a lifetime. And the decision to emigrate can be the culmination of 
a years long process, with e.g. social background as determining element.

$OO�WKHVH�LVVXHV�ZHUH�DW�WKH�FRUH�RI�WKH�6SHFLDOO\�8QNQRZQ�SURMHFW��7KH�SURMHFW�ZDV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�
aimed at participation of third country nationals. This meant dealing with people who had a very 
recent and often traumatic migration experience, and whose legal status was still temporary. 
:LWK�WKH�UHFUXLWPHQW�RI�RXU�ÀHOGZRUNHUV��ZKR�DUH�H[SRQHQWV�RI�$QWZHUS·V�VXSHUGLYHUVH�VRFLHW\�
and who mostly have a migration background themselves, we tried to overcome these issues. A 
VSHFLÀF�SDUW�RI�WKHLU�UROH�ZDV�WR�XVH�WKHLU�SHUVRQDO�QHWZRUNV�WR�FRQWDFW�SRWHQWLDO�LQWHUYLHZHHV�RXW�
of the reach of the museum team, to gain their trust and to create a safe zone for them to tell an 
authentic version of their story. This proved to be very time consuming. There was budget (see 
ODWHU��IRU�HDFK�ÀHOGZRUNHU�WR�GR�ÀYH�LQWHUYLHZV��7KH�ÀUVW�ÀHOGZRUNHU�ZKR�KDG�KHU�LQWHUYLHZV�
complete, told us that she had contacted nearly 200 persons before four of them agreed to do 
the interview. Some participants asked for an embargo on certain pieces of their interview. We 
told them that was possible, but at the same time we had to warn them that we would be obliged 
to disclose them in the unlikely but theroretical possibillity of a court order. This reluctance of 
SHRSOH�WR�FRRSHUDWH�FDQ�EH�VHHQ�DV�RQH�RI�WKH�ELJJHVW�GLIÀFXOWLHV�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��$W�LQWHUYLVLRQ�
moments between the four partner cities, it became clear that these problems occured at every 
location.

At certain points in the interviews, it is obvious that the interviewees are consciously 
ZLWKKROGLQJ�QDPHV�RU�VSHFLÀF�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DERXW�H�J��D�URXWH��4XHVWLRQ�LV�LI�WKLV�PDNHV�DQ�
LQWHUYLHZ�OHVV�VFLHQWLÀF��:H�GLVFXVVHG�WKLV�LQ�WKH�VWHHULQJ�FRPPLWWHH�RI�WKH�SURMHFW��WKDW�LQFOXGHG�
also people with an academic background. The consensus was that these omissions made the 
LQWHUYLHZV�OHVV�VXLWHG�IRU�VFLHQWLÀF�UHVHDUFK�RQ�VSHFLÀF�TXHVWLRQV��EXW�WKDW�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV�DV�D�
hole remained valuable as documents of the migration experience during the European ‘refugee 
crisis’. 

$QRWKHU�LVVXH�UHVXOWHG�IURP�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�UHFUXLWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKHLU�RZQ�QHWZRUNV��
On one hand, this made the museum connect with new groups. On the other hand this resulted 

Fieldworker Polina Gerelchuk with one of her interviewees, Gohram Khan. 
© Lien Vloeberghs
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LQ�D�KLJK�SUHYDOHQFH�RI�LQWHUYLHZHHV�ZLWK�WKH�VDPH�SURÀOH�RI�WKH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV��L�H��\RXQJ�DQG�
highly educated. So one could argue that the migration experience captured by the Specially 
8QNQRZQ�SURMHFW�LV�RQH�VLGHG�RU�QRW�UHSUHVHQWDWLYH��7KLV�ZDV�DOVR�GHEDWHG�ZLWKLQ�WKH�VWHHULQJ�
committee. It is crucial, also with regard to the previous issue, that the context of the project 
and the metadata of how the interviews came into being are included in the discription of the 
interviews in our collection management system.

7KDW�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV�DUH�YDOXDEOH�DQG�DXWKHQWLF��KDV�D�ORW�WR�GR�ZLWK�WKH�FRPSHWHQFH��PpWLHU�DQG�
GHGLFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV��:H�VHOHFWHG�WKHP�RQ�WKH�EDVLV�RI�WKHLU�QHWZRUN�DQG�ODQJXDJH�
VNLOOV��EXW�DOVR�RQ�WKHLU�H[SHULHQFH�RU�DIÀQLW\�ZLWK�UHVHDUFK��LQWHUYLHZLQJ�WHFKQLTXHV�DQG��RU�
collection management. We provided them with a training in oral history, migration history, 
interview techniques and archiving techniques. Together we worked on questionnaires and 
practiced with the cameras. We discussed transcription and archival methods, and talked about 
KRZ�WR�LQWHUDFW�ZLWK�WKH�LQWHUYLHZHH���7KH�WUDLQLQJ�ZDV�PDQGDWRU\�IRU�WKH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV��/DVWO\��
EXW�IDU�IURP�XQLPSRUWDQW��WKH�(XURSHDQ�SURMHFW�JDYH�XV�WKH�RSSRUWXQLW\�WR�SD\�RXU�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�
competitive wages for their work, so we didn’t have to treat them as the archetypical volunteers 
of the archetypical participation project. This made a professional setting possible, with 
GHÀQHG�DQG�VWULQJHQW�UHVSRQVDELOLWLHV�DV�WR�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV��WKHLU�UHFRUGLQJV�
and transcriptions. Especially the hard labour of transcribing the interviews put some of the 
ÀHOGZRUNHUV�RII��DQG�UHVXOWHG�LQ�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�WKH\�GLGQ·W�FRPSOHWH�DOO�RI�WKHLU�IRXU�LQWHUYLHZV��

:UDSSLQJ�XS�WKH�6SHFLDOO\�8QNQRZQ�SURMHFW��ZH�KDYH�HYDOXDWHG�LW�DV�D�SRVLWLYH�H[SHULHQFH��
We recognized the issues as they were discribed above. But at the end of the day, we feel that 
we have collected unique and relevant authentic testimonies about the contemporary migration 
H[SHULHQFH��7KH\�ZLOO�EH�SUHVHQWHG�LQ�DQ�H[KLELWLRQ�DW�WKH�PXVHXP�WKURXJKRXW�ZLQWHU������
2020. We kept touching base with colleagues and professional partners, amongst others in our 
steering committee, and called for feedback from a traditional museum and academic point of 
view. This proved very helpful.

Still, challenges remain. A key issue is about about objects. At the beginning, we decided that 
WKH�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�ZRXOG�DOVR�DVNHG�IRU�REMHFWV�DQG�PHPRUDELOLD��%XW�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�LQ�ÀQGLQJ�
respondents just for the interviews was so big, that the quest for objects was pushed to the 
EDFN�D�OLWWOH�ELW��:H�DLP�WR�NHHS�GRLQJ�WKH�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�ÀHOGZRUNHUV�DIWHU�WKH�FORVLQJ�RI�
the project, but we want to select interviewees from a more heritage-based logic. It will be 
interesting to see how long-term memory will relate to short term memory on comparable 
experiences. Also, it will give us an opportunity to investigate what objects are kept in families, 
and passed on through generations. A participatory assessment of these objects looks like 
another great opportunity to forge meaningful links between participation and the traditional 
museum approach.  
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Abstract
Immigration, (im)migrant workers, foreign spouses from Southeast Asian (SEA) countries have 
become the 4th largest ethnical group in Taiwan. Migrations, from SEA in total, bring in diverse 
cultures, religious, and languages into the society and changing the composition of various aspects 
RI�WKH�FRXQWU\��7KH�FRQÁLFWV��FRQIXVLRQV��DQG�PLVXQGHUVWDQGLQJ�GXULQJ�WKHLU�DGDSWDWLRQ�SURFHVV�LQ�
WKH�VRFLHW\��ZRUN�ÀHOGV�DQG�GRPHVWLFDOO\�DUH�GXH�WR�D�ODFN�RI�NQRZOHGJH�DERXW�WKH�GLYHUVH�FXOWXUDO�
backgrounds of (im)migrants in Taiwanese. 

The Taiwanese government is gradually aware of the phenomenon and trying to focus on how 
to lower the prejudice in order to break the above mentioned stereotypes imposed on Southeast 
$VLDQ�PLJUDWLRQV�LQ�7DLZDQ��$XWKRULWLHV�KDYH�HYHQ�RIÀFLDOO\�SXW�PLJUDWLRQV·�QDWLYH�ODQJXDJHV�LQWR�
WKH�UHJXODU�HGXFDWLRQDO�V\VWHP�VLQFH������

National Taiwan Museum (NTM) has started and held a series of cross-cultural seminars, 
activities, events, exhibitions by collaborating with migration communities since 2014. The 
collaborations with migration communities and (im)migrant-family-based organizations have 
made NTM a friendly and accessible museum for (im)migrant families and workers. The museum 
offers tours in migrations’ native languages, opens up the museum backyard garden, which most 
of time it is closed, for multicultural events and constantly curates exhibitions enhancing mutual 
understanding among peoples with diverse cultural backgrounds. 

This research will show the result and the efforts NTM has put into since 2014 accompanied with 
the interviews, events, exhibitions and collaboration outcomes with migration communities as 
self-examination as future references for NTM to reach a society with better understanding and 
tolerance among the fast growing cultural diversity in Taiwan.   

Key words: museum and city, (im)migrant communities, collaboration, intercultural dialogues. 

National Taiwan Museum opens up for
(im)migrant communities: adding new intercultural
dialogues between the museums and (im)migrants
Emily Hsu Wen Yuan*
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Taiwan is currently 
experiencing an (im)migrant 
wave that rivals those of 
the early 20th centuries 
in size and duration. 
These (im)migrants bring 
different cultural traditions 
and forms of expression 
into our society and need 
to be understood and 
comprehend. 

“New Immigrant 
Ambassador Docents”: 
The Immigrant Docent1 
Project, initiated in 2015.

In order to enhance mutual understanding and intercultural dialogue, National Taiwan Museum 
(NTM) initiated the special project “New Immigrant Ambassador Docents” to recruit (im)
PLJUDQWV�ZKR�DUH�FDSDEOH�WR�DFTXLUH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�WKH�PXVHXP�LQ�PDQGDULQ��ZH�ÀUVW�VRXJKW�
help from National Immigration Agency of the Ministry of the Interior. At the same time, due 
WR�WKH���LP�PLJUDQW�GRFHQWV·�HQWKXVLDVP�DQG�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��ZH�HVWDEOLVKHG�WKH�ÀUVW�VXFFHVVIXO�
pilot experience involving (im)migrants as museum tour guides in Taiwan, and have gradually 
become a role model for other museums and galleries. (Im)migrant docents are helping our 
museum to reduce language barriers by providing museum tours in their native languages while 
we are opening up our doors to (im)migrant communities in our society. The (im)migrant docent 
team even helps to encourage (im)migrant friends from their hometown to visit the museum in 
groups. 

In 2016, the hard work of our (im)migrant docent team has been noticed by the Ministry 
of Culture and other museums, and we have been assigned (by the Ministry of Culture) to 
organize two workshops to share the experiences of the (im)migrant Docent Project. These 
two workshops were presented in National Taiwan Museum in Taipei and National Museum 
of Taiwan History in Tainan by the (im)migrant docent team members, with the administrative 
support from NTM. 

The obstacles and 
inspiration during the 
training 
The training process was 
never easy. (Im)migrants 
who are willing and 
brave enough to join the 
museum’s training program 
require the ability to master 
0DQGDULQ��WKH�RIÀFLDO�
language in our society 
and museums. Therefore, 
LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�\HDU��������
we have recruited twenty 
(im)migrants to join the 

1 dŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�͞�ŽĐĞŶƚ͟�ŚĂƐ�ďĞĞŶ�ƵƐĞĚ�ďǇ�EĂƟŽŶĂů�dĂŝǁĂŶ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶ�ǁŚŽ�ŐƵŝĚĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĐŽŶǀĞǇƐ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�
ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ǁŝƚŚŝŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ͘�/Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ŬĞĞƉ�ƵƐŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞƌŵ�ƚŽ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ŐƵŝĚĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞŵ�ĂƐ�ǁĞůů�ĐŽŶǀĞǇ�
ƚŚĞ�ŬŶŽǁůĞĚŐĞ�ĂŶĚ�dĂŝǁĂŶĞƐĞ�ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ŶĂƟǀĞ�ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞƐ͘ 

At the National Taiwan Museum with the (im)migrant docents. © NTM

At the National Taiwan Museum. © NTM



31

training program. When 
the training course was 
ÀQLVKHG��RQO\�IRXU��LP�
PLJUDQWV�SDVVHG�WKH�ÀQDO�
evaluation. Due to this 
language barrier, even (im)
migrants who have been in 
Taiwan for over 15 years 
KDYH�YDU\LQJ�SURÀFLHQF\�
levels of Mandarin. The 
(im)migrants who didn’t 
pass the evaluations still 
remained as part of the (im)
migrant docent group, as we 
believe they have different 
talents to contribute to 
WKH�VRFLHW\��RU�VRPHWLPHV�MXVW�QHHG�PRUH�WLPH�WR�IXOÀOO�WKH�VDPH�WDVNV��$V�D�UHVXOW��WKH�JURXS�
increased to 15 (im)migrant docents with very diverse cultural backgrounds, from Southeast 
$VLDQ��6($��UHJLRQV��,QGRQHVLD��9LHWQDP�DQG�WKH�3KLOLSSLQHV��0\DQPDU��DQG�7KDLODQG���$W�WKH�
moment, the immigration docent team of our museum has 25 people inform SEA, plus Malaysia 
and Cambodia. (im)migrant docent team members have university and graduate degrees and are 
very eager to dedicate time and effort to Taiwanese society, and have a desire to integrate into 
our society.

(Im)migrant’s Integration and Contribution
When (im)migrant spouses, mostly females, started entering Taiwan 30 years ago, they were 
expected to only integrate and contribute to the family and children upbringing. Most of 
them were not even allowed to leave the house to work or study, and even their native culture 
and languages were banned domestically and in Taiwanese society. In the last decade, this 
phenomenon has enormously changed. (Im)migrant mothers are encouraged by government and 
NGOs to contribute their cultural and languages advantages in many ways and occasions. (Im)
migrants are empowered and carry great energy and networking experiences. When these (im)
migrants were recruited by NTM as Docents, they did not only come for training to become 
museum tour docents, but also brought in (im)migrant connections, networks, and communities 
with them. Therefore, the (im)migrant docents in NTM help the museum become a hub for 
cultural diversity and a platform for intercultural dialogue. This way, they can contribute and 
integrate into society in a more diverse way. 

Museum and networking
Networks are crucial in order to promote multicultural equality within the museum. NTM has 
worked with several (im)migrant communities and NGOs for along time to develop inclusive 
programmes and activities: :

ϭ͘� National Immigration Agency (NIA): NIA’s functions 
and jurisdiction are linked to border control, and is 
subject to the former Exit and Entry Service Bureau. 
It incorporates duties from various organisations, 
including the issuance of documents under the 
Overseas Community Affairs Council, immigration 
affairs under the Department of Population of the 
Ministry of the Interior and so on. Since National 
Taiwan Museum is also a governmental entity, 
collaborating with immigration policy related public 
VHFWRU�LV�D�ÀUVW�SULRULW\��7KH�1,$�KHOSV�XV�WR�UHFUXLW�

(im)migrant docent team members at the Museum. © NTM

National Taiwan Museum and the collaboration network. © NTM
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(im)migrants who adjust and integrate well into Taiwanese society to join NTM’s (im)
migrant Docent Project. One third of the members in the NTM (im)migrant docent team are 
recommended by NIA. 

Ϯ͘� Brilliant Time Bookstore: This very unique bookstore is more than just a bookstore. Its 
book collections are mostly from SEA regions, and their policy is to only lend its books, 
UDWKHU�WKDQ�VHOO�WKHP�DV�LQ�PRVW�ERRNVWRUHV��8QOLNH�D�OLEUDU\��WKHUH·V�QR�UHWXUQ�GHDGOLQH��DQG�

unlike book rental stores, customers get their entire deposit back when they return books. 
7KH�RZQHU��0U��&KDQJ�&KHQJ�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�SHUVRQ�ZKR�VKRZHG�LQWHUHVW�DQG�FRQFHUQ�DERXW�
WKH��LP�PLJUDQW·V��VLWXDWLRQ�LQ�7DLZDQ�LQ�������DQG�LQ������ODXQFKHG�WKH�ÀUVW�´0LJUDWLRQ�
Literature Award” in the country. With the collaboration between the bookstore and NTM, 
three years’ award ceremonies were held in National Taiwan Museum. The lectures related 
to “Migration Literature Award” are always held in NTM as annual routine. Through this 
collaboration, more and more (im)migrasts are aware that they can not only freely express 
themselves in their native languages, but can also be honored within a national museum. 
7KHLU�ZRUGV�DQG�WKRXJKWV�FDQ�ÀQDOO\�EH�VHHQ��

ϯ͘� ,QGRQHVLD�1DWLRQDO�2SHQ�8QLYHUVLW\��87���7KLV�XQLYHUVLW\�HQFRXUDJHV�\RXQJ��LP�PLJUDQW�
workers to make the best use of their free time by furthering their studies instead of 
JHWWLQJ�LQWR�WURXEOH�ZLWK�DOFRKRO�DQG�ÀJKWV�GXULQJ�WKHLU�YDFDWLRQ��7KH�VWXGHQW�DVVRFLDWLRQ�
approached us and requested the collaboration for the “Indonesian National Day and 
Art Festival” in 2016. They came to us was because some of the (im)migrant workers 
“randomly” walked into NTM and discovered there were museum tours and brochures in 
WKHLU�QDWLYH�ODQJXDJHV��%DKDVD�,QGRQHVLD��1RW�RQO\�GLG�WKH\�ÀQG�WKH�PXVHXP�IULHQGO\�DQG�
accessible, they also met more friends from their hometown and expanded their life circle. 
7KHUHIRUH��87�VWXGHQW�DVVRFLDWLRQ�GHFLGHG�WR�H[SORUH�SRVVLELOLWLHV�WR�SUHVHQW�WKHLU�QDWLRQDO�
day in NTM. We were honored to accept the request and started a collaboration in 2016, 
with the help of our Indonesian (im)migrant docents as interpreters and bridges to enhance 
our understanding of the diverse of Indonesian cultures and languages. The museum role 
in this event is to provide major support on all the administrative work, while (im)migrants 
determine the schedule of performances and rituals for the one-day event. 

