
The interest, but also the re
quest, to reach out of the ‘ivory tower’ 
has increased noticeably over the past 
few years. Many funding institutions 
now demand that proposals include 
a strategy for knowledge transfer. In 
2019, the Federal Ministry of Educa
tion and Research (BMBF) published 
a position paper to underline the rele
vance of and its support for research 
communication. Against this back
ground, it would seem reasonable to 
expect plenty of funding opportunities 
for projects developing creative con
cepts in this field. Wouldn’t it? 

We, Lisa Jöris and Lena Her
zog, led such a project at ZMO, funded 
by the BMBF as part of the ‘Science 
Year 2022 – Participate!’. Not only 
did we want to transfer content, we 
also sought to enhance people’s un
derstanding of the research methods 
applied in the social sciences and hu
manities. As a target group, we chose 
secondary school students. While 
there are a number of research com
munication projects in the STEM sub
jects at schools, equivalents that ex
plicitly include the notion of research or 
the involvement of actual researchers 
are rarely found in history, political edu
cation, or ethics. 

As our 11month project was 
progressing, we realised that an ex

tension would allow us to consolidate 
networks between researchers and 
teachers, to develop even more mate
rial, and to train teachers so that they 
could continue to engage with the 
social sciences at their schools with
out our guidance. But the search for 
subsequent funding proved difficult. 
The ‘Science Year’ does not foresee ex
tensions, and the topic for 2023 – ‘Our 
Universe’ – is difficult to relate to our 
project. Foundations active in research 
communication mostly fund school 
projects in the STEM subjects. Scien tific 
institutions expressed concerns that 
we weren’t collecting enough scientif
ic data and located the project in (po
litical) edu cation. However, we were 
usually not eligible for funding from the 
latter field because we had already 
started the project with another funder. 
Another major problem concerned our 
budget: the majority of the funding 
would go towards our own positions. 
While several foundations are offering 
to cover travel costs, materials, and 
honorariums, they rarely fund positions. 
However, a consis tency in staff is nec
essary for innovative knowledge trans
fer formats that focus on target groups 
and for the necessary network building. 
What is more, extra work requires extra 
time, and the expectation that academ
ics should develop and implement large 
knowledge transfer projects ‘on the 
side’ is, frankly, unrealistic.

In the end, we could not ac
quire funding for more than a third of 
the envisioned costs, even though the 
feedback from the teachers, students, 
researchers, and funders involved 
was invariably positive. Despite the 
emphasis of funding institutions and 
politicians on knowledge transfer, the 
field is still severely underfunded, par
ticularly in the social sciences and the 

humanities. This contrasts with the 
importance of fostering people’s abili
ty to base opinions on fact and to un
derstand how knowledge is produced. 
Public discourse in the past few years 
– whether surrounding the ‘refugee 
crisis’, Islam in Germany, or populism 
and ‘fake news’ – has proven that 
these competences need further care. 
Researchers are expected to engage 

in communication activities alongside 
their research activities, but when it 
comes to funding specific projects, so 
far, the money only lasts for short ‘trial 
periods’.
Lisa Jöris and Lena Herzog led the project 
‘Aller Anfang ist…? Ankommen multipers-
pektivisch – Schüler:innen forschen nach’ 
at ZMO in 2022 as part of the ‘Science 
Year 2022 – Participate!’, funded by the 
BMBF. More information on the project 
and the results of the students’ research 
can be found on the project website 
https://aller-anfang-ist.de/.

Research Communication in the Social Sciences and Humanities is More  
Important Than Ever – But Who Would Fund Such Projects?

Lena Herzog, Lisa Jöris

The project team (left to right): Pamina 
Henke, Lena Herzog, Lisa Jöris

Plenum and Presentation Workshop I, 
May 2022. Photo: Lena Herzog
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PROFILES

A curious condition, colour
ed by the opacity of dust storms and 
economic sanctions, shaped my first 
encounter with the field in Khuzestan, 
southwest Iran, in early 2022. In an 
apartment on the sixth floor of an 
oilindustry workers’ complex, I listen 
to my friend, Salim, as his breath seiz
es up in an early morning asthma at
tack. Salim turns in bed several times 
in a ‘selfdesigned breathing ritual’ 
(Kenner 2018, 2), then presses an 
oxygen mask harder against his face 
and keeps it in place with his hand. 
The straps of the mask are loose; they 
were made in Tehran, since the origi
nals are not imported to Iran anymore. 
I go to the kitchen to find his albuterol 
inhaler. Behind a locked rattling door, 
dust wind has dislodged the corner 
of an iron panel of the air channel. 
Caught in the wind, the panel flaps 
cacophonously and particles of dust 
stream inside the apartment from un
der the door. Outside the window, the 
brownish dust looks like a voluminous 
wall. I watch it descending smoothly, 
as the agitated particulates that are 
suspended in the air settle gradually 
all over the city and cover everything 
with a thin layer of dust.

