The city museum and the multicultural challenge to modern life

By Joergen Selmer, Director, Museum of Copenhagen

There is a continuing debate in the Danish capital, Copenhagen, in the other Nordic Capitals, and in many other big cities in Europe about the integration of refugees and immigrants from non-western countries 

In our relatively homogeneous Nordic societies we are not yet used to the new multicultural reality that we have become part over the last few decades. The affair of the cartoon is a well-known example of that!

The Museum of Copenhagen, which is now 100 years old, has always worked with cultural differences. Thus it ought to be the obvious place to tell immigrants from  other ethnic backgrounds about the history of the city they have moved to, and explain to the locals that in fact there have always been newcomers in the city, and these newcomers  have brought economic growth and creativity to the city. This has given the city museum the opportunity to create understanding between different ethnic groups by showing the positive impact of cultural differences throughout history. Through a common knowledge of the city’s history we can ensure a better understanding between different groups of the population as a basis for a better life for all the city’s people.

Does this sound romantic and unrealistic?  Perhaps it does, not only because history shows us that problems between local inhabitants and immigrants go right back to the middle ages, but also because it has proved much more difficult than we thought for us with our academic museum background to reach out to unskilled people from foreign countries.

Nevertheless, for the last 10 years at the Museum of Copenhagen we have worked with these thoughts as a basis to try to fulfil our part in the integration process and we are making progress. 

The mission of the museum and the political debate

The Museum of Copenhagen is owned by the Municipality of Copenhagen. For the municipality and all the political parties it is of the greatest importance that all our activities are centred on our citizens and their perspectives, including immigrants, and their descendants, (approximately 20 % of the population).  We also must bear in mind that only 50,000 of the 1.5 million people of Copenhagen go to the museum in the course of a year.

With this background we have drawn up a new mission statement, which reads: “The Museum of Copenhagen must help strengthen the feeling of identity of our citizens and our various ethnic groups, thus enhancing social development and the feeling of “belonging”, and providing coherence to the city.”

This implies that amongst many other purposes we must use the museum as an active player in the integration of newcomers to the city. But what this means is not clear.   For some politicians this means that immigrants must be fully integrated with Danish culture, become like Danes, and that the museum can help in that process.

For other politicians this means that both immigrants and Danes must be integrated with a new multicultural global reality, where dialogue between cultures is the way forward. Here the museums can be used in strengthening the self-consciousness of both Danish and immigrant cultures, thus helping people to learn about and respect other, different cultures that they come in contact with. 

The Multicultural Urban Space – a Scandinavian Perspective

Museums provide a historical perspective on cultural differences. It is therefore natural that most city museums are interested and involved in multiculturalism.  Indeed,  CAMOC’s founding congress in Moscow in 2005 only confirmed this.

In the capital city museums of Scandinavia we have responded to our changing world and have begun a programme of co-operation. This will put the debate about the multicultural city into perspective and highlight the similarities and differences between the Scandinavian capitals as they were and as they are today.  This debate often lacks the cultural-historical viewpoint that museums can offer, helping both native and immigrant populations to gain an understanding of the “stage” upon which they perform. 

We have made a start by creating an overview of experience gained from research and promotion projects in the five capital city museums. This includes similarities and differences in choice of topic and promotion strategies. 

Our first common research project carries the working title: “Fear and Joy in the Scandinavian Capitals.” In this we will utilize a specific museum promotion technique to examine comparable cultural environments and urban areas in the Scandinavian capitals now and in the recent past.

All of us, given our various backgrounds, have different feelings about the visible manifestations of the multicultural city: the urban space. Here emerge many myths about “them” or “the others.” In our study examples we will specify two urban areas in each capital, which distinguish themselves markedly from each other by virtue of their cultural profile. We will also test a number of issues about them:

· Specific parts of the city often arouse both negative and positive feelings. How do these feelings vary from one population group to the other? And to what extent are these areas inhabited by groups that contribute to the positive or negative image?

· Where are the most significant urban areas in the Scandinavian capitals?

· Does this reveal a pattern?

· Do these urban areas spread like “waves” over a period? Is there a difference in tempo in these “wave patterns” in the Scandinavian capitals?

· To what extent is it a question of immigration and to what extent a question of social class differences? Is it a question of a general “urban fear” of the dangers of city life in areas where immigration is not necessarily an issue?

· To what extent are both fear and joy associated with the same urban areas, but perceived differently by different population groups?

· Are there special urban areas that are only associated with joy? What is characteristic for them? Are there specific symbolic objects, buildings, behaviour patterns, which museums ought to collect or to document in order to cast light on the urban fear and joy in the city?

· Is it possible to classify these symbolic elements as:

· those determined by the Scandinavian welfare system

· those from other European or North American sources

· and those from non-Western immigrants’ native countries?