2018 Migration Literature Award Ceremony at the National Taiwan Museum. © NTM
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ϰ͘� 9LHWQDP�6WXGHQW�$VVRFLDWLRQ�DQG�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�0XVOLP�6WXGHQW�$VVRFLDWLRQ�LQ�1DWLRQDO�
7DLZDQ�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�6FLHQFH�DQG�7HFKQRORJ\��17867����

ϱ͘� ,QGRQHVLDQ�(FRQRPLF�DQG�7UDGH�2IÀFH�WR�7DLSHL��,(72��DQG�0DOD\VLDQ�)ULHQGVKLS�
DQG�7UDGH�&HQWUH��7DLSHL��7KHVH�WZR�(FRQRPLF�5HSUHVHQWDWLYH�2IÀFHV�DOZD\V�VXSSRUW�
Museum’s cultural diversity events. With the long history of collaboration with IETO, we 
are now working on process of accepting their generous gift, a traditional artifact of Bali 
panther-like creature, the king of the spirits, leader of the hosts of good and a character in 
the Balinese mythology. 

Top and middle: Indonesian National Day Event. Bottom from  left and right: Vietnamese Student Association held Vietnamese 
Cultural Day in the museum, and we invited second generation of Vietnamese immigration taught Taiwanese people to speak 
Vietnamese in order to get a prize in the next booth. Far right: The International Muslim Student Association of NTUST, they hosted 
an Islamic Cultural experience camp in the museum. © NTM
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ϲ͘� Indonesian Diaspora Network, Taiwan (IDN Taiwan): The members of IDN in Taiwan 
are mostly white collar workers, professional scholars, graduate students and housewives 
in Taiwan. The purpose of IDN is to promote, teach and share Indonesian culture. IDN 
collaborates with NTM on International Batik Festival in one of the MTN branch, the 
Nanmen Park. 

(Im)migrants’ collaboration with the museum

Each (im)migrant carries priceless and unique history and cultural background. Due to 
circumstances, they were forced to integrate into our society. Taiwanese society tends to respect 
(im)migrants from the Western world but has stereotypes and prejudice towards Southeast Asian 
�LP�PLJUDQWV��,Q�RUGHU�WR�EUHDN�WKHVH�VWHUHRW\SHV��1DWLRQDO�7DLZDQ�0XVHXP�ÀUVW�EXLOGV�XS�D�
very closed bond with our (im)migrant docent team, and then works out a series of lectures 
and events in which they also serve as lecturers and organizers. The transformation of the role 
from museum outsider to museum organizer of events encourages (im)migrants to have more 
FRQÀGHQFH�WR�ZRUN�ZLWK�WKH�PXVHXP��

The key element to collaborate with (im)
migrant communities is to build mutual 
trust between museum and (im)migrant 
communities. The following approaches have 
been adopted by the museum to build trust 
and then to explore further collaboration:

�� The Museum is their second home: 
The (im)migrant docent team in NTM has 
privileged to access to the museum for free. 
They are free to join at anytime when they 

need to do further studies on any museum subject or attend any activities. Once we establish 
D�IULHQGO\�UHODWLRQVKLS�ZLWK�WKHP��WKH�ÀUVW�VWHS�LV�LQ�SODFH�WR�EXLOG�WUXVW��+RZHYHU��D�FOHDU�
rule of museum is the need to communicate with team members, therefore, team members 
occasionally assist museum staff to serve international visitors from their native countries.  

�� The Museum welcomes them and their families and friends as well: Whenever the museum 
holds events and activities, we do not only invite (im)migrant docent team members, but 
WKHLU�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�DQG�IULHQGV�WR�MRLQ�WKH�HYHQWV�DQG�YLVLW�WKH�PXVHXP��2QH�9LHWQDPHVH�
�LP�PLJUDQW�GRFHQW�WROG�PH�WKDW�KHU�FKLOG�LV�YHU\�SURXG�RI�KHU�EHLQJ�WKH�9LHWQDPHVH�GRFHQW�
in National Taiwan Museum and that her child spent most of her time memorizing all the 
narratives of Taiwanese Indigenous people exhibits, and got good grades in school. 

�� The Museum provides proper assistance to become more accessible and friendly to (im)
PLJUDQW�FRPPXQLWLHV��7KHUH�DUH�WZR��LP�PLJUDQW�JURXSV�SHUIRUPLQJ�DUWV�DW�170��7KH�9,7�

National Taiwan Museum in collaboration with the International Student Association. © NTM

National Taiwan Museum in collaboration with Migration 
Communities and NGO’s. © NTM
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Dance Group and Gema Angklung.2�%HIRUH�WKH\�IRXQG�XV��WKH\�FRXOG�QHYHU�ÀQG�D�YHQXH�RU�
even a corner to practice their hometown traditional dance and musical instrument. Since 
RQH�TXDUWHU�RI�WKH�PHPEHUV�DUH�DOVR�PXVHXP��LP�PLJUDQW�GRFHQWV��170�ZLOO�DOZD\V�ÀQG�D�
space for them to do their performances. 

   
�� The Museum has (im)migrants to tell their own history and culture: After the museum had 

created a stable and strong networks with (im)migrant communities, it started to collaborate 
on further researches . The results will be presented through the exhibition “The Taste of 
Hometown: Southeast Asian Flavors” – the result and combination of all efforts mentioned 
previously. (im)migrants contributed their stories and exhibits regarding tableware into this 
exhibition.

 
While museums are considering collaboration with (im)migrant communities, the role of 
museum should be as platforms, assistants and observers of (im)migrant narratives. Museums 
should allow (im)migrants to show museum professionals narratives from their point of view. 
And then, museums should use this knowledge to build these narratives in a way that can be 
presented to  public audiences.

2 �ŶŐŬůƵŶŐ͗�dŚŝƐ�ƚĞƌŵ�ŝƐ�/ŶĚŽŶĞƐŝĂŶ͕�ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐ�Ă�ƐĞƚ�ŽĨ�ƚƌĂĚŝƟŽŶĂů�ŵƵƐŝĐĂů�ŝŶƐƚƌƵŵĞŶƚ�ĨƌŽŵ�/ŶĚŽŶĞƐŝĂ�ŵĂĚĞ�ŽĨ�Ă�ǀĂƌǇŝŶŐ�ŶƵŵďĞƌ�ŽĨ�
ďĂŵďŽŽ�ƚƵďĞƐ�ĂƩĂĐŚĞĚ�ƚŽ�Ă�ďĂŵďŽŽ�ĨƌĂŵĞ͘

Top left and  right: Poster for traditional dance and music performance. One of the two immigrant groups, VIT Dance Group 
performing at NTM. Far right: “The Taste of Hometown: Southeast Asian Flavors” poster. And the contribution of (im)migrants to 
the Exhibiiton, bottom left to right. © NTM 
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curatorship and space design in a participatory 
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(OLI�dLùGHP�$UWDQ*

* �ƌ͘ �ĚĞƐ͘��ůŝĨ��ŝŒĚĞŵ��ƌƚĂŶ͕��ŽŽƌĚŝŶĂƚŽƌ�ĂŶĚ��ƵƌĂƚŽƌ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�WƌŽũĞĐƚ�

In 2014, the Federal German Migrant Women Association (Bundesverband der Migrantinnen 
e.V.-GKB) was invited to “Bibliothek der Generationen” project at the Historical Museum 
Frankfurt. GKB was founded in 2005 in Frankfurt am Main. Today, coming from different 
regions of Turkey with various ethnical and religious backgrounds and forming active 
organizations in more than 20 cities in Germany, GKB develops collaborative projects with both 
German feminist and workers’ associations and also other migrant groups coming from different 
parts of the world. Their main struggle areas span over women’s social life, working conditions, 
and migration laws. In the framework of this artistic memory project, in 2017, GKB organized 
a participatory exhibition at IG Metall-Haus Berlin; in the art gallery of one of the largest 
German syndicates, where I took role as coordinator and curator of the project. The intention 
was to display the (her)story of Turkey-origin women living in Germany beyond stigmatized 
stories. For instance, in many exhibitions concentrating on migrants, suitcases stand for the 
good old days, but also for the economic and emotional poverty in the home country and for the 
hope for a better life in hosting country. In this manner, in the exhibition entitled “World from 
a female perspective!”, we were determined to underline the change of migration stories in time 
and space by displaying GKB’s struggles throughout the years, achievements in the present day, 
and goals for the future. 

The exhibition team was formed by GKB Berlin volunteers and a professional team of architect, 
graphic designer, and translator, who are actually friends of GKB and hold also personal 

“World from a female perspective!” Photos by the author
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connections.  My role, as 
a participatory exhibition 
curator, was to collect 
ideas and comments from 
the volunteers, discuss 
them together, and 
transfer the initial plan to 
the design team. In other 
words, I was facilitating 
the work of two different 
groups, who were 
speaking in two different 
languages regarding 
design processes. The 
primary differentiation 
between the volunteer 
group and the professional 
team was the problem of 
visualization. Even though the women have previously organized several exhibitions for their 
fairs, they were not able to forecast a venue larger than 100 m2. Therefore, a moderator was 
necessary to ‘translate’ requests and demands from one group to the other. Hence, this paper 
aims to present a reflective discussion on the participatory exhibition project that we held with 
Turkey-origin women in Berlin from the perspective of curatorship and space design. Similarly, 
it seeks to interrogate the reconfiguration of telling migration stories in the contemporary era.

Intending to find a mutual language, the volunteer group met with the space designer, Yelta 
(Köm). The women explained what kind of materials they had to exhibit. Yelta developed certain 
display methods, which were challenging due to our low-budget. He divided the exhibition 
area into five sections and we located our previous participatory exhibition ‘ABC of the Federal 
Migrant Women Association: A Female Dictionary’, ‘photo-album’, GKB’s periodical magazine 
Women’s covers as ‘A Room of One’s Own’, a desk for flyers, posters, press releases and hand-
craft materials as ‘ReMade-ReLive’, and flags and banners as ‘Chest’. In Turkey, a young woman 
who gets ready for being married, starts establishing a chest composed of hand-made fabric 
materials and household items. Traditionally, the bridal chest is displayed to the family members 
and friends before the marriage ceremony. With reference to this tradition, we installed GKB’s 
‘household equipment’ in the exhibition room, and it presents the essential interrogation of the 
difference between participatory curatorship and classical approach to exhibition space design. 
As the flags and banners were sent from various cities in Germany, it was not possible to foresee 
any exhibition design regarding the displayed objects. Among the sent materials, the women 
selected the objects to be exhibited. Additionally, they decided how to place the materials in the 
exhibition venue. Due to participatory curatorial practices, the section of the ‘chest’ could not 
have been properly placed in the exhibition design plan. 

For example, on the exhibition design plan, Yelta placed GKB’s flags and banners into purple 
and orange boxes. During our shopping, the women replaced them with wooden boxes. Yelta 
could only see them via WhatsApp photos and approved as he believed that wooden gets along 
with space’s rustic atmosphere. However, we had our most considerable disagreement when 
the women indicated they wanted to place a woman figure in this section. Yelta was strictly 
against the idea, as he was arguing that the cheesy material of the figure would ruin the rustic 
atmosphere in the space, which I agreed with him. Our main disagreement was related to our 
practices. One day, on the phone, he said ‘tell them that the architect does not accept this.’ 
Obviously, he wanted to take the short-cut. However, the participatory curatorial practice 
excludes any kind of personal authority. Therefore, I had to explain what worked and didn’t work 
in each proposal. In the end, the women changed their mind, and we did not place a female 

“World from a female perspective!” Photos by the author
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figure, and nobody had doubts in 
their mind because everybody knew 
the reason for the change. 
After Yelta provided the space 
design, the women started to 
think the materials that should be 
displayed in each section. As part of 
participatory curatorship, I was only 
reminding the priorities regarding 
the exhibition design process, and 
the diversity from the perspective of 
GKB’s representation. There was a 

call to all GKB city groups for sending 
materials from their regional activities. We received flags, banners, flyers, hand-made materials, 
and photos from several regions. In the end, all the final decision regarding the selection of the 
objects was taken by the women. In addition to shopping together, we all installed the exhibition 
materials together with the women. During the installation, we made specific changes in the 
exhibition plan and did not ask Yelta’s approval. In the end, he agreed with the changes; but 
for me, the requests of the women were prioritized. I believe this prioritization is the essential 
difference between traditional approach and participatory curatorship. 

Following the exhibition opening, Yelta published a blog post1 and told the story from his 
perspective. In his words, ‘I was the one who was making final decisions.’ As a response, I 
also published a blog post2, and narrated the details of the process with examples. As another 
example, in addition to the discussion of installing a woman figure, we changed the place of the 
welcoming board. The magazine covers took a larger space than we expected, so the assistant 
architect of the installation suggested another wall to place the board. Indeed, when we were 
talking before the opening, Yelta enjoyed the idea of ‘intervention’ to his design. However, in his 
post, he was confused.

He was already confused when we were preparing the press kit. Back then, he was questioning 
the idea of putting only his name as the space designer, as many people contributed to 
design planning. Notably, women developed specific ideas for displaying tools. My reply was 
clear: “Therefore we keep calling it a participatory exhibition project. The women have also 
participated in the design process. For instance, a woman developed the photo album regarding 
the materials sent from the regional activities, and we put her name under that section as 
‘developed by’. We are writing your name for space design because you were conducting the 
process. In case you have an alternative wording, we can use it.” A few days later, he said that 
he could not find any better title. Then I started to think about the confusion of titles: How a 
participatory project is differentiated from a group working? It does not matter the question 
of how many, but in the end, there was a certain number of women who gave their time for 
developing the exhibition. In the end, we formed a group. We were a group of women and a 
professional team to establish an exhibition. Maybe the number of participant women was bigger 
than in a usual working group. Maybe some of us have never met in person. Some of the women 
had never been to Berlin and to the exhibition venue. However, they declared their opinions. 
Additionally, they sent exhibition materials from their regions. Hence, they all participated in the 
design process and also the exhibition.  In this framework, I believe that the confusion originates 
to the unstructured boundaries between professionals and volunteers. Putting it in another way, 
it is a confusion between developing the general context of the space design, and also opening 
the floor for the participants’ intervention. In my opinion, this is the main difference between 

1�ŚƩƉƐ͗ͬͬŵĂŶŝĨŽůĚ͘ƉƌĞƐƐͬďĞƌůŝŶͲŶŽƚůĂƌŝͲϴ 

2 ŚƩƉƐ͗ͬͬŵĂŶŝĨŽůĚ͘ƉƌĞƐƐͬŬĂƟůŝŵĐŝͲƐĞƌŐŝͲƉƌŽũĞƐŝŶĚĞͲŵŝŵĂƌŝŶͲŬĂĨĂͲŬĂƌŝƐŝŬůŝŐŝ 

“World from a female perspective!” Photos by the author

https://manifold.press/berlin-notlari-8
https://manifold.press/katilimci-sergi-projesinde-mimarin-kafa-karisikligi
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working group and a participatory exhibition project. Even for the professional team there were 
not predefined, structured roles to play in the process in contrary to a working group, where 
people usually gather based on their expertise. But in a participatory project, the roles are 
transitional and open to ‘intervention’. For this reason, in a participatory exhibition project, it 
is essential for professionals to create some ‘free space’ that participants can also express them 
‘within the venue.’ 

Consequently, as the examples above present, the decisions regarding the space design was 
not taken by one person. Naturally, it could have been improved. For instance, in addition to 
the meeting with the volunteers, Yelta could have conducted a workshop with all participants, 
and it might help to solve the confusion. However, I believe that all confusions lead us to the 
discussion, and all discussions lead us to improve our participatory curatorship practices. 
Therefore, it was necessary to write a blog post as a response and take the discussion to the 
public space. Because “World from a female perspective!” participatory exhibition project 
displays beyond one of the numerous migration exhibitions. This project is one of the unique 
examples as it covers Turkey-origin women’s original voices as was curated by the same women. 
Hence, this exhibition was a platform for them to tell their own stories. For a very long time, 
there had been talked ‘about’ migrants in exhibitions. Participatory exhibition projects present an 
opportunity to talk ‘with’ migrants.