Following the 2012 interna
tional sanctions that cut the Iranian 
economy off from the global market, 
the face of Khuzestan, the province of 
oil towers and refineries on the bor
der of Iran and Iraq and located along 
the banks Shatt alArab, changed 

Suspension
Sana Chavoshian

drastically. Statecontrolled ‘sanction 
circumvention methods’ (Yildiz 2021, 
605), namely crossborder commodity 
trade, the visible presence of Islam
ic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
members and affiliated militia, empty 
boats and closed shops that used to 
sell foreign goods, have been wors
ened by years of draught, misman
agement of water sources and the 
mounting crisis of land degradation. 
The dried beds of the marshlands 
have turned to vast tracts of sands 
that are exposed to the resonant dust 
winds since 2014. Overextraction of 
oil from underneath the marshlands to 
fill the economic gaps created by the 
sanctions has impacted the shrinking 
level of water both intentionally and 
unintentionally. In this thick air, one 
can spot the orange flare atop the oil 
towers that the Iranian state has or
dered to be kept always on to signal 
Iran’s ‘resistance’ against the sanc
tions. 

This project traces the explo
sion of dust into Iranian politics as a 
conundrum of how the political dy
namics of sanctions and intensified 
militarisation interact with particles of 
dust and aerosols. The locals refer to 
these frequent incidences of dust wind 
mostly as ‘qubar’, and the dense agi
tated particulates are known in the of
ficial meteorological term as ‘rizgard’. 
Dust winds have provoked and closely 
resonate with the concerns of various 
activists in the field of environmental 

justice. However, the security meas
ures in a borderland which is marked 
with toxic legacies of recurrent wars 
since the 1980s have led to the en
gagement of a particular group in the 
matter: namely an Iranian militiaor
ganised ‘justiceseeking’ group. I in
vestigate the embroilment of toxicity, 
pollen, chemicals, particulates, sand 
and air as they compose a repertoire 
of atmospheric trespasses and ren
der atmosphere explicit as a military 
agenda. The question that is raised 
here is: how can the dynamism of dust 
winds stoke an escalated oil economy, 
international economic sanctions and 
revoke war ecologies?

Anthropological literature on 
air and breathing has studied violent 
and dangerous airspaces caused by 
gas and chemical warfare, depleted 
uranium, nuclear accidents and defo
liants to airborne epidemics and toxic 
events. In recent years, a mounting 
number of contributions have shed 
light on the toxic legacy of wars in 
Iraq and how the experience of life is 
changed through bad air. Indeed, not 
only commodities but also air moves 
across the borders of Iran and Iraq. 
Attuned to the atmospheric endan
germent, anthropological literature 
draws us to both the actors causing 

Dusty rain. Credits: Sana Chavoshian

Dust city. 2022. Credit: 
Sana Chavoshian
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or experiencing bad air as well as 
the conditions and contents of air. 
Meanwhile the sanctions should be 
approached here as a ‘slow’ (Nixon 
2011) mode of creating atmospheric 

violence that intervenes in topologies 
of power and adds to the thanato
politics of compromised life. 

In his book Continent in Dust, 
the anthropologist Jerry Zee alerts us 
about the anthropocentric limitation 

which treats the political and the en
vironmental as a binary, where the 
second always trails and resists the 
first. Rather, Zee (2022, 12) suggests 
attending the political imaginaries as 
they reconfigure, entrain and patters 
into meteorological dynamics they 
seek to control. Driven by his insight 
and the atmospheric notion of sus-
pension, as Zee and Choy (2015) put 
it, I try to explore what ‘being held in 
the air’ feels like. Suspension refers to 
an unstable mixture in which particles 
are dispersed in a fluid body but not 
collided into it. It pertains to specif
ic temporality that develops through 
the stages of dispersion, resepara
tion and settlement. The mechanisms 
of suspension capture ‘how things 
lift and settle in mediums…it denotes 
both a condition and a process with 
a proper tempo to its specific mixes’ 
(Choy and Zee 2015, 213).  