· How do the existing architecture, city planning and housing policy affect the development of urban areas by creating locations with positive or negative associations?

· Can the work of the city museum with historical areas of the city make use of its knowledge to encourage city planning which recognizes people’s varying cultural backgrounds and the resulting varying patterns of activity in the city? And is this a desirable goal?

Multicultural Everyday Life
The streets and squares of the city are a stage which reveals cultural variations to everyone. But it is in people’s private lives, at home, and especially on festive occasions, that culture and religion are uppermost. This was most evident at the museum at Christmas, when during the 1990’s we experienced increasing difficulty in getting across to school children with our traditional Christmas exhibition. This was due both to the increasing numbers of non-Christian children in school classes, and to the increasing tendency for “Christian” families in the secular Danish society not to tell their children about the background to our Christmas traditions.

We have therefore abandoned our traditional Christmas exhibition and replaced it with a dialogue-based exhibition entitled “People celebrate.”  The idea behind the exhibition is that the classes visiting the exhibition include many non-Christian children. In keeping with the multicultural nature of Copenhagen today, many of the children celebrate other festivals than Christmas, Easter and Whitsun. The focal point of the exhibition is thus the major festivals of Christmas, Chanukah and Ramadan - festivals associated with Christianity, Judaism and Islam. The exhibition displays differences as well as similarities – at each festival there are gifts, special meals and the coming together of family and friends. But there are also differences, because Christians celebrate Christmas in different ways; and different types of food are used to celebrate the end of Ramadan in Copenhagen, Morocco and Pakistan.

The exhibition has given rise to a good deal of debate about difference and likeness, and to a useful dialogue about what “Danishness” is, and can be – or speculation about whether the prayer mat was a flying carpet, since there was a compass on it to show the way. Pupils have had the opportunity to give accounts of their own festivals, and at the same time to interpret and debate each other’s festivals and traditions. Whilst teaching in the younger classes has concentrated on the festivals of the three religions - Christianity, Judaism and Islam – the idea behind teaching for the older classes has been that the museum’s own instructors should pave the way for an understanding of the meaning of religion in the pupils’ everyday lives and in modern society. The pupils interpreted, either on their own or with the help of the instructors, the three exhibited religions, and the characteristics and symbols of their festivals. They finished with an oral presentation by the pupils, in which they should stress the religions and the differences and similarities in the festivals. In order to give an extra dimension to the teaching, to motivate the pupils in a special way, they were given practical exercises and “attitude games”, which challenged them to consider the role of religion in their daily lives and in modern society, and to defend their points of view. They were supposed to reach a clear understanding that the themes of the exhibition had obvious relevance to their own daily lives. 

The Multicultural Historic City: Audioguide

Dialogue is an effective means of communication when teaching, but we cannot have guides available all the time, and our permanent exhibitions are not designed to make history accessible and relevant to a non-Western public. We have tried to solve this problem without re-designing the exhibitions, but through special guided tours and specific audio guides to our permanent galleries, where we tell the history of the city from a multicultural point of view. Although the exhibitions are not created from that point of view, we put this alternative aspect on top of the exhibitions and thus make them relevant to people with a non-European background. 

For example, one section of the exhibition portrays the life of the 18th century aristocracy. The alternative audioguide emphasizes the cultural diversity that Copenhagen possessed at that time. The audioguide speaks of goods imported from the whole world, especially China, of black servants as status symbols in refined homes, that top civil servants were German and that the best craftsmen were Italian. It also speaks of how the autocratic king, just as in today’s totalitarian regimes, made sure that pictures and statues of him constantly reminded citizens of who was in charge. It speaks of public executions, appalling prisons, and other conditions which are still prevalent in many countries today. It also speaks of the good initiatives undertaken by the king to govern the country, to improve the economy and trade, and to ensure a stable society. The information invites the public to give thought to positive and negative aspects of the past, and to parallels with the present day.

We felt that this was extremely good, and many Danish visitors praised it. But an immigrant – even a well-educated one – from a country where the custom is for authorities such as public museums and state schools to dictate people’s opinions, will find it frustrating that an audioguide cannot make up its mind as to whether absolute monarchy was a good or a bad thing for Copenhagen and Denmark.  Many people want an “official” version of good and bad. We provide an “either/or.”

Language Schools and Democracy
Democracy is the foundation of our society, and the museum plays an important role in explaining the historical background to our democracy, and how democracy permeates everything in our daily lives. We are also aware that Denmark 150 years ago was very similar to many of the undemocratic societies that many immigrants today come from.