“World from a female perspective!” Photos by the author
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* ZĂĐŚĞů��ƌŝĐŬƐŽŶ͕�DĂŶĂŐĞƌ�ŽĨ�>ĞĂƌŶŝŶŐ�Θ��ŶŐĂŐĞŵĞŶƚ͕�dŚĞ�DĂŶŝƚŽďĂ�DƵƐĞƵŵ͘

The Manitoba Museum is located in the city of Winnipeg, a sprawling prairie city of about 
750,000 people in the centre of the Canada. Telling the story of the province of Manitoba, 
the Museum takes visitors on a journey from north to south, through biome-based galleries 
WKDW�LQWHUWZLQH�VWRULHV�RI�KXPDQ�DQG�QDWXUDO�KLVWRU\��,Q�2FWREHU�������WKH�0DQLWRED�0XVHXP�
ZLOO�RSHQ�WKH�FLW\�RI�:LQQLSHJ·V�ÀUVW�HYHU�´:LQQLSHJ�*DOOHU\�µ�VHW�WR�EH�WKH�RQO\�PXVHXP�
or gallery space in the city dedicated to telling urban stories. Though a beloved space for 
many Manitobans, the Manitoba Museum is thought of by many as what I like to refer to 
as “endearingly nostalgic” – static, and unchanging, rather than cutting-edge, responsive, 
or contemporary, despite the many changes and new exhibitions introduced over the years. 
Since the 2017 Migration:Cities workshop in Mexico City, and as gallery renewals progress, 
the Museum’s Learning & Engagement team has developed new programming strategies that 
engage with the “old” spaces, while future-planning for the new galleries. Through new learning 
programs, we are actively confronting the challenges presented by outdated museum text, while 
planning for how new gallery content can help foster meaningful connections with Winnipeg’s 
many new immigrant communities and Indigenous peoples, including those who have migrated 
to the city from other regions of the province.  As we evolve as a museum, we are striving to 
become an active community hub where Manitobans can connect with their past, and move 
forward into a positive future.

The new Winnipeg Gallery is part of a larger capital renewal project that will revive nearly half 
of the museum’s existing gallery spaces, infusing a more contemporary narrative throughout 
the nearly 50-year old space. The renewal project includes some of the Museum’s galleries that 

Welcome to Treaty 1. © The Manitoba Museum
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KDYH�UHPDLQHG�YLUWXDOO\�XQWRXFKHG�VLQFH�WKHLU�RULJLQDO�LQVWDOO�LQ�WKH�����V��,Q�WKH�HDUO\�VWDJHV�RI�
WKH�QHZ�:LQQLSHJ�*DOOHU\�GHYHORSPHQW��WKH�0XVHXP�LGHQWLÀHG�NH\�JDOOHU\�WKHPHV�WKDW�ZRXOG�
help ensure longevity and ongoing relevance for a Museum with a reputation like ours (during 
gallery planning sessions, the Curatorial team would often joke, “be careful what we do – this 
has to last 40 years!”). Winnipeg is a city of contrasts, a city of diversity, and a place with a 
deep history; all themes under which we can rest many diverse stories. Winnipeg has one of the 
largest urban Indigenous populations in all of Canada, with over 12% of residents identifying 
DV�)LUVW�1DWLRQV��0pWLV��RU�,QXLW��:LQQLSHJ�LV�DOVR�KRPH�WR�LPPLJUDQWV�IURP�DOO�RYHU�WKH�ZRUOG��
though this land has been occupied for thousands of years, Winnipeg was incorporated as a city 
in 1873 and is therefore relatively young. Consequently, “migration stories” reside within living 
PHPRU\�IRU�PDQ\��LI�QRW�PRVW��:LQQLSHJ�IDPLOLHV��MRXUQH\V�IURP�8NUDLQH�GXULQJ�WKH�´VHWWOHPHQW�
of the West,” economic migrations to Winnipeg from the Philippines within the past 15 years, 
moving to the city from a northern Indigenous reserve community, and refugee resettlements 
from Syria less than a few months ago are some of many migration stories that can be found 
throughout the city.

The new gallery will feature both audio and video oral histories of Winnipeggers, with a 
key focus on immigrant and Indigenous community stories that had long been absent from 
other gallery spaces. The oral histories will focus on personal stories that highlight the 
intersectionality of Winnipeggers, rather than an approach that compartmentalizes interviewees 
based on ethnicity or cultural background. Ongoing consultation with community groups and 
advisory committees – including Indigenous and immigrant community members – has helped 
shape the new gallery content and design approach. The people whose stories we are telling are 
involved in the exhibit design process, suggesting themes, reviewing text, and contributing new 
objects to the collection along the way. 

Though these new exhibitions are on the horizon, change is not instant, and so our Learning 
& Engagement team has started to trial new program models, working collaboratively 
ZLWK�FRPPXQLW\�H[SHUWV��,QGLJHQRXV�DFDGHPLFV��(OGHUV��DQG�DUWLVWV��:H�DUH�ÀQGLQJ�ZD\V�
WR�UHLQWHUSUHW�H[LVWLQJ�����V�HUD�H[KLELW�WH[W�WR�FUHDWH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�FULWLFDO�WKRXJKW�DQG�
meaningful dialogue; layering, extrapolating, and manipulating narratives in order to tell 
new stories. Two years ago, we launched a popular workshop series that provides hands-on 
opportunities to connect with traditional Indigenous art-making practices, facilitated by paid 
local artists. The workshop model is an example of how Museum’s can operate as “cultural 
hubs” – the ICOM 25th General Conference theme in Kyoto – providing engaging opportunities 
to connect to traditional practices, while looking ahead to the future and building capacity in 
communities. Beginning with a tour of the Museum’s collections (both in the galleries and in the 
storage vaults), each workshop engages with the historical context of the practice while passing 
on the skills to make new art. The social outcomes of the workshop are meaningful, as they 
provide an opportunity for intergenerational engagement as participants chat, make, eat, and 
laugh together. 

Another new program for adult learners, called Welcome to Treaty 1, also engages with the 
LGHD�WKDW�PXVHXPV�FDQ�EH�VSDFHV�IRU�FRPPXQLW\�OHYHO�LQYLJRUDWLRQ�²�UHÁHFWLQJ�RQ�WKH�SDVW��
but helping to shape the future. This new program introduces the history of Treaty-making in 
what is now Manitoba, between Indigenous communities and later between Indigenous people 
and European colonial powers, and other immigrant settlers. The aim of this program is to 
learn about what the relationships between Indigenous communities and migrant European 
settlers looked like around the time of Canadian Confederation, and for individuals to commit, 
in the spirit of reconciliation, to making an effort to restore the Treaty relationship today. 
Through an experiential, dialogue-driven program, participants are invited to contemplate 
their understanding of the past, to situate themselves personally in the contemporary relevance 
of these Treaties, and to make a personal commitment to help make things better for their 
community. 



42

The Welcome to Treaty 1 program is the most explicit example of our strategy to interrogate 
old exhibits for new meanings. The most powerful moments of the program take place through 
the “manipulation” of intended gallery narratives, layered with participatory activities that 
help to achieve the goal of personal accountability. At one moment in the tour, the program 
facilitator hands out a selection of small, random objects (a sample of polar bear fur, a rock, a 
toy car, among others), and asks participants to share a personal story that they are reminded of 
when looking at this object. After the sharing of stories, the facilitator introduces an exhibition 
DERXW�WKH�6HONLUN�7UHDW\�RI�������WKH�ÀUVW�7UHDW\�LQ�0DQLWRED�PDGH�EHWZHHQ�,QGLJHQRXV�DQG�
non-Indigenous peoples. The Museum’s Selkirk Treaty exhibition features a large image of a 
“psychedelic” Lord Selkirk (a Scottish lord who set up a community along the Red River in 
present-day Winnipeg); over a meter tall, Selkirk’s face is highlighted by the burnt oranges and 
PXVWDUG�\HOORZV�FODVVLF�WR�WKH�����V��7KHUH�LV�QR�PHQWLRQ�LQ�WKH�H[KLELW�RI�WKH�QDPHV�RI�WKH�
Indigenous signatories to the Treaty, no renderings of their faces, although they are and were 
known to historians. The facilitator asks participants to contemplate the impact of this one-sided 
narrative; what impact does the erasure of the Indigenous leaders have on this story? How does 
this erasure contribute to the perpetuation of stereotypes, and the perpetuation of the myth of 
the “brave and noble” European “explorer”? The message is made clear: how we tell stories is 
meaningful. The memories that participants shared only moment’s earlier help to personalize the 
message that storytelling is important, and museums exist to help share and shape those stories. 
When museums leave out important stories or tell stories from only one perspective, they 
perpetuate the exclusion of marginalized voices. 
 
By being open about our own exhibition shortcomings, we attempt to coach visitors through 
a reevaluation of what they know; a shift that does not assume guilt or shame for thinking a 
certain way, but instead points out the ways in which museums, textbooks, and popular history 
have all contributed to what and how we know about the past. Looking ahead to the new 
exhibitions, post-gallery renewal, there will of course be many stories left untold.  Our goal 
in the Learning & Engagement team will be to facilitate ways in which communities can take 
ownership over their stories. This museum exists for Manitobans, and through community 
SDUWQHUVKLSV�ZH�DUH�ZRUNLQJ�WR�ÀQG�ZD\V�WR�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�PDQ\�YRLFHV�RI�WKH�FLW\�DQG�SURYLQFH��

At a time when museums worldwide are being asked to confront their colonial pasts, we are 
fortunate to be working within an institution that is open to embracing challenging dialogues 
DQG�LQYLWLQJ�GLIÀFXOW�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�LQWR�RXU�VSDFH��:H�DUH�ZRUNLQJ�WRZDUGV�EHFRPLQJ�D�PXVHXP�
where the public can feel comfortable “not knowing,” or feeling like what they know might be 
“wrong.” We strive to facilitate positive learning experiences where people can feel engaged, 
excited, and challenged. Like many museums, the Manitoba Museum is far from perfect – but 
confronting your shortcomings can be a useful strategy for facilitating learning and curiosity, 
and ultimately become a place where communities can grow stronger together. 

Biography:
Rachel Erickson is Manager of Learning & Engagement at the Manitoba Museum where she 
oversees the development and delivery of the Museum’s learning and outreach programs. 
6KH�KDV�DQ�0$�LQ�0XVHXPV�&XOWXUHV�IURP�%LUNEHFN��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�/RQGRQ��8.���6KH�ZDV�
the Commonwealth Association of Museums Curatorial Intern (World Cultures) at Glasgow 
Museums from 2013-14, and continued on at Glasgow Museums as an Outreach Assistant with 
the Open Museum, where she worked with community groups who face barriers to traditional 
PXVHXP�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��UHULFNVRQ#PDQLWREDPXVHXP�FD����������������������������������
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As memorial institutions, museums play an important role in the construction of identity. The 
representations of the past and of local cultural heritage are essential for the development of 
national or regional identity. Today, under the impact of globalization and due to a growing 
awareness of the positive role played by cultural diversity, museums can no longer claim 
to represent societies and cultures considered exclusively in national or local terms. The 
contributions of other cultures are essential to understanding the construction of identity – 
national or regional. And it is this context that sets up and organizes the study of museums on 
immigration that belong to the category of museums of history and society.

These museums highlight other narratives, largely ignored in the past, which are also part of a 
larger narrative, national or regional, complex and differentiated. Consequently, an increased 
awareness of the importance of an inclusive identity is essential for strengthening social 
cohesion and mutual understanding in contemporary multicultural societies. Thus, in light of 
the challenge of representing societies increasingly diverse, multilingual and multicultural, 
museums are faced with a series of questions:

How can museums represent memory and identity in a multicultural perspective?
What are the challenges and opportunities faced by museums in their role as cultural mediators?
How to achieve multivocality in curatorial practice?
How can museums represent and talk about inclusive identity and multiculturalism?

Given the crucial role that museums play in the narrative of national identities and cultural 
backgrounds, the goal of my research is to explore the museum practices and its possible 
renovation in the light of contemporary migration issues as well as its impact on our 
understanding of identity constructions. 

The objective of this article is to question the relationship between memory, heritage, 
immigration and cultural diversity in an attempt to understand the challenges of museums 
dedicated to the history of immigration. How have immigration museums institutionalized 
immigration heritage, and what is this composed of? How to exhibit immigration? What 
narrative on immigration is created through the permanent exhibition of such museums? Do 
attempts at representing migrants mirror a national paradigm?

To discuss these topics, I will present different examples of musealization of immigrants’ 
heritage in the city of São Paulo to highlight how the construction of a narrative about 
immigration actually reinforces the construction of the local identity itself. 

Firstly, I will present the project of the Immigration Museum (Museu da Imigração) in São 
Paulo: the history of the building and then the project of the museum itself. Secondly, we 
will present other examples of museological approaches (in particular community initiatives) 
regarding the heritage of Immigration. Then raise questions from it and draw hypotheses and 
OLQHV�RI�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�KRZ�WKHVH�GLIIHUHQW�SURMHFWV�FRQVWLWXWH�DQ�DWWHPSW�RI�FUHDWLQJ�DQ�LQFOXVLYH�
narrative on immigration1.

* �ŶĚƌĞĂ��ĞůĂƉůĂĐĞ͕��ŽĐƚŽƌĂŶƚĞ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĠ�WĂƌŝƐ�ϭ�ʹ�WĂŶƚŚĠŽŶͲ^ŽƌďŽŶŶĞ�
1�dŚĞ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ĂŶĂůǇǌĞĚ�ŚĞƌĞ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĞǆŚŝďŝƟŽŶƐ�ĂƐ�Ă�ǁĂǇ�ŽĨ�ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ Ɛ͛�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŝŶ�Ă�ůĂƌŐĞƌ�ŶĂƌƌĂƟǀĞ͕�ďĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�
ŶĂƟŽŶĂů͕�ƌĞŐŝŽŶĂů�Žƌ�ůŽĐĂů͘�tĞ�ǁŝůů�ĂŶĂůǇǌĞ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ŝŶŝƟĂƟǀĞƐ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚ�ďƵƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ŽůĚĞƐƚ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƟĞƐ�
ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ�;/ƚĂůŝĂŶ�ĂŶĚ�:ĂƉĂŶĞƐĞͿ�ƚŽ�ƐŚŽǁ�ŚŽǁ�Ă�ŶĂƌƌĂƟǀĞ�ŽŶ�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ďƵŝůƚ�ŝŶ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ�;ƉƌŝǀĂƚĞ�Žƌ�ŐŽǀĞƌŶŵĞŶƚĂů�
ŝŶŝĐŝĂƟǀĞƐͿ͘�

The heritage of immigration: rethinking the 
museum’s role as a mediator in identity building 
Andrea Delaplace*
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São Paulo: a multicultural city  
,Q�WKH�FLW\�RI�6mR�3DXOR��VWURQJO\�PDUNHG�E\�PXOWLFXOWXUDOLVP��ZH�FDQ�ÀQG�GLIIHUHQW�H[DPSOHV�RI�
museums presenting the “cultural heritage” of immigrants in the city. 

The Museu da Imigração (Museum of Immigration) reopened in May 2014 after being closed 
for 4 years (2010-2014) for a complete makeover: new permanent exhibition, new staff and 
the inclusion of contemporary migrations among the museum thematic. On the site of the 
museum, one can read the following sentence stated as its mission:  “To promote knowledge and 
UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�KXPDQ�PLJUDWLRQV��LQ�D�SHUVSHFWLYH�WKDW�SULYLOHJHV�WKH�SUHVHUYDWLRQ��FRPPXQLFDWLRQ�
and expression of the cultural heritage of the various nationalities and ethnic groups, 
contributing to the diversity of the Brazilian social formation.”2 

7KH�EXLOGLQJ�WKDW�ZDV�RIÀFLDOO\�SURFODLPHG�DV�D�KLVWRULFDO�ODQGPDUN�LQ������E\�WKH�
CONDEPHAAT3 is also a place that still hosts an organization that welcomes refugees and 
homeless people (Arsenal da Esperança). Thus, the Hospedaria still has in a way its vocation to 
be a place that offers shelter for those in need.       
  
However, outside the Museu da Imigração, other local museums and “memorial centres” 
present the heritage of immigrant communities in the city:

- Museu do Bexiga��%H[LJD�0XVHXP��FUHDWHG�LQ�������D�SULYDWH�LQLWLDWLYH�RI�D�UHVLGHQW��
of the district, Armando Puglisi, and the Centro de Memória do Bexiga (Bexiga Memorial        
Centre), created in 2007, also a private initiative of a local collector called Walter Taverna. 
- Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa no Brasil (Historical Museum of Japanese 
,PPLJUDWLRQ�LQ�%UD]LO���HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�������ORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�/LEHUGDGH�QHLJKERXUKRRG��-DSDQHVH�
district of São Paulo), an initiative of the Japanese community (linked to the Japanese 
immigration museum overseas).

As we can see, these spaces are differentiated by their breadth and scope of action: immigration 
LQ�D�ZLGHU�FRQWH[W�RU�IRFXVHG�RQ�D�VSHFLÀF�FRPPXQLW\��:H�ZLOO�SUHVHQW�HDFK�RI�WKH�PXVHXPV�
before discussing the commonalities and differences in the heritage processes of each of these 
institutions.

The Museu da Imigração (Immigration Museum) and the Hospedaria

The Museu da Imigração of the State 
of São Paulo4 – former Memorial do 
Imigrante – located in São Paulo, Southeast 
region of Brazil – is an important centre of 
documentation and memory of immigration 
in the context of Brazilian museums.
 