In Khuzestan, suspension con
jures up both a meteorological term 
that describes the mechanics of at
mospheric changes and an ‘affect’ 
that points to the structure of feel
ing among the borderresiding peo
ple through their daily struggle with 
conditions imposed by the sanctions 

and their unknown future. As in air 
suspension, the medium of sanctions 
carries ever more hazards into every
day life and awaits in each round to 
reappear. 

I argue that the confluence of 
dust wind as a meteorological de
rangement and the economic sanc
tions have impacted Iran’s war ecol
ogy on a new level. Together, they 
reveal the experimental apparatus of 
state’s policies as it risks the stability 
of the system and geographical sus
tainment at the same time.
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Resistance, and empty boats. 2021. 
Credits: Sana Chavoshian

In the Company of Plants: Multispecies Care and Migrant Home-Making 
in Germany

Hilal Alkan

A warm late summer day in 
2022. Around the breakfast table 
were four women, including myself. 
All migrants who had emigrated from 
Turkey at an adult age. I told them 
about my project, which considers the 
relationships between migrants from 
Turkey and the plants they care for in 
Germany. Kumru, a journalist, found 
the topic touching, but mentioning 
her own garden, she sounded rather 
apologetic. She said she did not have 
much growing there. It was unkempt, 
left to its own devices. Except for the 
geraniums. They have never ceased 
to exist since she moved there about 
a decade ago. Saying this, she felt the 
need to explain before I asked, ‘They 
are like us, you know. I love them be
cause of that, and they are a must 

in my garden. I always grow gerani
ums. They are very sturdy, very resil
ient. They bloom wherever they are, 
they root easily. They are just like us.’ 
Algın considered what Kumru had 
said, took a sip from her tea and add
ed, ‘Mullberries are like that too, you 
know. I mean, like us. Did you know 
that the only way to remove a mul

berry stain is to rub it with its leaves? 
It solves its own problems. Self-suffi
cient in a way.’

In this ethnographic research 
project on multispecies care rela
tions within the context of migration, 
I meet migrants from Turkey in their 
homes and gardens around Ber
lin and Brandenburg to collect their 

Never ripening mul-
berries of a participant. 
Credits: Hilal Alkan
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lifestories woven around the theme 
of plants. Then, they introduce their 
plants to me, one by one, telling their 
biographies, explaining their struggles, 
and celebrating their beauty. I occa

sionally take part in their plantcare 
activities: sowing, planting, repotting, 
weeding, and harvesting with them. 
I ask them the particulars of taking 
care of any single plant, its origins, 
and its needs. Often, my research par
ticipants draw parallels between the 
plants and themselves. They resort to 
comparisons like Kumru and Algın did. 
They see, in some plants, a reflection 
of their realities and qualities as mi
grants: self-sufficiency and resilience, 
but also loneliness, troubles adjusting, 
and a feeling of being out of place, 
misplaced even.

While in these examples the 
human participants of my research 
imagine  shared conditions and at
tribute human qualities to plants, the 
parallels between human and plant 
lives do not stop at the metaphor. The 
migrants I converse with are often ea
ger to grow the plants they had been 
familiar with in their premigration 
lives. For this, they go to great lengths. 
One of my interlocutors carried all her 
plants, one by one over the years, from 
her flat in Istanbul to Berlin, always 
delicately wrapped with a wet sheet 
and put into a large thermos. Another 
participant proudly showed me the 
walnut and cherry trees her fatherin
law brought from their hometown – 
not as seeds or seedlings, but as rela
tively advanced saplings. Others have 
planted seeds they collected in Turkey, 
together with those they bought from 
supermarkets in Berlin. Their plants 
share their translocal lives quite mate
rially and confront together with them 

the climactic and environmental chal
lenges of being in another land. They 
also help them nurse their nostalgia 
and soothe their yearnings.

Zeliha came to Germany 
through marriage at 
the age of 19. She 
was the daughter of 
a prominent local pol
itician in a small cen
tral Anatolian town. 
Her barren little town, 
ironically named 
Yeşiltepe, Greenhill, 
was surrounded only 
by wheat fields and 
endless arid land. Yet 
she was determined 
to make the few trees 

she planted survive by piously wa
tering them until their roots found 
underground water 
sources. She told 
me that one of her 
sweetest childhood 
memories consisted 
of travelling on the 
bus, with the wheat 
fields expanding to
wards the horizon 
on both sides, and 
if it was spring, see
ing thousands of 
red poppies grow
ing between the fields and the as
phalt. This red border and the young 
ears of wheat waving in the wind 
fascinated her. She silently wished 
the bus would stop so that she could 
go into the fields and gather poppies 
and wheat. Almost thirty years later, 
she lives in a garden house on the 
outskirts of Berlin. Her very large gar
den hosts many trees and flowers she 
associates with the people she loves 
and with the places she misses. In 
her front garden, a narrow stretch is 
dedicated to poppies and wheat. She 
has placed a bench just next to them. 
In early summer, when the poppies 
are in bloom, she and her husband sit 
there silently and enjoy the view – of 
their hometown and childhood, trans
planted to Berlin.

