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The debate on Europe’s imperial past and colonial legacies has intensi
fied in recent years, and museums have become the sub ject of—and 
a site for—such dis cussions. Katrin Sieg pro vides an over view. Ap
proach ing ‘European ization as a con dition of de colon izing post national 
com munity’ (p. 11), she looks at local, na tional, and Euro pean mu seums, 
mostly in West ern Europe, and espe cially in Ger many. De colonizing 
German and Euro pean His tory at the Mu seum paints a vivid pic ture of 
inter ventions by activ ists, schol ars, cur ators, and art ists in these in sti
tutions. As well as address ing the work ings of ‘colo nial aphasia’,1 it 
draws atten tion to the agency and resist ance of those who were sub ject
ed to ex ploit ation, sub jugation, and ex termin ation. Dis cuss ing sev eral 
ex hib itions, Sieg shows how they ‘have activ ated colo nial his tory for 
new tales of inter national, crossracial con nections and co operations’ 
(p. 37). In essence, mu seums, ex hib itions, and art works became the 
ground on which de colon izing efforts are taking place, with cul ture as 
‘an arena of strug gle over mean ings and power’ (p. 64).

Following the rich introduction, chapter two presents the main act
ors in volved in initi ating de colon izing pro cesses in mu seums. Delv ing 
into the pro tagon ists’ en deavours, Sieg dis tinguishes be tween two 
groups. One group advo cated changing in sti tutional struc tures and 
codes. The other chal lenged the racial in justice and tri umphal ist 
stories that are still preva lent in mu seums. In both cases, collect ing 
and ex hibit ing human re mains were the most con ten tious prac tices of 
objectifi cation in mu seums.

Chapter three takes as its subject one example of a museum inter
vention: the pro ject ‘Kolonial ismus im Kasten’ (‘Colonial ism in a 
Box’, CiB) at the German Histor ical Museum (Deutsches Histor isches 
Museum, DHM) in Berlin.2 Sieg eluci dates how the Hegel ian phil osophy 

1 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial Aphasia: Race and Disabled Histories in France’, 
Public Culture, 23/1 (2011), 121–56.
2 For more information on the project (2011, ongoing), see their website at 
[https://www.kolonialismusimkasten.de], accessed 13 Dec. 2022.
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of his tory that pos itioned Europe as ‘the van guard of his tory’ (p. 17) 
under pinned the design and layout of the DHM’s perman ent ex hib
ition. She argues that this ap proach per meates his tory mu seums in 
Europe, and that by using the method of contra puntal read ing, CiB 
not only con test ed grand narra tives, but also chal lenged the mu seum’s 
narrow framing of Ger many. Sieg un packs this by making con nections 
be tween the issues raised by CiB, such as colo nial vio lence against the 
Herero people, the need for more in clusive in sti tutional prac tices, and 
the mu seum’s poten tial to play an active role in ad dress ing histor ical 
jus tice. In Ger many, these ques tions became even more pertin ent once 
the de cision was made to build the Hum boldt Forum, a struc ture re
sembling the former im perial palace on whose site it stands in Berlin. 
In re sponse to the debate the Humboldt Forum trig gered, the DHM 
mount ed a spe cial ex hib ition on German colonial ism. Titled ‘German 
Colonial ism: Frag ments Past and Pres ent’, the ex hib ition was shown for 
seven months, from October 2016 to May 2017.

Sieg discusses in detail three sections of this special ex hib ition in 
the en suing three chap ters. Start ing with the por trayal of histor ical 
colonial ism (1885–1918), she ex plains in chap ter four that the ex
hib ition moved beyond de constructive ap proaches and pro vided a 
model that could be adopt ed by na tional mu seums in their efforts to 
de colonize na tional his tory. In voking Paul Gilroy’s ‘planet ary human
ism’,3 she argues that the ex hib ition feat ured a ‘cosmo politan ism 
from below’ which ‘offered glimpses of antiimperial world making’ 
(p. 118). Her point reson ates with Adom Getachew’s con ception of 
world making as sub altern cosmo politan ism.4 Though Sieg praises the 
pro ject for show casing such en deavours, she indicates that this part 
of the ex hib ition—and the glimpses it offered—missed the chance to 
ad dress crit ically the eco nomic and polit ical dimen sions of colo nial 
vio lence and their impli cations for the cur rent world order.

Chapter five brings to the fore Black per spectives and the ways in 
which Black German cur ators and com munity mem bers con trib uted to 
the ex hib ition’s sec tion on ‘De colon ization and Div ided Remem brance’. 