It consists of a central archive and 
documentation centre from the state of São 
Paulo, a museum and a meeting place for 
immigrant communities (so, a memorial 
place). The museum was reopened with a 
new permanent exhibition in May 2014, after 

2�DƵƐĞƵ�ĚĂ�/ŵŝŐƌĂĕĆŽ�ĚŽ��ƐƚĂĚŽ�ĚĞ�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ͗�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ŵƵƐĞƵĚĂŝŵŝŐƌĂĐĂŽ͘ŽƌŐ͘ďƌͬĞŶͬ��ĐĞƐƐĞĚ�ƐĞƉƚĞŵďĞƌ�ϮϬϭϳ͘

3��ŽŶƐĞůŚŽ�ĚĞ��ĞĨĞƐĂ�ĚŽ�WĂƚƌŝŵƀŶŝŽ�,ŝƐƚſƌŝĐŽ͕��ƌƋƵĞŽůſŐŝĐŽ͕��ƌơƐƟĐŽ�Ğ�dƵƌşƐƟĐŽ͗��ŽƵŶĐŝů�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ��ĞĨĞŶƐĞ�ŽĨ�,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů͕�
�ƌĐŚĂĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂů͕��ƌƟƐƟĐ�ĂŶĚ�dŽƵƌŝƐƟĐ�,ĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ͘

4 �ƌĂǌŝů�ŝƐ�Ă�ĨĞĚĞƌĂƟǀĞ�ƌĞƉƵďůŝĐ͕�ƐŽ�ĞĂĐŚ�ƌĞŐŝŽŶ�ŝƐ�ĂĐƚƵĂůůǇ�Ă�ƐƚĂƚĞ͘�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ�ŝƐ�Ă�ƐƚĂƚĞ�ůŽĐĂůŝǌĞĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�^ŽƵƚŚĞĂƐƚ�ƌĞŐŝŽŶ�ŽĨ��ƌĂǌŝů�ĂŶĚ�
ŝƚƐ�ĐĂƉŝƚĂů�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ�ŽĨ�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ͘�

Immigration Museum, Sao Paulo. © Museu da Imigração

http://www.museudaimigracao.org.br/en/
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being closed for 4 years. The original project has undergone a complete reformulation during 
this period.  

Since reopening in May 2014, its permanent exhibition has widened the discussion on the theme 
of immigration. By adding other topics to it as for example the slavery and trade of Africans 
slaves to Brazil, the museum is dealing with a very sensitive heritage that curators are trying 
to bring into the main museum narrative5, all without losing its main objective: to show how 
different cultural contributions of immigrants are an integral part of the regional identity of São 
Paulo and that of the city of São Paulo with its 18 million inhabitants (a cosmopolitan city in the 
national scenario and also in Latin America). 

The museum attracts 80.000 visitors and 400 school group visits per month and it is recognized 
as a forum for discussion among the immigrant communities in the city of São Paulo. It has 
D�YHU\�VWURQJ�PHPRULDO�FKDUDFWHU�ZLWK�LWV�EXLOGLQJ�DQG�KLVWRULF�VLJQLÀFDQFH�IRU�WKH�KLVWRU\�RI�
immigration in the region and therefore, the museum is well established in the Brazilian cultural 
landscape.

History of the building
Museu da Imigração�LV�ORFDWHG�LQ�WKH�ROG�EXLOGLQJ�WKDW�XVHG�WR�KRVW�RIÀFLDOO\�WKH�LPPLJUDQWV�
ZKR�DUULYHG�LQ�6mR�3DXOR��DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH���th century from Europe or Japan, to work in 
coffee plantations. The permanent exhibition focuses on how the cultural contributions of these 
immigrants helped build the regional identity. Opened in 1887, this building was intended for 
WKH�RIÀFLDO�ZHOFRPH�RI�QHZO\�DUULYHG�LPPLJUDQWV�LQ�%UD]LO��0RUH�WKDQ�����PLOOLRQ�SHRSOH�ZHUH�
welcomed to Hospedaria6 do Imigrante�EHWZHHQ������DQG�������,PPLJUDQWV�ZKR�DUULYHG�DW�WKH�
Port of Santos, on the coast, travelled by train to the Hospedaria in São Paulo, capital of the 
state of São Paulo. At their arrival, they were received there by state agents and had access to 
VHYHUDO�VHUYLFHV��RIÀFLDO�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��PHGLFDO�FKHFN�RXW��HWF���

Afterwards, they were sent directly to their workplace: coffee plantations in the countryside or 
WKH�ÁRXULVKLQJ�LQGXVWU\��LQ�WKH�FLW\�RI�6mR�3DXOR��Hospedaria has also hosted migrant workers 
IURP�RWKHU�%UD]LOLDQ�VWDWHV�GXULQJ�WKH�����V��,W�ORVW�LWV�RULJLQDO�IXQFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�����V��EHFRPLQJ�
UDWKHU�DQ�DUFKLYH��DQG�LQ������LW�UHFHLYHG�WKH�ODVW�JURXS�RI�.RUHDQ�LPPLJUDQWV��MXVW�EHIRUH�
FORVLQJ��,Q�RUGHU�WR�HQVXUH�WKH�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�LWV�KLVWRU\��WKH�ROG�EXLOGLQJ�KDV�EHHQ�FODVVLÀHG�
by the Historical, Archaeological, Artistic and Touristic Council (Condephaat) from São Paulo 
UHJLRQ�LQ������

Institution’s history
6LQFH�WKH���th century, the State of São Paulo followed the guidelines of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs regarding the migration policies. In this light, immigrants’ documents were carefully 
preserved and most of these records were in Hospedaria do Imigrante��,Q�������WKH�VWDWH�RI�
6mR�3DXOR�SURJUHVVHG�LQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�PLJUDWLRQ�SROLFLHV�WR�DGRSW�D�VSHFLÀF�VFKHPH��7KXV��
Hospedaria closed its doors that year and then stopped to archive documentation on immigrants. 
The building became a regional archive for the state of São Paulo and one of the institution’s 
GLUHFWRUV�SURSRVHV�LQ������WR�GHVWUR\�WKH�DUFKLYHV�DERXW�LPPLJUDWLRQ�ZKLFK�KH�FRQVLGHUHG�DV�
“unnecessary” and “useless”. Midori Kimura Figuti, Japanese descendant and employee of the 
UHJLRQDO�DUFKLYHV��RSSRVHG�WR�WKH�LGHD�DQG�ZDV�GHVLJQDWHG�WR�EH�UHVSRQVLEOH�IRU�WKH�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ�
RI�DOO�WKRVH�´XVHOHVV�ÀOHVµ��6KH�DORQH�EHJDQ�WR�VWUXJJOH�DJDLQVW�REOLYLRQ��ZHDU�DQG�QHJOHFW�RI�
the evidences about immigrants’ passage through the Hospedaria. At that time, Midori intended 

5�YƵĞƐƟŽŶƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ�ƐůĂǀĞƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĂĐŝƐŵ�ĂƌĞ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŽĨ��ƌĂǌŝů�ďƵƚ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŶĞǀĞƌ�ĚŝƐĐƵƐƐĞĚ�ŝŶ�ĂŶ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ďĞĨŽƌĞ͘�
dŚĞ�ĐƵƌĂƚŽƌƐ�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ƐůĂǀĞƌǇ�ĂƐ�Ă�ĨŽƌŵ�ŽĨ�ǀŝŽůĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ĨŽƌĐĞĚ�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂůƐŽ�ĐŽŶƚƌŝďƵƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽƌŵĂƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�
ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͘�/ƚ�ŝƐ�ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƟŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƐĞĞ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵŽƌĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ŝŶ��ƌĂǌŝů�ĂƌĞ�ƌĞĐŽŐŶŝǌŝŶŐ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ͘� 

ϲ /Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌƟĐůĞ�ǁĞ͛ůů�ďĞ�ƌĞĨĞƌƌŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚŽƐƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ĂƐ�,ŽƐƉĞĚĂƌŝĂ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�ŝŶŶ in Portuguese 
ĂŶĚ�ŝƚ�ǁĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĂŵĞ�ŐŝǀĞŶ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŽĸĐŝĂů�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĂƐ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞŝƌ�ĂƌƌŝǀĂů�ŝŶ�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ͘�
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to preserve the memory of immigration because she was aware of the social, historical and 
FXOWXUDO�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKLV�RIÀFLDO�GRFXPHQWDWLRQ��+RZHYHU��WKLV�LV�PRUH�RI�D�SHUVRQDO�LQLWLDWLYH�
than a real conservation project. The idea of   developing an immigration museum was not even 
mentioned, and the government wasn’t involved at all in this archive-conservation initiative.  

7KH�SURMHFW�ZDV�LQVWLWXWLRQDOL]HG�LQ������ZLWK�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�WKH�Historical Centre of 
Immigration as part of the Secretary for Social Promotion of the state of São Paulo. An exhibition 
ZLWK�SUHVHUYHG�PDWHULDOV�ZDV�RUJDQL]HG�LQ�������7KHUH�ZHUH�SKRWRV�DQG�RWKHU�HYLGHQFHV�VXFK�
as everyday objects that belonged to the immigrants. Meanwhile, the team working within 
Hospedaria began to contact immigrant associations in order to expand its portfolio and thus 
created a true collection. From that moment on, the building of the Hospedaria had already 
become a memorial centre and exhibition space, but not a museum itself.

Although it was not a museum, Hospedaria became a memorial site. Commemorative events 
were held there as well as folk and traditional musical performances; it was also a meeting 
place of different immigrants’ descendants and migrant associations in São Paulo. Indeed, some 
DVVRFLDWLRQV�GLG�QRW�KDYH�WKH�UHVRXUFHV�WR�ÀQDQFH�D�SODFH�WR�KRVW�WKHLU�FRPPXQLW\�HYHQWV�DQG�
Hospedaria became a place of social gathering and meetings for the majority of the immigrant 
communities7. Thus, the building was transformed into a place of preservation of tangible, and 
WUDQVPLVVLRQ�RI�LQWDQJLEOH�KHULWDJH��,Q�������WKH�6HFUHWDU\�RI�&XOWXUH�RI�6mR�3DXOR�SURSRVHG�WKH�
FUHDWLRQ�RI�DQ�RIÀFLDO�PXVHXP�LQVWLWXWLRQ�DQG�FUHDWHG�D�IRUHVKDGRZLQJ�RI�WKH�SURMHFW�WHDP�ZLWK�
Lois Jussara Ferreira (wife of the Deputy Governor of the state at the time). The proposal that 
emerged was spectacular: exposing the path of immigrants since leaving their country up to their 
living conditions in Brazil and the cultural contributions of immigration in Brazilian culture. These 
were to be collected from heritage preserved in the buildings of the State Cultural Secretariat, in 
charge of migration policy at the time, furthermore, from the immigrant associations, and from 
other immigration memorial sites, national or even international, due to a policy of cooperation. 
This project had the ambition to be the most innovative in Brazil at the time. 

This museum should have been extended to three buildings including one that would showcase 
immigration history to the public in Ibirapuera Park – the green heart of the city of São Paulo. 
The experts of the project took the Ellis Island Museum in New York and the Museum of 
Migration�LQ�$XVWUDOLD�DV�PRGHOV��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�LQVWLWXWLRQDO�SURMHFW�RI������WKH�PXVHXP�
was created: “with the purpose of telling the story of immigration in São Paulo, protecting from 
oblivion and preserving its memory, the immigration museum is of unique importance to the 
understanding of the sociocultural and economic heritage and identity building of São Paulo”.

,Q�������WKH�Memorial do Imigrante�RSHQHG�LWV�GRRU�ZLWKLQ�WKH�FRQÀJXUDWLRQ�WKDW�ZH�VDZ�XQWLO�
recently: museum archives on immigration, the permanent exhibition focused on the processing 
of immigrants in the building, clearly highlighting the memorial character of the site, and a 
meeting space for immigrant associations.

In 2010 the museum was closed for a complete makeover, where the building was fully restored 
and a new permanent exhibition was created. In 2014, the new Museu da Imigração de São 
Paulo opened its doors offering a new vision of contemporary migrations. 

Temporary exhibitions
In addition to the new permanent exhibition, a new team in charge of the museum prepared 
temporary exhibitions circulating in various train stations in the city of São Paulo. The aim of 

7��ƵƌŝŶŐ�ĂŶ�ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ�ŝŶ�DĂǇ�ϮϬϭϳ�ǁŝƚŚ�DĂƌŝĂŶĂ�DĂƌƟŶƐ͕�ŚĞĂĚ�ŽĨ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�DƵƐĞƵŵ͕�ƐŚĞ�ƐĂŝĚ�
ƚŚĂƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�,ŽƐƉĞĚĂƌŝĂ�ĂƐ�Ă�ŵĞĞƟŶŐ�ƉůĂĐĞ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƟĞƐ�ǁĂƐ�Ă�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐ�ďƵŝůƚ�ŽǀĞƌ�ƟŵĞ͘��ƵƌŝŶŐ�
ƚŚĞ�ϭϵϴϬ Ɛ͕͛�ĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƉƌŽũĞĐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ǁĂƐ�ŐĂŝŶŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌĐĞ�ŝŶ�ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚĞƌƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ƉƌŽĨĞƐƐŝŽŶĂůƐ͕�
ƚŚĞ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƟĞƐ�ǁĞƌĞ�ŝŶǀŝƚĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƵƐĞ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƉĂĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�,ŽƐƉĞĚĂƌŝĂ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ǁĂǇ��ĐƌĞĂƚĞ�Ă�ŶĞƚǁŽƌŬ�ŽĨ��ĂƐƐŽĐŝĂƟŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƟĞƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĨĞůƚ�ůŝŶŬĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ͘���ĐůĞǀĞƌ�ƐƚƌĂƚĞŐǇ�ƚŽ�ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚĞŶ�ƚŚĞ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĂů�ƐƚĂƚƵƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐ͘�
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staging the theme of immigration 
in the train stations was to draw 
attention of the public that could 
directly identify, and again, 
make the visitor feel closer to 
the exhibition because of the 
location – a “transit place”. One 
of the stations chosen was Estação 
do Brás, located in a popular 
and central district of the city, 
very close to the museum. This 
district, which historically hosted 
a working population of Italian 
LPPLJUDQWV�GXULQJ�WKH�ÀUVW�KDOI�
of the 20th century, still keeps its 
character of the “place of arrival” 
with its main railway station (train 
and metro station today). The old 
railway running alongside the 
museum building could still be 
found here.

Since 2013, various temporary 
exhibitions have been presented 
to the public in several cultural 
centres in São Paulo. The 
temporary exhibition Travel, dream 
and destination (Viagem, sonho 
e destino) was organized from the 10th of December 2013 to the 27th�RI�-DQXDU\������DW�%UiV�
Station Cultural Centre (Espaço Cultural da Estação Brás (CPTM)). The history of the former 
Hospedaria is highlighted as each step of the arrival of immigrants is presented: the arrival at 
the port of Santos, the train trip between Santos and São Paulo, arriving at the Hospedaria, the 
RIÀFLDO�UHJLVWU\��PHGLFDO�H[DPLQDWLRQ��TXDUDQWLQH��HWF��

This temporary exhibition presented many photos of the Archive of the State of São Paulo 
as well as videos with excerpts from interviews with migrants that were processed at the 
Hospedaria. Therefore, it highlighted the “memorial character” of the building that actually 
KRVWV�WKH�PXVHXP��8S�WR�WKH�PXVHXP�RSHQLQJ�LQ�0D\�������WKHVH�WHPSRUDU\�H[KLELWLRQV�FUHDWHG�
expectations among the public interested in the theme of immigration and revealed a little of 
what would be discovered in the new museum.

Henceforth, the temporary exhibitions became an extent of the actual permanent exhibition and 
drew attention of the public to the discussion of concepts such as immigration, displacement, 
transition, transnational, refugees, etc. They were used as a prequel to the actual permanent 
exhibition that is cantered, as it was already mentioned, around the historical importance of 
the building followed by the discussion on how the contribution of the different immigrants’ 
FRPPXQLWLHV�LQÁXHQFHG�WKH�UHJLRQDO�LGHQWLW\�RI�WKH�VWDWH�DQG�RI�WKH�FLW\�RI�6mR�3DXOR��

The importance of the building in the museum narrative
The temporary exhibition mentioned above and the actual permanent exhibition of the Museu 
da Imigração uses the history of the building as the axis for creating a narrative on immigration 
and the importance of it in the construction of the regional identity of São Paulo. Like other 
immigration museums the Museu da Imigração draws on its building to recreate the “migrants’ 
experience”. Ellis Island in New York, as the one of the most visited immigration museums in 

Permanent exhibitions at the Immigration Museum © Museu da Imigração
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the world and whose main force comes from the fact that immigrants were actually 
SURFHVVHG�WKHUH�DW�WKHLU�DUULYDO�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV��FOHDUO\�VWDWHV�RQ�LWV�ZHEVLWH��´7KH�
immigrant experience comes alive”8 as a way of saying that by visiting the museum the 
visitor can experience himself what millions of immigrants have endured when arriving at 
Ellis Island. 

The valorisation of the site as a place of experience of the past is very common in Anglo-Saxon 
countries. As Isabelle Anatole says in her chapter� on Ellis Island: “ This approach, which is 
VSHFLÀF�WR�WKH�$QJOR�6D[RQ�ZRUOG��WHQGV�WR�GLIIHUHQWLDWH�WKH�FULWHULRQ�RI�KLVWRULFDO�WUXWK�IURP�WKH�
use value of heritage ... This approach to heritage conservation led architectural studies for the 
restoration of Ellis Island ...”.

As Ellis Island became an example for other immigration museums such as the one in São 
Paulo, we can see this approach to heritage also in non-Anglo-Saxon countries. Thus, the 
importance of the actual site that processed masses of immigrants at their arrival is the main line 
for developing the narrative of the permanent exhibition both in Ellis Island Museum10 and at 
the Immigration Museum in São Paulo. 

The new temporary exhibition Hospedaria 13011 celebrates the 130 years of the actual building 
and it presents newly found archives and photographs on the construction of the building and its 
history through the years. That just reinforces once more the importance of the building in the 
construction of the museum narrative.

Contemporary migrations and multiculturalism 
The innovation of the new permanent exhibition is the presentation of the contemporary 
migrations: how different immigrant communities contribute to creating the “multicultural 
identity” and cosmopolitan character of the city of São Paulo12. Old migrant communities from 
Europe (Italy, Spain, Germany, etc.) and Japan now share their historical neighbourhoods with 
the new migrant communities. For example, the Japanese neighbourhood called “Liberdade” 
(Liberty in Portuguese) is now also home for Korean and Chinese migrants becoming more 
of an “Asian neighbourhood” and losing some of its characteristically Japanese traits. It is 
becoming more of a multicultural area in the city (e.g. the local newspaper in Japanese that 
used to be sold in the area, now is not the only one having Korean and Chinese versions). 
That’s the same with Bom Retiro neighbourhood that used to have an important Italian 
community and now has a growing Bolivian13 community due to the proximity of the textile 
industry in the area.   