It was on this background that our educational department in 2005 together with The Workers Museum and The National Museum developed programmes dealing with our democratic institutions and the welfare-state in a historic perspective under the headline:

“From absolute monarchy to democracy” 

This was specially targeted at language schools, where refugees and immigrants of all nationalities learn the Danish language. Language schools provide the museum with its only forum for meeting all nationalities. The programme took the students through two hundred years of Copenhagen’s history. The school service has published teaching material on “Copenhagen’s new citizens.” This explains the government of Copenhagen during the past five hundred years, whilst telling of the city’s immigrants during the same period. The story of the life of the city and its immigrants is linked with the rights and duties that a citizen of Copenhagen had under a totalitarian regime, and has under a democratic regime.

The programme has been developed with a special sequence where we begin with people’s everyday life a hundred years ago and today, and thereby explains what democracy means for the individual and for society a hundred years ago and today.

This narrative makes the museum a good instrument for describing everyday life and the tendencies that have created today’s democratic welfare state: the revolt of the citizenry against absolute monarchy in the 19th century, the trade union movement, the women’s movement and the political struggle to realize the promises the Constitution makes about quality, equal opportunity, freedom of religion and freedom of trade.

The Museum and the weakest groups: The New Immigrants
Together with five  other museums and The Royal Theatre we are at this moment developing a narrow contact with the voluntary organizations that welcome foreign refugees when they arrive in Denmark. We call the project “the new Danes and the cultural institutions”.

The major goal is to open cultural institutions to “new Danes.” The Museum of Copenhagen decided to do this in collaboration with the Danish Refugee Council. The target group was the voluntary workers and their clients in the Danish Refugee Council, and at the Museum of Copenhagen the aim was to make this group aware that the museum was a far more versatile place than they realized. We used a brochure “Shall we meet at the Museum of Copenhagen?” to invite the voluntary workers and their clients to shared experiences: guided tours, language training – and generally to use the museum as a shared framework for their activity.

Starting with physical objects recognizable to everyone, we open up a dialogue between the volunteer and the refugee about conditions in the refugee’s home country compared to conditions in Denmark today and in the past. This makes it possible to pass on knowledge about:

How does a typical family live in Copenhagen? Who takes care of the children? Are girls and boys brought up differently? Where does the family shop? Is the mother working outside the home or does she work at home raising her children? 

Pictures and objects are available for all to touch and the voluntary guides are provided with small stories about norms and traditions in the old days, which they may tell along with their own telling about their own life in the city and their discussions of which attitudes to have to what creates a good family. 

By using the voluntary refugee helper as a link between the museum and the refugee, we can break down the barrier to the academic, didactic museum.

Conclusion and the future

I have above brought you some examples of how we work with the multicultural aspect at the museum of Copenhagen. We know that we still have a lot to learn.

Somehow we are facing a double barrier: first to make contact with a larger share of the Danish population and then further to get in contact with  immigrants and refugees that belong to social classes and interest groups that even if they were Danish would not come to the museum voluntarily. We have experienced that the cultural gap between us and them is much bigger than we have thought. Showing naked statues from the 19th century or attracting muslims to the Royal Ballet is more difficult.  

It is less obvious when we just try to tell how our city functions, and how it has developed over the centuries. We have to be more clear and concrete in our way of communicating to avoid the problems of language and understanding difficulties.

An unintended, positive result of these efforts has been that our written material for immigrants and refugees is perhaps more popular among the Danish public themselves. Maybe because many of them also need to be ”integrated” in their own culture and know nearly as little of their own city’s history as the newcomers.

Another issue is the role of the foreign cultures themselves in the city. It is mainly other cultural institutions that give place for the different nationalities to present their own culture, while the role of the city museum has only been to tell the city’s history. Foreign cultures are included only as they become a part of the Danish culture.  This will be a working issue in the coming years. The European Commission has announced the year 2008 as the year of “Cultural dialogue”. That has inspired us to let our cultural “Golden Days” festival in Copenhagen focus on dialogue in that year. 

Golden Days in Copenhagen is a collaborative organisation that comprises approximately 50 institutions operating within the city’s cultural and tourist life. Great emphasis is placed on ensuring that interdisciplinary work carried out on the basis of a central theme is at the heart of the festival. Arranging such a festival entails development, coordination, and marketing of cultural activities and events that comprise exhibitions, concerts, theatre, readings, and much more.

Through the festival the City Museum and all the other institutions hope to focus on the importance of museums and cultural life in integration issues. We hope to change our current situation, where the integration work is financed by private funds and temporary funds in the Ministry of Culture and the Ministry of Integration, to a situation where integration is a highly profiled part of our work, founded on a stable financial background.

The basis for this is obvious. Seen in the light of the cartoon affair that has jolted  Danish self-esteem, will this lead to more confrontation or to more dialogue? The museum will work for dialogue. 

It is good this seems to be a common purpose for many city museums around the world. People of the world today live in cities. Here we see the benefits of different cultures inspiring each other and the problems of many cultures living close together. It is in the cities we must find the way to exist in mutual respect. Cultural understanding and knowledge of historic backgrounds makes this easier, and here the city museums have an important role to play.
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