3 Paul Gilroy, Against Race: Imagining Political Culture Beyond the Color Line 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2000).
4 Adom Getachew, Worldmaking After Empire: The Rise and Fall of Self
Determination (Princeton, 2019).
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‘Div ided remem brance’ points to two dis tinct de colon ization pro cesses 
in East and West Ger many. While ac know ledg ing that local com
munities and activ ist voices were in cluded in the ex hib ition, the chap ter 
sug gests a limit ed under stand ing of colonial ism’s leg acies and how it 
works now adays. Sieg fore grounds ways in which the sub ject of people 
of colour was re duced to that of Black Ger mans, side lining framings of 
racism that do not follow the colour line. She also mentions the scepti
cism shown by Black German activ ists who ap proach pro jects such 
as the DHM’s ex hib ition cautiously be cause in many in stances ‘post
colonial Afri cans’ (p. 132) are ex cluded from them.

Following up on this point, chapter six is concerned with the presen
tation of ‘post colonial Afri cans’ in the ‘German Colonial ism’ ex hib ition. 
Sieg posits that their limit ed involve ment impact ed on the way in which 
the sub jects this sec tion tackled—such as edu cation, develop ment, and 
trade re lations—were ad dressed. She shows how this arrange ment re
sult ed in the im perial pres ence being only par tially cap tured be cause 
the effects of neo colonial ism were neg lect ed. Look ing else where in Ger
many, Sieg intro duces two ex hib itions that used video instal lations and, 
she argues, cap tured the im perial pres ence more com pel lingly. These 
are ‘Heikles Erbe: Kolo niale Spuren bis in die Gegen wart’ (‘Fraught 
Heri tage: Colo nial Traces in the Pres ent’) at the State Museum of 
Lower Saxony in Han over (Octo ber 2016–Feb ruary 2017) and ‘Rum, 
Schweiß und Tränen: Flens burgs kolo niales Erbe’ (‘Rum, Sweat and 
Tears: Flens burg’s Colo nial Legacy’) held at the Mari time Museum in 
Flens burg from June 2017 to March 2018. ‘Through its miseenscène’, 
Sieg suggests, ‘Fraught Heritage’ em phasized ‘the emin ent import ance 
of atten tive listen ing for the un learn ing of Euro centrism’ (p. 164). By 
juxta posing the three ex hib itions, the chap ter brings to the fore an array 
of ways in which (neo)colonial re lations are organ ized trans nationally, 
with Flens burg’s case proving this pat tern most vividly. As a bi national 
port city, Flens burg was pre sent ed as en trenched in the his tory of 
slavery.

The House of European History (HEH) in Brussels is the sub ject of 
chap ter seven, making Europe—and in par ticu lar the Euro pean Union—
its pri mary focus. Un pack ing the con tent and design of its perman ent 
ex hib ition, Sieg critic ally evalu ates the HEH’s adher ence to what she 
classi fies as Hegel ian histori ography. She asserts on p. 203 that:
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A museum that lives up to the young Hegel’s apprehension of 
free dom would either sal vage the mo ments in which free dom 
was being actual ized, if only fleet ingly; Euro peans would only 
play a small part in it. Or it would be a his tory of Euro pean 
polit ical ex peri ments; the mo ments when people seized hold 
of free dom and equal ity would occupy only a small part of 
the floor plan. And yet either pro ject could in spire our own de
colon izing strug gles today.

Artists’ contributions to the project of decolonizing mu seums are 
a focal point of the book’s pen ultimate chap ter, which illumin ates 
how their work differs from the prac tices of activ ists and histor
ians. Acclaim ing the de central ized struc tures that the art world 
de veloped in the second half of the twen tieth cen tury, Sieg ele
vates art ists to ex perts in de construct ing Euro centric struc tures. 
To sup port her argu ment, she draws on David Joselit’s ana lysis of 
artists as inter locutors of mu seums and con trib utors to un doing 
Euro centrism.5 Mu seums became a target of criti cism from artists 
ques tion ing their at tempts to deal with racial in justice, for ex ample. 
Yet sev eral in stances of artists part ner ing with mu seums in de colon
ization pro jects illus trate how this kind of col labor ation might yield 
posi tive results. As one such ex ample, Sieg pre sents the ‘Re search 
Work shop on Colonial ism’ held in Berlin’s Schöne berg Museum in 
2017. Re flect ing on its con tent and form, she ap plauds the pro ject 
for in corpor ating all the essen tial ele ments needed to de colonize the 
museum, with repara tory jus tice start ing in the in sti tution and pos
sibly con tinu ing else where.

Sieg’s monograph makes a valid contribution to the on going 
debate on de colon izing mu seums. As it is con cerned primar ily with 
West ern Europe, how ever, the title does not accur ately re flect its 
geo graphical scope. The book would have bene fited from a broader 
focus on other parts of the con tinent. Moreover, while the prac tices of 
activ ists, histor ians, and art ists have been cen tral to the pro ject of de
colon izing mu seums, the con tri butions and voices of repre sen tatives 
from other fields and discip lines, in cluding anthro pology, could have 
been fore grounded more effect ively.

5 David Joselit, Heritage and Debt: Art in Globalization (Cambridge, Mass., 2020).
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Decolonizing German and European History at the Mu seum offers 
extensive insights into how museums deal with colo nial lega cies. It 
comes at an import ant time when the subject seems more apposite 
than ever.
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