The last section of the permanent exhibition, as some of the temporary exhibitions, is willing 
to discuss the contemporary migrations and its effects in the already multicultural landscape of 
the city. Topics such as immigrations laws, refugee’s rights, racism and xenophobia are being 
discussed in temporary exhibitions and educational activities. 

ϴ���ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ǁĞďƐŝƚĞ͗�ŚƩƉƐ͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ůŝďĞƌƚǇĞůůŝƐĨŽƵŶĚĂƟŽŶ͘ŽƌŐͬŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶͲŵƵƐĞƵŵ͘��ĐĞƐƐĞĚ�ĂƵŐƵƐƚ�ϮϬϭϳ͘

9� � /ƐĂďĞůůĞ��ŶĂƚŽůĞͲ'ĂďƌŝĞů͘�ͨ�>Ă�&ĂďƌŝƋƵĞ�ĚƵ�WĂƚƌŝŵŽŝŶĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛,ƵŵĂŶŝƚĠ�͕ͩ�WƵďůŝĐĂƟŽŶƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�^ŽƌďŽŶŶĞ͕��ĚŝƟŽŶƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�DĂŝƐŽŶ�ĚĞƐ�
ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ͕�ϮϬϭϲ͕�Ɖ�Ϯϱϱ͘�KƌŝŐŝŶĂů�ĐŝƚĂƟŽŶ͗�ͨ�^ƉĠĐŝĮƋƵĞ�ĂƵ�ŵŽŶĚĞ�ĂŶŐůŽͲƐĂǆŽŶ͕�ĐĞ�ƐĐŚĠŵĂ�ƚĞŶĚ�ă�ĚŝīĠƌĞŶĐŝĞƌ� ůĞ�ĐƌŝƚğƌĞ�
ĚĞ�ǀĠƌŝƚĠ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝƋƵĞ�ĚĞ� ůĂ�ǀĂůĞƵƌ�Ě͛ƵƐĂŐĞ�ĚƵ�ƉĂƚƌŝŵŽŝŶĞ� ͙��ĞƩĞ�ĂƉƉƌŽĐŚĞ�ĚĞ� ůĂ� ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƟŽŶ�ĚƵ�ƉĂƚƌŝŵŽŝŶĞ�Ă�ĚŝƌŝŐĠ� ůĞƐ�ĠƚƵĚĞƐ�
ĂƌĐŚŝƚĞĐƚƵƌĂůĞƐ�ĨĂŝƚĞƐ�ĞŶ�ǀƵĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƌĞƐƚĂƵƌĂƟŽŶ�Ě͛�ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ͙�ͩ͘

10  EĂŶĐǇ�'ƌĞĞŶ͕�͞,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ�Ăƚ�ůĂƌŐĞ�ʹ���&ƌĞŶĐŚ��ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ͍�DƵƐĞƵŵƐ͕�DĞŵŽƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŝŶ�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�hŶŝƚĞĚ�^ƚĂƚĞƐ͕͟ �,ŝƐƚŽƌǇ�
tŽƌŬƐŚŽƉ�:ŽƵƌŶĂů͕�/ƐƐƵĞ�ϲϯ�;^ƉƌŝŶŐ�ϮϬϬϳͿ͗�ϮϯϵͲϮϱϯ͘��

11�dŚĞ�ŶĞǁ�ĞǆŚŝďŝƟŽŶ�ŽƉĞŶĞĚ�ŽŶ��ƵŐƵƐƚ�Ϯϲth͘�&Žƌ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŝŶĨŽ͗�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬǁǁǁ͘ŵƵƐĞƵĚĂŝŵŝŐƌĂĐĂŽ͘ŽƌŐ͘ďƌͬŵŝͲŝŶĂƵŐƵƌĂͲĞǆƉŽƐŝĐĂŽͲ
ŚŽƐƉĞĚĂƌŝĂͲϭϯϬͬ

12�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ƌŝĐŚĞƐƚ�ĐŝƚǇ�ŝŶ��ƌĂǌŝů�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚ�ĂƩƌĂĐƚƐ�Ă�ůŽƚ�ŽĨ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĨƌŽŵ��ƌĂǌŝů�ʹĞƐƉĞĐŝĂůůǇ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�EŽƌƚŚĞĂƐƚ�ƌĞŐŝŽŶ�Ͳ�
ĂŶĚ�ĂůƐŽ�ĨƌŽŵ�ŽƚŚĞƌ�ĐŽƵŶƚƌŝĞƐ�ŝŶ�>ĂƟŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂ͕��ƐŝĂ�ĂŶĚ��ĨƌŝĐĂ͘��

13  DŽƐƚ��ŽůŝǀŝĂŶƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƚĞ�ŝůůĞŐĂůůǇ�ƚŽ��ƌĂǌŝů�ǁŽƌŬ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƚĞǆƟůĞ�ŝŶĚƵƐƚƌǇ�ďƵƚ�ĂƐ�ŝůůĞŐĂů�ƌĞƐŝĚĞŶƚƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�ĂƌĞ�ŶŽƚ�ƉƌŽƚĞĐƚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�
>ĂďŽƌ�ůĞŐŝƐůĂƟŽŶ�ŝŶ��ƌĂǌŝů�ĂŶĚ�ĂƌĞ�ĨŽƌĐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ĂĐĐĞƉƚ�ƵŶĚĞƌƉĂŝĚ�ũŽďƐ�ĂŶĚ�ůŝǀĞ�ŝŶ�ƉƌĞĐĂƌŝŽƵƐ�ĐŽŶĚŝƟŽŶƐ͘���

https://www.libertyellisfoundation.org/immigration-museum
http://www.museudaimigracao.org.br/mi-inaugura-exposicao-hospedaria-130/
http://www.museudaimigracao.org.br/mi-inaugura-exposicao-hospedaria-130/
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This shows that the museum curators are trying to open the discussion of delicate matters 
concerning contemporary migrations and multiculturalism, not only in São Paulo but also in 
Brazil as a whole. Even if we cannot say that the new exhibition achieves multivocality in its 
curatorial practice, as the different communities are not yet part of the curating process itself, we 
can say that it achieves a new approach to the history of immigration in São Paulo broadening 
the scope of its narrative14 and questioning the multicultural character of the city.  

$V�D�FRQFOXVLRQ�WR�WKLV�ÀUVW�SDUW�RI�WKH�DUWLFOH��WKH�QDUUDWLYH�SUHVHQWHG�WKURXJK�WKH�SHUPDQHQW�
exhibition of the Museu da Imigração relies on two pillars: the historical importance of the 
building as a memorial site – that used to be the main pillar for the former exhibition of the 
Immigrant Memorial – and the importance of the immigration cultural heritage in shaping the 
regional identity. The contemporary immigration to São Paulo is presented at the end of the 
SHUPDQHQW�H[KLELWLRQ�LQYLWLQJ�WKH�YLVLWRU�WR�UHÁHFW�RQ�WKH�FRQWHPSRUDU\�FXOWXUDO�FRQWULEXWLRQV�
from the immigrants and refugees that “look for a better life” in São Paulo.

Bexiga museums and the Historical Museum of Japanese heritage  

Other “memorial centres” present themselves 
as anchors of the Paulista identity in different 
parts of the city marked by an immigrant 
heritage. The Bexiga and Liberdade districts, 
known as the Italian and Japanese districts 
respectively, are traditional districts of the city 
FUHDWHG�LQ�WKH���th century with the acquisition 
of parcels of land (former local farms). The 
Japanese and Italian communities, being 
strongly predominant in the city at that time, 
marked their presence in certain areas leading to 
the formation of neighbourhoods known today 
as Italian and Japanese neighbourhoods.

These communities still have a strong 
contemporary presence even if they would 
be already integrated in the Brazilian society and we would be talking here of the 3rd or 4th 
generations. Newly arrived immigrants from other countries are now settling in these areas. 
Koreans and Chinese are settling in the Liberdade neighbourhood (that is becoming now more 
RI�DQ�$VLDQ�QHLJKERXUKRRG�²�ODVW����\HDUV��DQG�%ROLYLDQV��9HQH]XHODQV��$QJRODQV�DUH�VHWWOLQJ�LQ�
areas that would have been initially known as Italian districts.  

The Brás neighbourhood where the museum is located is in a very central area of the city and 
it is known for its Italian community, as are other districts close to it: Mooca, Bom Retiro…
etc. Today these areas are receiving other contemporary immigrant communities that are 
transforming these areas in multicultural neighbourhoods. Also, we cannot forget the internal 
migrants coming from other states of Brazil especially from the Northeast states that are not as 
rich economically as the Southeast states. They come to São Paulo looking for job opportunities 
and a better life, as the immigrants do, and they were also received at the Hospedaria from the 
����·V�XQWLO�LWV�FORVXUH�LQ��������

$QRWKHU�IDFWRU�WKDW�LV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�WDNH�LQWR�DFFRXQW�LV�WKH�JHQWULÀFDWLRQ�RI�WKH�Bexiga or 
Bixiga15 neighbourhood, known as the ‘Italian district’: as it is located close to a richer part 

14�dŚĞ�ƉĞƌŵĂŶĞŶƚ�ĞǆŚŝďŝƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�DĞŵŽƌŝĂů�ĚŽ�/ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚĞ�ǁĂƐ�ŽŌĞŶ�ĐƌŝƟĐŝǌĞĚ�ĨŽƌ�ŶŽƚ�ƚĂůŬŝŶŐ�ĂďŽƵƚ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƚĞƌŶĂů�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶƐ�Žƌ�ƚŚĞ�
ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶƐ͕�ŚĞŶĐĞ�ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐŝĂƟŶŐ�Ă�ŶĂƌƌĂƟǀĞ�ŽŶ��ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ�ŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ƚŽ��ƌĂǌŝů͘�

15  dŚĞ�ŶĂŵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚ�ĐĂŶ�ďĞ�ǁƌŝƩĞŶ�ĞŝƚŚĞƌ�ǁĂǇ�ĂƐ��ŝǆŝŐĂ�ŝƐ�ǁƌŝƩĞŶ�ƉŚŽŶĞƟĐĂůůǇ�ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ǁĂǇ�ǁĞ�ƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞ�ƚŚĞ�
ǁŽƌĚ�ŝŶ��ƌĂǌŝůŝĂŶ�WŽƌƚƵŐƵĞƐĞ͗�Ğ�ŝƐ�ƉƌŽŶŽƵŶĐĞĚ�i͘�/Ŷ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌƟĐůĞ�ǁĞ�ĂƌĞ�ŐŽŝŶŐ�ƚŽ�ƵƐĞ�ďŽƚŚ.                                           

Museu Memórias do Bixiga. © MUMBI
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of the city, it is gradually becoming a hipster area and the real estate market is becoming very 
expensive in the area.

Museu Memória do Bixiga
The Bixiga Memorial Museum, located in the neighbourhood of the same name and known for 
LWV�,WDOLDQ�FXOWXUDO�KHULWDJH��ZDV�RULJLQDOO\�RSHQHG�LQ�������,W�UHPDLQHG�FORVHG�EHWZHHQ������DQG�
2010, due to administrative problems, and reopened its doors to the public on 18 March 2010.
The small museum is a private initiative of the collector and occupies a house built at the 
beginning of the 20th century. It was conceived by the “cultural agitator/entrepreneur” of the 
neighbourhood Armando Puglisi, popularly known as Armandinho do Bixiga, and presents 
objects that tell the story of Italian immigrants in the region. Although little is known about 
the building that houses the Bixiga Memorial Museum, the house built in the early 20th 
century is listed by the Conpresp (Municipal Council for Preservation of Historic, Cultural and 
Environmental Heritage of the City of São Paulo).

$PRQJ�WKH�LWHPV�H[KLELWHG��PDQ\�RI�WKHP�GRQDWHG�E\�3XJOLVL��LW�LV�SRVVLEOH�WR�ÀQG�PDFKLQHV�WR�
make pasta and bottles in which the milk was delivered from door to door at the time. Residents 
of the traditional Italian neighbourhood were also invited to donate objects to the exhibition, 
such as uniforms of the classic Vai-Vai samba association (escola de samba in Portuguese), 
&DUPHQ�0LUDQGD·V�VKRHV��ZHDSRQV�RI�WKH������Paulista�5HYROXWLRQ������V�GHQWLVW·V�FKDLU�DQG�DQ�
extensive photographic collection of Bixiga. The collection consists of 8,000 photographs and 
1,500 different items, including objects that belonged to Adoniran Barbosa, famous samba 
composer and Italian descendant that lived in Bexiga. 

These everyday objects mixed with pieces 
belonging to musical personalities show the 
“amateur” character of the collection. The 
REMHFWV�ZHUH�DVVHPEOHG�ZLWKRXW�VSHFLÀF�
criteria (just to have a connection with the 
neighbourhood) and are preserved in a 
precarious way.

As mentioned earlier, the Bixiga 
neighbourhood is known for the strong 
LQÁXHQFH�RI�,WDOLDQ�FXOWXUH�WR�FRPH�ZLWK�
immigrants settling in the neighbourhood. 
Thus, the museum also presents in its 
collection documents and photographs 
related to the Italian immigration in the 

GLVWULFW��(YHQ�RQ�WKH�ZHEVLWH�RI�WKH�PXVHXP��ZH�ÀQG�,WDOLDQ�DV�D�ODQJXDJH�RSWLRQ��WKH�VLWH�LV�
available in Portuguese, English and Italian).

The Bixiga Memory Centre

)RXQGHG�LQ�WKH�%L[LJD�QHLJKERXUKRRG�LQ������E\�:DOWHU�7DYHUQD��62'(35216 - Society for the 
'HIHQVH�DQG�3URJUHVV�RI�%HOD�9LVWD���LV�D�QRQ�SURÀW�DVVRFLDWLRQ�ÀJKWLQJ�IRU�WKH�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�DUFKLWHFWXUDO��FXOWXUDO�DQG�KLVWRULFDO�KHULWDJH�RI�%HOD�9LVWD�²�%L[LJD�GLVWULFW17. The restoration 
DQG�SUHVHUYDWLRQ�RI�WKH�FXOWXUDO�FHQWUH�²�&DVD�GD�'RQD�<D\i��'RQD�<D\i·V�KRXVH���WRGD\�D�
FXOWXUDO�FHQWUH�PDQDJHG�E\�WKH�8QLYHUVLW\�RI�6mR�3DXOR��863���LV�RQH�RI�WKH�H[DPSOHV�RI�WKH�
scope of action of this association. 

ϭϲ�/ƚ�ŝƐ�ĂůƐŽ�ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ�ĨŽƌ�ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝƚǇ�ƉŽƉƵůĂƌ�ĐĞůĞďƌĂƟŽŶƐ�ĂŶĚ�ĞǀĞŶƚƐ�ƐƵĐŚ�ĂƐ͗�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ Ɛ͛�ďŝƌƚŚĚĂǇ�ĐĂŬĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ůĂƌŐĞƐƚ�ƐĂŶĚǁŝĐŚ�ĂŶĚ�
ƉŝǌǌĂ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŽƌůĚ͕�ƚŚĞ�DŝƐƐ�ĚŽ��ŝǆŝŐĂ�ĐŽŵƉĞƟƟŽŶ͕�ĂŵŽŶŐ�ŽƚŚĞƌƐ͘�

17�dŚĞ��ŝǆŝŐĂ�ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚ�ŝƐ�ŽĸĐŝĂůůǇ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ��ĞůĂ�sŝƐƚĂ�ĚŝƐƚƌŝĐƚ͘�

Museu Memória do Bixiga. © MUMBI
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The Memory Centre of the Bixiga 
(CMB) is an initiative of SODEPRO 
which according to the creators 
aims to “safeguard the history of the 
neighbourhood”. Chaired by Walter 
Taverna, this association also preserves 
his personal collection of memorabilia 
and is currently based at his own house. 
It was created in October 2007 by Walter 
Taverna, grandson of Sicilians and 
resident of the district since his birth in 
������:LWK�GRFXPHQWV�DQG�SKRWRJUDSKV�
from his personal collection, Taverna gave 

the starting point to found the establishment. Throughout his life “Seo”18 Walter, as he is known, 
struggled to safeguard the memory, traditions and heritage of the neighbourhood, to such an 
extent that to remove the real estate developers who surrounded Bixiga����KH�DVNHG�LQ������WKH�
“mise en patrimoine” of the place, which did not happen until 2002. 

The collection has its main themes: biography and social contribution of “Seo” Walter to the 
city of São Paulo; the neighbourhood of Bixiga and its “famous characters” (e.g. Adoniran 
Barbosa) and its social events and curious anecdotes.

Based on the provision of this information to the public, the cataloguing process of this 
collection has begun, aiming to collect and make available the above-mentioned themes 
through a database (an amateur database). A manager with a background in history, rather than 
museology, welcomes interested visitors to discover the history of the neighbourhood through 
the collections of “Seo” Walter.

Amateur collections or Memorabilia? 
The two examples that (I have mentioned) 
we have examined here, have the same 
functional structure: the private collector 
who transforms his particular interest 
in the history of the neighbourhood and 
Italian immigration to transform his 
personal collections into “neighbourhood 
heritage”. Bundled with various textual, 
bibliographical, iconographic, audiovisual 
and various objects (trophies of sports 
competitions or beauty of the district, 
etc.), these collections present themselves 
rather as Memorabilia, or ‘modern 
curiosity cabinets’, than collections of 
museums.

The Japanese Museum of the History of Immigration (MHIJB), in the Liberdade district of São 
3DXOR��GHSLFWV�WKH�HQWLUH�-DSDQHVH�VDJD�LQ�%UD]LO��ZKLFK�EHJDQ�RQ�-XQH�����������ZLWK�WKH�DUULYDO�
RI�WKH�VKLS�.DVDWR�0DUX�ZKLFK�EURXJKW�WKH�ÀUVW�-DSDQHVH�LPPLJUDQWV�

ϭϴ  >ŽĐĂů�ĞǆƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵĞĂŶƐ�DŝƐƚĞƌ͘ �dŚĞ�ĂĐĐĞŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶŚĂďŝƚĂŶƚƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚ�ŝƐ�ƐĂŝĚ�ƚŽ�ďĞ�ŝŶŇƵĞŶĐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�ŝƚĂůŝĂŶ�
ĂĐĐĞŶƚ�ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĂŵŵŽƵŶƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŝƚĂůŝĂŶƐ�ůŝǀŝŶŐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚŝƐ�ĂƌĞĂ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ϭϵϮϬƐͲϭϵϯϬƐ͘�

19��Ɛ�ŵĞŶƟŽŶĞĚ�ĂďŽǀĞ͕�ƚŚĞ��ĞǆŝŐĂ�ŝƐ�ůŽĐĂƚĞ�ĐůŽƐĞ�ƚŽ�Ă�ǀĞƌǇ�ƌŝĐŚ�ĂƌĞĂ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ĐĞŶƚƌĂů�ůŽĐĂƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�ǀĞƌǇ�ĂƩƌĂĐƟǀĞ�ƚŽ�ƌĞĂů�
ĞƐƚĂƚĞ�ĚĞǀĞůůŽƉĞƌ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ�ĨŽƌ�ĂƌĞĂƐ�ƚŽ�ďƵŝůĚ�ŝŶ͘�DŽƐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŶĞŝŐŚďŽƵƌŚŽŽĚ�ƐƟůů�ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĞƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŽůĚ�ŚŽƵƐĞƐ��ĂŶĚ�ŚĂƐ�Ă�ƋƵŝĞƚ�
ĂƚŵŽƐƉŚĞƌĞ�ĐŽŵƉĂƌĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ƌĞƐƚ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŝƚǇ͘�

Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa. © MHIJB

Centro de Memória do Bixiga, main room. © CMB
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,QDXJXUDWHG�LQ������LQ�WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�3ULQFH�KHLU�$NLKLWR�DQG�3ULQFHVV�0LFKLNR20 and the 
President of the Brazilian Republic Ernesto Geisel, during the celebration of the 70th anniversary 
of the Japanese Immigration to Brazil, the museum now houses a collection which shows in 
GHWDLO�WKH�����\HDUV�RI�-DSDQHVH�LPPLJUDWLRQ�KLVWRU\��7KHUH�DUH��������GRFXPHQWV��LQFOXGLQJ�
work reports from coffee farms, photos, maps and 4,800 items. 

The Historical Museum of Japanese Immigration in Brazil is maintained by Bunkyo - Brazilian 
6RFLHW\�RI�-DSDQHVH�&XOWXUH�DQG�6RFLDO�$VVLVWDQFH��7KH�-DSDQHVH�JRYHUQPHQW�DOVR�ÀQDQFHG�SDUW�
of the museum which is why it is common to see visits from the Japanese royal family during 
commemorative events such as the 120 years of the Tratado de amizade entre o Brasil e o Japão 
(Treaty of friendship between Brazil and Japan) in October 2015.   

7KH�SHUPDQHQW�H[KLELWLRQ�RFFXSLHV�WKUHH�ÁRRUV�DQG�SUHVHQWV�D�QDUUDWLYH�LQ�FKURQRORJLFDO�RUGHU��
In part 5 - From shipment to the farms – the visitor sees images of the former immigrant shelter 
in Kobe, images of boarding, the Immigrant Hostel in São Paulo and pictures of the scenes 
inside the ship.

Conclusion: The museum as a mediator in the construction of identity

,Q�WKHVH�H[DPSOHV��ZH�ÀQG�WKH�FRQVWUXFWLRQ�RI�WKH�LGHQWLW\�RI�D�QHLJKERXUKRRG��D�FLW\�DQG�D�VWDWH�
through the multicultural contributions that accompany immigration.

What is interesting is that we have three very different examples of local identity building: the 
“memorabilia” collector of his neighbourhood, a museum of the Japanese community with 
funding from Japan and a ‘classic’ museum on the history of immigration in the state of São 
Paulo funded by the state government. These “memorial centres” of immigrants in the city 
of São Paulo present different processes of institutionalization and archiving of “migrants 
memories”.

We can see that private initiatives have developed their collections in different ways: the Bexiga 
Museum(s) through the passion of a collector of memorabilia from the neighbourhood in which 
he was born and continues to live; The Japanese Museum created its collection on the basis of 
an initiative of the Japanese government and the Immigration museum of the State of São Paulo 
presents the creation an “institutionalized” collection following governmental policies21 where 
objects and personal stories of immigrants who passed through the Hospedaria  provide the 
main axis.

Both museums have collections that present objects collected22 in collaboration with immigrant 
communities and highlight the importance of oral history and the personal narrative of 
immigrants, and therefore their objects in which their memories regarding their experiences as 
immigrants are contained.23 But the visitors react differently to the permanent exhibitions: the 
Museu da Imigração is the second most visited museum in the city while the other examples 
tend to attract fewer visitors as they wouldn’t have the same scope of public visibility. 

20��ŵƉĞƌŽƌƐ�ŽĨ�:ĂƉĂŶ�Ăƚ�ƚŚĞ�ƟŵĞ͘

21�dŚĞ�DƵƐĞƵ�ĚĂ�ŝŵŝŐƌĂĕĆŽ�ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĞĚ�ƌĞĐĞŶƚůǇ͕ �KĐƚŽďĞƌ�ϭϴth�ϮϬϭϳ͕�Ă�ĐŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĞĐĞ�ŽŶ�ƉƵďůŝĐ�ƉŽůŝĐŝĞƐ�ĂƐ�ŐƵŝĚĞůŝŶĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƐƟƚƵƟŽŶ�
ŽĨ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶƐ͘�^ŽŵĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ƋƵĞƐƟŽŶƐ�ƌĂŝƐĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚŝƐ�ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ�ǁŚĞƌĞ͗�tŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ�ŽĨ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ǁŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ƚŚĞ�
ƌŽůĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ŝŶ�ƌĞůĂƟŽŶ�ƚŽ�ŝƚ͍�,Žǁ�ƚŽ�ĐŽůůĞĐƚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶƚĞǆƚ�ŽĨ�Ă�DƵƐĞƵŵ͍�/Ɛ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶůǇ�ǁĂǇ�ƚŽ�
ďƵŝůĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƉƌĞƐĞƌǀĞ�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĞƐ͍�,Žǁ�ƚŽ�ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƚ�ĐŽůůĂďŽƌĂƟǀĞ�ͬ �ƉĂƌƟĐŝƉĂƚŽƌǇ�ƉƌŽƉŽƐĂůƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝŶǀŽůǀĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�
DƵƐĞƵŵ͍�/Ŷ�ǁŚĂƚ�ǁĂǇ�ŝƐ�ŝƚ�ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ�ƚŽ�ŝŶƚĞŐƌĂƚĞ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚŝƐ�ŶĞǁ�ƐĐĞŶĂƌŝŽ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƐ�ĚĞƐŝŐŶĞĚ�
ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŶƐƟƚƵƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚƐ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶ͍

22� �ƌũƵŶ��ƉƉĂĚƵƌĂŝ͕� ͞/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƟŽŶ͗� ĐŽŵŵŽĚŝƟĞƐ� ĂŶĚ� ƚŚĞ� ƉŽůŝƟĐƐ� ŽĨ� ǀĂůƵĞ͕͟ � ŝŶ�dŚĞ� ^ŽĐŝĂů� >ŝĨĞ� ŽĨ� dŚŝŶŐƐ͗� �ŽŵŵŽĚŝƟĞƐ� ŝŶ� �ƵůƚƵƌĂů�
WĞƌƐƉĞĐƟǀĞ�ĞĚ͘��ƌũƵŶ��ƉƉĂĚƵƌĂŝ�;EĞǁ�zŽƌŬ͗��ĂŵďƌŝĚŐĞ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚǇ�WƌĞƐƐ͕�ϭϵϴϲͿ͕�ϱ͘

23  La 'ĂůĞƌŝĞ�ĚĞƐ�ĚŽŶƐ in the French DƵƐĠĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŝƐƚŽŝƌĞ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŝƐ�Ă�ǀĞƌǇ�ŐŽŽĚ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ǁŝůů�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ĐƵƌĂƚŽƌƐ�ƚŽ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚ�
ƚŚĞ� ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶĐĞ�ŽĨ�ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů�ŶĂƌƌĂƟǀĞƐ� ŝŶ� ƚŚĞ� ĐŽŶƐƚƌƵĐƟŽŶ�ŽĨ� ƚŚĞ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŶĂƌƌĂƟǀĞ�ŽŶ� ƚŚĞ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌǇ�ŽĨ� ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ͘� >ŝŬĞǁŝƐĞ͕� ƚŚĞ�
�ƌĂǌŝůŝĂŶ�DƵƐĞƵ�ĚŽ�/ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚĞ�ŚĂƐ�ƚŚĞ�ŽůĚ�ĚŽƌŵŝƚŽƌǇ�ƚŚĂƚ�ƵƐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ŚŽƐƚ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ͕�ƚƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĞĚ�ŝŶ�Ă�ŵĞŵŽƌŝĂů�ŐĂůůĞƌǇ�ǁŝƚŚ�ŽďũĞĐƚƐ͕�
ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƉŚŽƚŽƐ�ďĞůŽŶŐĞĚ�ƚŽ�ƚŚĞ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ǁŚŽ�ƐůĞƉƚ�ƚŚĞƌĞ͘
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Another point to consider when analysing these different museums is that they have different 
relations to the city and to the different migrant communities: the Museu da Imigração would be 
talking about immigration in a larger context (presenting a local narrative connected to a wider 
national narrative on immigration and multiculturalism in the Brazilian society) while the other 
H[DPSOHV�ZRXOG�EH�DLPHG�WR�D�VSHFLÀF�FRPPXQLW\�

As mentioned above, the memorial site character of the Immigration Museum in São Paulo 
helps to build a strong relationship with its visitors – especially those of foreign origin as their 
ancestors might have passed through Hospedaria – and to create a network of communities 
that actually support the Museum and its narratives on how the immigrants contributed to the 
regional identity of São Paulo.

The Bixiga museums and the Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa on the other hand are 
SUHVHQWLQJ�D�QDUUDWLYH�RQ�LPPLJUDWLRQ�RI�D�VSHFLÀF�FRPPXQLW\��WKH�,WDOLDQV�RU�WKH�-DSDQHVH�
community, from a personal or institutional point of view respectively. The choice of location 
is also very important as they show the memorial (and affective) attachments of the migrant 
communities to their local neighbourhoods. In other words, even if these institutions are not 
located in a historical building such as the Hospedaria, they are located in geographical areas of 
the city that has the same memorial value of the Hospedaria.  

In all the initiatives presented here, we see the construction of patrimonial discourses as a form 
of consolidation and validation of the construction of local identity (whether neighbourhood, 
city or region). The museum thus appears as a mediator of identity building, creating a platform 
for presenting and validating a cultural heritage through personal stories of immigration whether 
private initiatives, as in the case of the Bexiga collectors, or governmental, as in the case of the 
Museu da Imigração and the Museu Histórico da Imigração Japonesa. 

From the examples shown here, we can can see that they don’t simply validate a single identity, 
but multiple, simultaneous identities (eg. Brazilian and Japanese, Italian and Brazilian, etc). 
At the beginning of this text we spoke of the need for an inclusive identity in contemporary 
multicultural societies, but the use of the inclusive term presupposes the duality between 
LQFOXVLYH�LGHQWLW\�DQG�H[FOXVLYH�LGHQWLW\��:KDW�OHDGV�WR�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�E\�D�
single identity? In fact, I believe that each individual has a multiple identity: if we consider 
LGHQWLW\�DV�D�ÁRDWLQJ�QRWLRQ��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��LW�LV�QRW�D�À[HG�DQG�VWDWLF�FRQFHSW��WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�
identity. An individual may feel he belongs to several categories during his or her life without 
WKDW�VHQVH�RI�EHORQJLQJ�EHFRPLQJ�WKH�XQLTXH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�ZKR�LW�LV��LWV�LGHQWLW\� 24  That’s why it 
LV�SHUKDSV�PRUH�DFFXUDWH�WR�WDON�DERXW�¶SURFHVVHV�RI�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ·��ZKLFK�DUH�PXOWLGLPHQVLRQDO��
than about ‘identity’ as a singular construct. And museums are mediators in these processes 
RI�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ�E\�FUHDWLQJ�D�QDUUDWLYH�WKDW�YDOLGDWHV�PXOWLSOH�LGHQWLWLHV�DQG�KHULWDJH��%\�
presenting the heritage of immigrant communities, the museums presented here show the 
multicultural character of the city of São Paulo and its inhabitants. 

As a conclusion, we would like to highlight that Immigration Museums are recent in the 
international museum landscape25 but as the topic of immigration is gaining importance in the 
political international scenario due to the refugee crisis, immigration museums are gaining space 
in the contemporary discussions on heritage and social inclusion. Even if some argue that the 
ideal scenario would be to have immigration history included in National History Museums 

24� �ĐĐŽƌĚŝŶŐ� ƚŽ�DŝĐŚĞů� ĚĞ� ^ĞƌƌĞƐ͕� ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚĞƌ͗� ͞ǁĞ�ĂůǁĂǇƐ�ŵĂŬĞ� Ă� ƐĞƌŝŽƵƐ� ĐŽŶĨƵƐŝŽŶ� ĂďŽƵƚ� ƚŚĞ�ŶŽƟŽŶ�ŽĨ� ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͘� /� ĚŽ�ŶŽƚ� ůŝŬĞ�
ƉĞŽƉůĞ�ǁŚŽ�ƚĂůŬ�ĂďŽƵƚ�͞ŐĞŶĚĞƌ� ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕͟ � ͞ŶĂƟŽŶĂů� ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕͟ � ͞ĐƵůƚƵƌĂů� ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕͟ �ĂŶĚ�ƐŽ�ŽŶ͘�tŚǇ͍��ĞĐĂƵƐĞ� ƚŚĞǇ�ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞ� ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ�
ǁŝƚŚ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͘�dŚƵƐ͕�ǁŚĞŶ�ƚŚĞǇ�ƐƉĞĂŬ͕�ĨŽƌ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ͕�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ��ƌĂǌŝůŝĂŶ�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕ �&ƌĞŶĐŚ�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕ �ƚŚĞǇ�ĐŽŶĨƵƐĞ�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͗�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ�ŝƐ�͞�͟�
ŝĚĞŶƟĐĂů�ƚŽ�͞�͕͟ �ŝĞ�͞DŝĐŚĞů�^ĞƌƌĞƐ͟�ŝƐ�ŝĚĞŶƟĐĂů�ƚŽ�͞DŝĐŚĞů�^ĞƌƌĞƐ͗͟�ŝƚ�ŝƐ�/ĚĞŶƟƚǇ͘�dŚĞ�ĨĂĐƚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŚĞ�ŝƐ�&ƌĞŶĐŚ�͘͘͘�/ƚ Ɛ͛�ŶŽƚ�ŵǇ�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ͕ �ŝƚ Ɛ͛�
ŵǇ�ďĞůŽŶŐŝŶŐ͘�dŚĂ Ɛ͛�ǁŚǇ�ĨŽƌ�DŝĐŚĞů�ĚĞ�^ĞƌƌĞƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŶĐĞƉƚ�ŽĨ�ŶĂƟŽŶĂů�ŝĚĞŶƟƚǇ�ŝƐ�ǁƌŽŶŐ�ĂŶĚ�ŝƚ�ůĞĂĚƐ�ƚŽ�ƐŝƚƵĂƟŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�ƉƌĞũƵĚŝĐĞ�ĂŶĚ�
ƌĞĂĐŝƐŵ͘�/Ŷ�͞YƵ͛ĞƐƚͲĐĞ�ƋƵĞ�ů͛ŝĚĞŶƟƚĠ͍͕͟ �:ĂŶƵĂƌǇ�ϭϵϵϳ͘

25  dŚĞ�ŽůĚĞƐƚ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ĚĂƚĞ�ĨƌŽŵ�ƚŚĞ�ϭϵϴϬƐ͘�
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instead of having a museum dedicated to immigration itself, for the moment it is essential to 
KDYH�D�SODWIRUP�WR�GLVFXVV�DQG�UHÁHFW�RQ�LPPLJUDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�,PPLJUDWLRQ�PXVHXPV�DURXQG�
the world are aiming to be that platform of discussion on social and economic inclusion of 
immigrants and refugees.
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Introduction

Immigration Museums are confronted with the challenge of how to put on display a non-
static phenomenon by nature: the continual displacement, the non-place. How to create a 
museography that shows the inconstancy of immigration?

&DQ�PXVHRJUDSK\�UHQGHU�ZKDW�LV�FRQWLQXDO�PRYHPHQW��ÁX[��WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ"�+RZ�WR�UHVWRUH�
the moving frame; follow a mosaic of destinies to contribute, despite everything, to go from a 
plurality of crossed memories to a shared memory? 

If the reference to a national narrative is not always as explicit in immigration museums, 
those responsible for the museography were always conscious of the importance of the overall 
story these institutions were seeking to tell. Narrative and display on immigration museums 
are essential to create a more understanding society regarding migration and especially at the 
moment with the ongoing ‘migration crisis’ in Europe1. 

Recent work in critical museum studies, has shown that immigration museums can use objects 
and strategies of display to transmit positive representations of immigration, promoting diversity 
and a more inclusive national identity as propagating a better knowledge of the subject. The 
idea is to see the museum as a space for perception of images and representations: What is the 
representation of immigration that is given to see in these museums?

In this paper I will present different topics that are recurrent when analyzing the permanent 
exhibitions of different migration museums to try to identify its common structural points and to 
show how immigration is represented.

The idea is also to see the museum as a space for perception of images and representations: 
What is the representation of immigration that is given to see in these museums?

Staging and displays are essential to understanding the production of museum discourse. It is 
the whole spatial arrangement, the layout and presentation of the objects and documents as well 
as all the texts (and the catalog) that produce a message, a speech to be interpreted by the visitor.  
In the exhibition, meaning is therefore intrinsically dependent on staging and space as the 
arrangement of things in order to allow access. Therefore, one can assume that, in examining 
the exhibition design, it is possible to identify some recurring elements that structure and 
characterize their display and narrative. 2 

  1- RECURRINg THEMES STRUCTURINg THE MUSEUM ITINERARY

The exhibitions analyzed here include different museographies but the topics discussed remain 
the same when we talk about immigration:

- The Departure   

* �ŶĚƌĞĂ��ĞůĂƉůĂĐĞ͕��ŽĐƚŽƌĂŶƚĞ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĠ�WĂƌŝƐ�ϭ�ʹ�WĂŶƚŚĠŽŶͲ^ŽƌďŽŶŶĞ
1�/�ǁŝůů�ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ�ĚŝīĞƌĞŶƚ�ĞǆĂŵƉůĞƐ�ŽĨ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ďŽƚŚ�ŝŶ��ƵƌŽƉĞ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�ĐŽŶƟŶĞŶƚ�ĂŶĚ�ďŽƚŚ�ĞŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�
ŵƵƐĞƵŵƐ͘

2��ĂǀĂůůŽŶ�:ĞĂŶ͘�>͛ĞǆƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�͗�ƵŶ�ĨŽŶĐƟŽŶŶĞŵĞŶƚ�ŵĠĚŝĂƟƋƵĞ͘�Ͳ�WŽƵƌƋƵŽŝ�ĐŽŶƐŝĚĠƌĞƌ�ů͛ĞǆƉŽƐŝƟŽŶ�ĐŽŵŵĞ�ƵŶ�ŵĠĚŝĂ�͍�/Ŷ͗��ŽƐƐŝĞƌ�
ŵĠĚŝĂŵŽƌƉŚŽƐĞ͕�Ɖ͘Ϯϴ͘�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚƐ͘ŝƌĞǀƵĞƐ͘ŝŶŝƐƚ͘ĨƌͬďŝƚƐƚƌĞĂŵͬŚĂŶĚůĞͬϮϬϰϮͬϮϯϮϳϱͬϮϬϬϯͺϬϵͺϮϳ͘ƉĚĨ͍ƐĞƋƵĞŶĐĞсϭ�;ĂĐĐĞƐƐĞĚ�
ϮϯͬϬϯͬϮϬϭϴͿ͘

+RZ�WR�SXW�PLJUDWLRQ�LQ�D�PXVHXP"�$�UHÁHFWLRQ�RQ�
the museum representation of migration 
Andrea Delaplace*

Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities

http://documents.irevues.inist.fr/bitstream/handle/2042/23275/2003_09_27.pdf?sequence=1
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- The Journey (and border crossing) 
- Arrival and sorting process with local 
authorities (medical visits, refusal or 
acceptance of entry into the host country)
- Adaptation (or not - ‘rooting or not’) in 
the host country
- Contemporary migrations

These themes basically function as 
threads for the museum’s narration 
recounting the experience of migrating.3 
Maps and chronological context (such as 
timelines) are also presented to the visitor 
as historical support but the 

main chronological narration is that of the voyage. 

Departure 
 
The permanent exhibition of the Musée national de l’histoire de l’immigration - MNHI focuses 
RQ�WKH�GHSDUWXUH��QDPH�RI�WKH�ÀUVW�SDUW�RI�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�Repères) and precisely on “small 
objects slipped into the pocket” before departure. A strong emphasis is placed on individual 
memories and personal narratives of departure and travel: the migration experience is presented 
at an individual level (especially when we look at the Galerie des Dons).
 
Different from the permanent exhibitions of the Ellis Island Museum in New York and the 
Museu da Imigração de São Paulo, which support their museum narrative on the building 
history and the path of the immigrant upon his arrival in these places of passage that constitute 
these institutions (the governmental institutions of “sorting” immigrants), the Repères 
exhibition, is organized around concepts, of key words one could say, which guide the migratory 
experience. Thus, it is logical that the exhibition has as a starting point the very idea of   
Departure.

The Journey 

Another master theme central to the migrant experience is the grand narrative of the journey. 
The voyage is the ‘rite of passage’ that transforms and conditions the very status of the 
individual who migrates. To migrate is to cross a sea, an ocean, a desert, a mountain: the 
journey, sometimes dangerous, to reach a new unknown land (which will become his new 
home). Like the myths in which the hero makes an initiatory journey: even if he returns to his 
point of departure (his native country), he is profoundly transformed by this experience. 4 

For example, in the Ellis Island Museum5 there is a ‘grand’ narrative focused on the voyage. But 
is not a chronologically consistent one as visitors travel through different times before and after 
through the different permanent exhibitions that the museum presents. 

Still, the narrative the museum conveys most powerfully is the drama of passing the inspection 
process and making it through Ellis Island’s gate. The inspection drama begins as visitors climb 
the restored stairs to the Great Hall6, which immigrant climbed on their way in to be processed, 

3��ĂƵƌ͕ �:ŽĂĐŚŝŵ͘�͚�ŽŵŵĞŵŽƌĂƟŶŐ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚ�^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ͘�EĂƌƌĂƟǀĞƐ�ŽĨ�dƌĂŶƐĨŽƌŵĂƟŽŶ�Ăƚ��ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�>ŽǁĞƌ�
�ĂƐƚ� ^ŝĚĞ� dĞŶĞŵĞŶƚ�DƵƐĞƵŵ͕͛ � ŝŶ͗� <ƂŶŝŐ͕�Dͬ͘KŚůŝŐĞƌ͕ � Z͘� ;ĞĚ͘Ϳ͕� �ŶůĂƌŐŝŶŐ� �ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ�DĞŵŽƌǇ͘�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�DŽǀĞŵĞŶƚƐ� ŝŶ� ,ŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů�
WĞƌƐƉĞĐƟǀĞ͕�ϮϬϬϲ͕�ϭϯϳͲϭϰϲ͘

4�tĞ�ĂƌĞ�ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ�ŚĞƌĞ�ŽĨ�ƚŚĞ�ŵǇƚŚ�ŽĨ�hůǇƐƐĞƐ�ĂŶĚ�ŚŝƐ�ũŽƵƌŶĞǇ�ƚŽůĚ�ďǇ�,ŽŵĞƌ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�KĚǇƐƐĞǇ͘

5 &Žƌ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƟŽŶ�ƌĞĂĚ͗��ĂƵƌ͕ �:͘�͚ �ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ͕�/ŶĐ͗͘�dŚĞ�DĂŬŝŶŐ�ŽĨ�ĂŶ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂŶ�̂ ŝƚĞ�ŽĨ�DĞŵŽƌǇ͕͛ �ŝŶ͗�'ƌĂďďĞ͕�,͘�:ͬ͘^ĐŚŝŶĚůĞƌ͕ �̂ ͘�;ĞĚ͘Ϳ͕�
dŚĞ�DĞƌŝƚƐ�ŽĨ�DĞŵŽƌǇ͘��ŽŶĐĞƉƚƐ͕��ŽŶƚĞǆƚƐ͕��ĞďĂƚĞƐ͕�ϮϬϬϴ͕�ϭϴϱͲϭϵϲ͘  

ϲ�/Ĩ�ƚŚĞ�ǀŝƐŝƚŽƌ�ĐŚŽŽƐĞƐ�ƚŽ�ƵƐĞ�ĂŶ�ĂƵĚŝŽͲŐƵŝĚĞ͕�ƚŚĞ�ŝƟŶĞƌĂƌǇ�ǁŝůů�ďĞ�ƚŚĞ�ŽŶĞ�ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ�ƚŚĞ�ĨŽŽƚƐƚĞƉƐ�ŽĨ�ŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŚĂůůĞŶŐĞƐ�ƚŚĞǇ�
ĨĂĐĞĚ�ǁŚĞŶ�ĂƌƌŝǀŝŶŐ�Ăƚ��ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ͘�dŚĞ�ĞǆŚŝďŝƟŽŶ�͞dŚƌŽƵŐŚ��ŵĞƌŝĐĂ Ɛ͛�'ĂƚĞ͗�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŝŶŐ�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂŶƚƐ�Ăƚ��ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ�ĨƌŽŵ�ϭϴϵϮ�ƚŽ�ϭϵϮϰ͕͟ �
ŝƐ�ƐĞƚ�ŝŶ�Ă�ƐĞƌŝĞƐ�ŽĨ�ƌŽŽŵƐ�ǁŚŝĐŚ�ǁŚĞƌĞ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂůůǇ�ƵƐĞĚ�ĂƐ�ƉƌŽĐĞƐƐŝŶŐ�ƌŽŽŵƐ͘

Entrance to the Palais de la Porte Dorée that houses Cité Nationale de 
l’Histoire de l’Immigration. Photos by the author, 2015

http://www.die-exponauten.com/cms/upload/pdf/Baur_Commemorating.pdf
http://www.die-exponauten.com/cms/upload/pdf/Baur_Commemorating.pdf
http://www.die-exponauten.com/cms/upload/pdf/Baur_Ellis-Island-Inc.pdf
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observed as they climbed on their way in to be processed, observed as they climbed by doctors 
looking for possible weakness of heart, limb, or mind. 

Another museum that structures its exhibition around the path of a migrant from its departure 
to its arrival in the new country is the Galata Museo del Mare�LQ�*HQRD��,WDO\��8VLQJ�IXOO�
scale reproductions of the housing where migrants used to live in Genoa, passing through 
reproductions of the ships accommodation during their voyage and the houses they would live 
DW�WKHLU�ÀQDO�GHVWLQDWLRQ��WKH�YLVLWRU�LV�LQYLWHG�WR�IROORZ�HYHU\�VWHS�WKH�,WDOLDQ�PLJUDQWV�KDG�WDNHQ�
before and after the ‘crossing’.  

Human Diaspora  or  Immigration as a Human phenomenon 

The issue of migration as part of human nature is often presented to the public to highlight the 
´KXPDQµ�QDWXUH�RI�PLJUDWLRQ��7KH�0XVHX�GD�,PLJUDomR��IRU�H[DPSOH��GHGLFDWHV�WKH�ÀUVW�PRGXOH�
of its exhibition to this theme under the name of ‘Diaspora Humana’ (‘Human Diaspora’). They 
present a video where the visitor can see the different migrations routes that humanity used 
since prehistorical times to populate the earth.

The Red Star Line Museum also presents a chronology from antiquity to today to show how 
human migrations have always existed and how cultural exchanges are essential for humankind.

Workforce - Labor 

The theme of Labor is also central in immigration museums since the vast majority of 
LPPLJUDQWV�OHDYH�WKHLU�FRXQWU\�LQ�VHDUFK�RI�D�EHWWHU�OLIH�DQG�WKLV�JRHV�WKURXJK�ÀQGLQJ�D�QHZ�
a paid position of regular employment. Workplaces, formal or informal, remain the most 
important places of integration for migrants/refugees in their new country. Therefore, it is 
WKURXJK�ZRUN�WKDW�WKH�ÀUVW�VRFLDOL]DWLRQ�WDNHV�SODFH�LQ�WKH�QHZ�VRFLDO�DQG�HFRQRPLF�FRQWH[W��

In its permanent exhibitions the Musée national de l’Histoire de l’immigration and the Museu 
da Imigração, show the importance of work in creating a new network for the newly arriving 
migrants. By presenting working tools among other artifacts, these museum points to the 
relevance of migrants as a working force helping to build economic prosperity in their new 
home country.

  2- ICONIC ObjECTS: THE IMpORTANCE OF THE ObjECT AS A MEMORIAl SUppORT

These themes presented above are often linked visually to the staging of a series of iconic 
objects, usually personal items such as luggage, travel documents (passports), migrants’ letters, 
passports, clothes or toys for babies and 
children7. These objects are frequently used 
for their effective visual impact and their 
immediate connection with the themes of the 
exhibition. They are rarely of historical or 
artistic value in themselves still they embody 
the memory of migration and have a strong 
visual impact.

In exhibitions dealing with the theme 
of immigration, whether temporary or 
SHUPDQHQW��ZH�ÀQG�D�UHFXUULQJ�mise-en-scène 
that evokes the “migrant experience”. This 
presentation of objects is characterized by a 
desire to immerse the visitor in the museum 

7  dŚĞ�ďŽŽŬ�ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ�ďǇ�ƚŚĞ�DŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵ�ŝŶ�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ�WĞĕĂ�Ă�ƉĞĕĂ�ŚŝŐŚůŝŐŚƚƐ�ƚŚĞ�ĐŽŵŵŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�ĚĂŝůǇ�ŽďũĞĐƚƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�ĂƌĞ�ƉĂƌƚ�ŽĨ�
ƚŚĞ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶ͘��

Dolls from the 19th century, Museu da Imigração, São Paulo. 
Photos by the author, 2015
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narrative and thus create a sensory link 
between the displays and the visitor.
The suitcase remains the iconic object of 
immigration par excellence: whether presented 
alone or in support of interactive devices, it 
represents the ‘magic box’ that contains the 
objects chosen by the immigrant during his 
departure and who will accompany him on his 
journey to always remind him of his origins.

The moment of departure is crucial for those 
who decide to leave, to leave their country 
and to embark on the unknown that is the 
‘journey’, dangerous in many cases, to access 
a new life.

Once the sorting of memories and objects to 
bring with oneself8, the suitcase presents itself 
as the “sacred” receptacle of these precious 
memories of a world which will remain in the 
past of those who leaves: 
Thus, the suitcase would be this container that 
contains “memory objects” chosen by their 
personal symbolic importance, real relics that 
are supposed to recall and, to a certain extent, 
put in contact the one who possesses them 

with his past and his family. The crossing to the unknown is done with his suitcase and the relics 
it contains: symbol par excellence of the traveler and also that of the immigrant, the exile.

2QH�RI�WKH�DFWLYLWLHV�RIIHUHG�WR�YLVLWRUV�RI�WKH����3ULQFHOHW�6WUHHW�SURMHFW�LQ�/RQGRQ�LV�WR�DVN�WKH�
public what would be the object they would choose to bring with them if they were to leave 
their home / country forever. This choice is very personal and intimate but some objects are 
quite common such as: family photographic albums.

  3 – AN EvOCATIvE FRAMEwORK: wHEN ARCHITECTURE SUppORTS THE MUSEUM   
        NARRATIvE 

The architectural context of migration museums often complements the visual communicative 
DSSDUDWXV�RI�WKHVH�H[KLELWLRQV�DQG�IXUWKHU�DPSOLÀHV�WKHLU�LPSDFW�. These museums are usually 
located in places that have a history related to migration, such as docklands, border or departure 
WRZQV��DQG�QHLJKERUKRRGV�ZKLFK�KDYH�VXIIHUHG�LQWHQVH�PLJUDWLRQ�ÁRZV��)XUWKHUPRUH��VRPH�
museums are located at historical buildings connected with stories of migration and bearing 
itself a memory of migration making them very emblematic buildings10. 

It is necessary to historicize theses lieux de mémoire 11(memorial spaces) and lieux de passage12 

ϴ��ĞďĂƌǇ͕ �KĐƚĂǀĞ�Ğƚ�dƵƌŐĞŽŶ͕�>ĂƵƌŝĞƌ�;ĚŝƌĞĐƟŽŶͿ͘�KďũĞƚƐ�Ğƚ�ŵĠŵŽŝƌĞ͘�&ƌĂŶĐĞ͗��ĚŝƟŽŶƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�DĂŝƐŽŶ�ĚĞƐ�ƐĐŝĞŶĐĞƐ�ĚĞ�ů͛ŚŽŵŵĞ�ʹ�WĂƌŝƐ͕�
ϮϬϬϳ͘�

9�>ĂŶǌ͕�&ƌĂŶĐĞƐĐĂ͘�ͨ �̂ ƚĂŐŝŶŐ�DŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�;ŝŶͿ�DƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ʹ ���ƌĞĨůĞĐƚŝŽŶ�ŽŶ��ǆŚŝďŝƚŝŽŶ��ĞƐŝŐŶ�WƌĂĐƚŝĐĞƐ�ĨŽƌ�ƚŚĞ�ZĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ�ŽĨ�DŝŐƌĂƚŝŽŶ�
ŝŶ��ƵƌŽƉĞĂŶ��ŽŶƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�DƵƐĞƵŵƐ͘�ͩ�/Ŷ�DƵƐĞƵŵ�Θ�^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕�DĂƌĐŚ�ϮϬϭϲ͘

10  �ůů�ƚŚĞ�ƚŚƌĞĞ�ŵƵƐĞƵŵƐ�ƚŚĂƚ�/�ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ�ŝŶ�ŵǇ�ƚŚĞƐŝƐ�ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ�ĂƌĞ�ůŽĐĂƚĞĚ�Ăƚ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ŚŝƐƚŽƌŝĐĂů�ďƵŝůĚŝŶŐƐ͗�ƚŚĞ�WĂůĂŝƐ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�WŽƌƚĞ��ŽƌĠĞ 
ŝŶ�WĂƌŝƐ͕�ƚŚĞ�,ŽƐƉĞĚĂƌŝĂ�ĚŽ�ŝŵŝŐƌĂŶƚĞ�ŝŶ�^ĆŽ�WĂƵůŽ�ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ��ůůŝƐ�/ƐůĂŶĚ�DƵƐĞŵ�ŝŶ�EĞǁ�zŽƌŬ͘�

11�EŽƌĂ͕�WŝĞƌƌĞ�;ĚŝƌĞĐƟŽŶͿ͘�>ĞƐ�ůŝĞƵǆ�ĚĞ�DĠŵŽŝƌĞ͘�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�͗��ĚŝƟŽŶƐ�'ĂůůŝŵĂƌĚ͕�ϭϵϵϮ͘

12�'ƌĞĞŶ͕�EĂŶĐǇ�>͘�ͨ�dƌĂŶƐͲĨƌŽŶƟĞƌĞƐ�͗�WŽƵƌ��ƵŶĞ�ĂŶĂůǇƐĞ�ĚĞƐ�ůŝĞƵǆ�ĚĞ�ƉĂƐƐĂŐĞ�͕ͩ�^ŽĐŝŽͲĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐŝĞ� �Ŷ�ůŝŐŶĞ͕�ϲ�ͮ�ϭϵϵϵ͕�ŽŶůŝŶĞ�
ůĞ�ϭϱ�ũĂŶǀŝĞƌ�ϮϬϬϯ͕�ĐŽŶƐƵůƚĠ�ůĞ�Ϯϱ�ũƵŝŶ�ϮϬϭϵ͘�hZ>͗�ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬũŽƵƌŶĂůƐ͘ŽƉĞŶĞĚŝƟŽŶ͘ŽƌŐͬƐŽĐŝŽͲĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐŝĞͬϭϭϬ�͖��K/�͗�ϭϬ͘ϰϬϬϬͬƐŽĐŝŽͲ
ĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐŝĞ͘ϭϭϬ

Top: Museu da Imigração. Bottom: Ellis Island Immigration 
Museum. Photos by the author, 2015
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(transit spaces such as ports, train stations, 
airports but also temporary constructions created 
to hold and control migrants) while releasing 
their deep socio-anthropological sense. These 
VSDFHV�RI�ZDLWLQJ�DQG�FRQÁLFW�ZHUH�PLJUDQWV�
were processed and had their destinies changed 
forever are now ‘monuments’ to the memory 
immigration. It is very paradoxical to have 
those impressive buildings, once abandoned 
facilities, turned now into Museums dedicated 
to the history of immigration (a non-lieux13 
phenomenon). 

Conclusion: 

Artworks, personal items, audio-video 
testimonials, real scale reconstructions, common 
iconic objects such as suitcases and passports, 
and highly scenographic and interactive displays, 
are often used in the new museography presented 
by immigration or emigration museums  and 
DUH�XQGRXEWHGO\�HIÀFDFLRXV���WKH\�KDYH�D�VWURQJ�
visual impact that make it easier to understand 
and remember what’s on display. All these exhibit solutions are largely characterized by the 
intention to stimulate empathy14 in the visitor toward the story told and aimed at achieving a 
greater visitor involvement.

Also, the visual language adopted is different when the exhibition deals with contemporary 
migrations rather than with historical migrations. Museums dealing with contemporary 
migration15 frequently resort to more temporary displays where artworks, videos, and graphic 
design play an important role. On the other hand, museums presenting historical migrations, 
RIWHQ�WKH�ELJ�PLJUDWLRQ�ZDYHV�IURP�(XURSH�WR�WKH�$PHULFDQ�FRQWLQHQW�DW�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH���th 
century and the beginning of the 20th, would involve more permanent galleries and full scale 
UHSURGXFWLRQV�WR�LPPHUJH�WKH�YLVLWRU�LQ�WKDW�VSHFLÀF�SHULRG�LQ�WKH�SDVW�

Both undoubtedly work in creating a strong synergy with the museum narrative and the 
collection. Nevertheless, by repeating the same thematic approaches and using the same iconic 
REMHFWV��H[KLELWLRQV�PD\�FUHDWH�DQ�RYHUVLPSOLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�XOWLPDWHO\�EH�XQDEOH�WR�UDLVH�TXHVWLRQV�
RU�IRVWHU�RWKHU�SHUVSHFWLYHV�RU�GLVVHQW��WKXV�IDLOLQJ�WR�FUHDWH�WKH�FRQWH[W�IRU�UHÁHFWLRQ�DQG�
serious contemplation that the topic of migration deserves. Hence, migration museums should 
encourage more multivocal projects and exhibitions, engaging different migrant communities to 
collaborate with them.

13 �ƵŐĠ͕�DĂƌĐ͘�>ĞƐ�EŽŶͲůŝĞƵǆ�ʹ/ŶƚƌŽĚƵĐƚŝŽŶ�ă�ƵŶĞ�ĂŶƚŚƌŽƉŽůŽŐŝĞ�ĚĞ�ůĂ�ƐƵƌŵŽĚĞƌŶŝƚĠ͘�&ƌĂŶĐĞ�͗��ĚŝƟŽŶƐ�^ĞƵŝů͕�ϭϵϵϮ͘

14�>ĂŶĚƐďĞƌŐ͕��ůŝƐŽŶ͘�͞DĞŵŽƌǇ͕ ��ŵƉĂƚŚǇ͕ �ĂŶĚ�ƚŚĞ�WŽůŝƟĐƐ�ŽĨ�/ĚĞŶƟĮĐĂƟŽŶ͟�ŝŶ͗�/ŶƚĞƌŶĂƟŽŶĂů�:ŽƵƌŶĂů�ŽĨ�WŽůŝƟĐƐ͕��ƵůƚƵƌĞ͕�ĂŶĚ�^ŽĐŝĞƚǇ�
sŽů͘�ϮϮ͕�EŽ͘�Ϯ͕�^ƉĞĐŝĂů�/ƐƐƵĞ͗�DĞŵŽƌǇ�ĂŶĚ�DĞĚŝĂ�^ƉĂĐĞ�;:ƵŶĞ�ϮϬϬϵͿ͕�ƉƉ͘�ϮϮϭͲϮϮϵ͘

15�/�ŽƌŐĂŶŝǌĞĚ�ƚǁŽ�ĐŽŶĨĞƌĞŶĐĞƐ�ŽŶ�ƚŚĞ�ƐƵďũĞĐƚ͕�ĐĂůůĞĚ�ͨ�,ĞƌŝƚĂŐĞ͕�/ŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶ�ĂŶĚ�dĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇ�&ĂďƌŝĐĂƟŽŶƐ�ͩ�ŝŶ�EŽǀĞŵďĞƌ�ϮϬϭϲ�Ăƚ�
�ĞĂĐŽŶƐĮĞůĚ�'ĂůůĞƌǇ�>ŽŶĚŽŶ�;ŚƩƉ͗ͬͬďůŽŐ͘ĂƉĂŚĂƵ͘ŽƌŐͬũŽƵƌŶĞĞͲĚĞƚƵĚĞƐͲŚĞƌŝƚĂŐĞͲŝŵŵŝŐƌĂƟŽŶͲĂŶĚͲƚĞŵƉŽƌĂƌǇͲĨĂďƌŝĐĂƟŽŶƐͲůŽŶĚƌĞƐͲ
ϭϵͲŶŽǀĞŵďƌĞͲϮϬϭϲͬͿ�ĂŶĚ�ŝŶ�:ĂŶƵĂƌǇ�ϮϬϭϳ�Ăƚ�hŶŝǀĞƌƐŝƚĠ�WĂƌŝƐ�ϭ�WĂŶƚŚĠŽŶͲ^ŽƌďŽŶŶĞ�ŝŶ�WĂƌŝƐ�;ŚƩƉƐ͗ͬͬŚŝƉĂŵ͘ŚǇƉŽƚŚĞƐĞƐ͘ŽƌŐͬϴϯͿ͘

Entrance to Ellis Island Museum, New York. Photos by the 
author, 2014
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Since the unveiling of the National Slavery Monument in 2002, the Keti Koti (Break the Chains) 
Festival has been held annually on 1 July in the Oosterpark in Amsterdam. From the town 
hall a procession moves to the park with music groups and hundreds of kotomisis: women in 
Surinamese costumes. Koto is the Sranan word for the multi-coloured wide dress and a misi is a 
woman. The women wear an angisa on their heads: an artfully folded headscarf.

For years I have been fascinated by this clothing and especially by the stories that are told 
DERXW�LW��0\�YHU\�ÀUVW�LQWURGXFWLRQ�ZDV�D�VPDOO�H[KLELWLRQ�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V�LQ�WKH�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�
$UFKLYH�IRU�WKH�:RPHQ·V�0RYHPHQW��,Q������,�ZDV�LQ�6XULQDPH�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�DQG�,�YLVLWHG�
Christine van Russel-Henar. After a long bike ride through Paramaribo I arrived in the suburb of 
Livorno, where she had set up a small Koto museum in the yard of her home. Her mother, Ilse 
Henar-Hewitt, had started researching and collecting traditional creole women’s garments in 
WKH�ODWH�����V�DQG�&KULVWLQH�IROORZHG�LQ�KHU�IRRWVWHSV��%RWK�ZRPHQ�JDWKHUHG�NQRZOHGJH�IURP�
older women, who told them, among other things, about the names of the cloths and the binding 
methods of the scarfs.

Slavery

Christine wrote the book Angisa Tori, the secret language of Suriname’s headscarves. Tori 
means story. This narrative of the unique Surinamese costume touches on the history of slavery. 
The koto�LV�VXUURXQGHG�ZLWK�PDQ\�FRQÁLFWLQJ�VWRULHV��7KH�ZLGH�GUHVV�ZRXOG�KDYH�EHHQ�GHYLVHG�
by the jealous white wives of the plantation owners, who could not keep their hands off the 
beautiful female slaves. A source from around 1820 speaks of the “Concubines of the white man 

Angisa on Top

Gerrit Schouten, Diorama of Slavedanse, 1830. ©  Rijksmuseum Amsterdam

Annemarie de Wildt*

* �ŶŶĞŵĂƌŝĞ�ĚĞ�tŝůĚƚ͕��ƵƌĂƚŽƌ�Ăƚ��ŵƐƚĞƌĚĂŵ�DƵƐĞƵŵ

Migration:Cities  |  (im)migration 
and arrival cities
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or the missis” with whom the Dutch settlers 
showed off in the streets of Paramaribo.1 
 
The drawings of P.J. Benoit from around 1830 
show beautifully dressed enslaved women 
RQ�WKHLU�ZD\�WR�FKXUFK�RU�D�SDUW\��7KH�ÀHOG�
slaves on the plantations usually wore, just like 
women in West Africa, only a pangi (loincloth) 
and a headscarf, which, in addition to keeping 
the sun out, also helped to balance the things 
they wore on their heads. The word angisa 
DSSHDUV�IRU�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH�LQ�ZULWLQJ�LQ�������
In those days there is also talk of headscarves 
with spells, also an African custom.2

Covered breasts

The increasingly wider skirts of the koto 
have a kinship with the enlarging of hips and 
buttocks of African women through clothing, 
EXW�DOVR�ZLWK�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\�queue de Paris 
with which European women accentuated 
their rear. The yaki (short jacket) of the 
koto�LV�WUXO\�(XURSHDQ��,Q������D�QHZ�
criminal regulation came into existence in 
the colony. Women were forbidden to walk 
around with bare torso any longer. This was 
part of the Christianization and civilization 
campaign of the Dutch after the abolition of slavery in 1863.

$URXQG������ZDV�WKH�ÁRZHULQJ�SHULRG�RI�WKH�kotomisi. Photos of the streets and markets of 
Paramaribo show Creole women wearing a koto and angisa��7KH�VTXDUH�FORWKV�RI����E\����FP�
the angisa’s are folded with, are also called angisa. Every new design that appeared in stores 
was given a name, such as “atibron e gi berouw - anger brings repentance”.  This referred to 
a relationship between two women, one of whom had run away angry. The collection of the 
Koto Museum also includes angisa�FORWK�DERXW�WKH�ELUWK�RI�WULSOHWV��WKH�VHOI�FRQÀGHQFH�RI�
prostitutes, the discovery of gold, migration and political power struggle. There are also cloths 
on the subject of the Dutch royal family, the commemoration of the abolition of slavery and 
LQGHSHQGHQFH��������

Not only the names and design of the 
cloths, but also the method of binding 
communicates messages. The well-
known model “Let them talk”, for 
example, means: let them gossip, 
I don’t care. If the points are up it is 
clear that the wearer is angry. From the 
����V�RQZDUGV��WKH�koto became more 
and more exclusively the daily wear of 
working class creole women.  Middle-
class black women wore the dress only 
during festivities, such as July 1 and 
on birthdays, especially Bigi Jari, the 
crown years.

Top: RP-T-1994-281-35  Vrouw in koto misi, Jacob Marius 
Adriaan Martini van Geffen, 1860. Bottom: Marketwomen at 
Heiligenweg, Eugen Klein (attributed to) 1900 – 1905. 
©  Rijksmuseum Amsterdam

Part of the Slavery trail though the Golden Age exhibition, 2013. Quote of 
winti-priestress Marian Markelo about the unpaid labour of her ancestors 
that helped create the Amsterdam canalhouses. © Amsterdam Museum
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Cultural heritage

,OVH�+HQDU·V�TXHVW�EHJDQ�LQ�WKH�ODWH�����V�ZLWK�D�TXHVWLRQ�
from American expats about the history of koto and 
angisa. Ilse realized that she knew nothing about it, 
and started her research, inspired by her grandmother, 
who had been a kotomisi all her life. The investigation 
of this cultural heritage was not limited to clothing but 
also focused on the feasts for which the enslaved women 
dressed up as best as they could. Twice a year there was a 
feast on the plantation, around the distribution of fabrics 
and tobacco. 

The two or three days and nights of singing and dancing 
were led by the Sisi, the main house slave, often also the 
owner’s concubine.3 On the drawings of Benoit the Sisi 
can be seen with a hat, because it was more chic than a 
headscarf. 

Such parties, so-called Du’s, were also held in the city of Paramaribo. Christine Henar and other 
UHVHDUFKHUV�RI�WKH�FXOWXUH�RI�WKH�HQVODYHG�DOVR�EHJDQ�WR�VWDJH�'X·V�IURP�WKH�����V�RQZDUGV��6LVL�
Slijngaard played an important role. She was not only a professional embroiderer and angisa-
folder, but also keen on collecting knowledge and passing it on. Sisi and Christine were also 
the driving forces behind the theatre performance Na Gowtu Du�LQ�������7KHVH�SHUIRUPDQFHV�
also came to the Netherlands and in particular to Amsterdam, where there has been a large 
6XULQDPHVH�FRPPXQLW\�VLQFH�LQGHSHQGHQFH�LQ������4

Let them talk

The visit to the Koto museum inspired the design of 
the slavery trail through the Golden Age exhibition at 
the Amsterdam Museum in 2013, the year 150 years of 
abolition was commemorated. 

Descendants of enslaved now living in Amsterdam 
reacted to objects and texts from the 17th and 18th 
century, when Amsterdam was co-owner of Suriname. 
Their statements referred to the forced labour that 
contributed to the Amsterdam circle of canals and the 
biased image of the paintings. We printed these quotes on material from the Koto museum, 
crowned by a “Let them talk” angisa. With this the Amsterdam Museum wanted to spread 
the message: listen to the sadness and anger that descendants still feel about slavery. In 2013, 
WKH�$PVWHUGDP�0XVHXP�DOVR�FRQGXFWHG�ÀHOG�UHVHDUFK�LQWR�FRQWHPSRUDU\�$PVWHUGDP�koto’s 
and angisa’s. On July 1, during Keti Koti, we set up a photo studio in Oosterpark and we 
photographed more than 150 people in their festive clothes. A large group of museum colleagues 
and volunteers conducted short interviews asking them: what do you wear and why? Photos and 
stories are stored on the website.5

Intangible heritage

In the meantime, both koto and angisa have been included in the Intangible Cultural Heritage 
inventory in both Suriname and the Netherlands. There is a lively interaction between the 
Netherlands and Suriname. Some women go there to have their koto’s and angisa’s made, but 
there are also designers and angisa-folders in the Netherlands. Afro-Surinamese women in the 
Netherlands are more inclined to experiment. A good example is Jane Stjeward-Schubert who 

Cornellie & Euridyce Park (left) and Jane Dundas 
(right) on July 1st 2013 at the Keti Koto festival in 
the Oosterpark. © Amsterdam Museum 

Fotostudio Amsterdam Museum at Keti Koti 
festival, 2013. © Annemarie de Wildt
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came to the Netherlands at the age of 16. When she was 
about 30 years old she was asked: what is so beautiful 
about Surinamese culture? She had no answer, but started 
her own journey of discovery, participated in Koto shows 
and went to Suriname to learn the art of angisa folding 
from elder women, such as Sisi Slijngaard. I recently 
made a video portrait of her.6 She explains that she 
also started making angisa hats, using similar folding 
techniques. She is especially proud of the model “Angisa 
RQ�WRSµ��,W�LV�KHU�UHDFWLRQ�WR�WKH�6LVL�ÀJXUH��WKH�GDUOLQJ�
of the master, who had to wear a hat over her angisa. In 
Jane’s model, the angisa is put “on top.”

Connections

A beautiful explanation of heritage is: “a connection in time between people”.7 The women 
who are now learning from each other to fold angisa’s and make koto’s are part of a web of 
connections between Africa, South America and Europe. My tori about angisa’s also shows 
how inseparable material and immaterial heritage are, and how women have been passing on 
knowledge of matter and techniques to each other for centuries.
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