While such deliberate re-crea
tion of a view is relatively rare, many 
of my interlocutors relate stories of 
coming across a familiar tree – a mul
berry, a chestnut, or a medlar – in an 

unexpected place in Berlin and find
ing they have tears welling up in their 
eyes. They also seek the particular 
tastes and scents of their childhoods 
and hometowns. However, except for 
chance encounters, this pursuit often 
involves intimate care and a close co
operation between people and plants. 
In order for a lemon tree to survive 
Berlin winters, it has to be taken into 
the bedroom when temperatures 
drop. An apricot seedling has to be 
cared for like a baby if it is to grow and 
give precious fruit. A beloved rose has 
to be diligently guarded against nasty 
spider webs that choke the plant and 
washed with nontoxic soap from a 
Turkish supermarket to be protected. 
Relations with plants are very inti
mate and require attentiveness with 
all human senses.

In order to explore this dimen
sion of intimacy in other settings, I 
cooperated with Sandra Calkins from 
the Social Anthropology Institute of 
the Freie Universität to organise an 
international workshop titled ‘Plant 
Intimacies: Proximity, Care and Vio
lence’, held on 20–21 October 2022 
at ZMO and FU. The workshop hosted 
fourteen speakers working in South 
Asia, Central and South Africa, Cen
tral Asia, Europe, North America, and 
the Middle East. Participating anthro
pologists, geographers, and literary 
scholars explored the intimate rela
tions between people and plants in 
laboratories, living rooms, guerrilla 
gardens, public parks, tea plantations, 
and greenhouses. The talks differenti
ated between various modalities and 
possibilities of intimate care and the 
sociopolitical contexts that surround 
intimacy. Gardens and horticultur

The wheats in Zeliha's garden. Credits: Hilal Alkan

The poppies in Zeliha's garden. 
Credits: Image shared with the author
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ACTIVITIES COLLOQUIUM & LECTURE SERIES

al fields were identified as radically 
different, despite a shared intimate 
knowledge of plants the people work
ing them have. Context matters in that 
the very same plant can be considered 
a weed, a comrade, or a desired flow
er in places only metres away from 
each other or in different historical 

circumstances. Intimate connections 
between migrants and plants served 
to build communities, despite crimi
nalisation  of seed exchange in many 
countries, due to commercialisation 
and patenting. Workshop participants 
connected intimate plant knowledge 
(and deletion of that knowledge) to 

colonialism, displacement, radical 
imagination at the age of climate 
change, neoliberal expansion of 
global markets, and construction of 
identities. Overall, the workshop pro
vided innumerable insights into why 
human beings’ relations with plants 
matter in an age of great turbulence. 

We live on a planet damaged 
by capitalist extractivism, industrial
ism, militarism, and war. And yet, de
spite the threats that it poses to the 
environment and to the health and 
wellbeing of affected populations, 
the environmental degradation that 
these phenomena result in often 
remains contested as it becomes 
entangled in complex localised pro
cesses of knowing, unknowing, 
denial, and ignorance. Titled ‘Envi
ronmental (Un)Knowing: Exploring 
the nexus of epistemic and environ
mental injustice,’ the ongoing ZMO 
Colloquium Series, Winter Semes
ter 2022–23, interrogates the tech
niques and technologies by which 
pollution and its effects on the indi
vidual and the social body become 
known and unknown, voiced and 
silenced, manifested and repressed. 
The series thus sheds light on how 
epistemic and environmental injus
tice are interlinked.

In the colloquium’s opening 
lecture in September, anthropologist 
Peter C. Little (Rhode Island College) 
explored the transformative nexus of 
toxic ewaste labour, environmental 
health science, and environmental 
justice in neoliberal Ghana. Focus
ing on workers engaged in ewaste 
recycling and scrap metal extraction, 
Little convincingly argued that global 
technoscience projects and partner
ships often overlook or downplay the 
politics of knowledge extraction and 
reduce ewaste workers to bodies 
that bioaccumulate harmful levels 
of toxic substances, allowing certain 
toxic epistemics to go unchecked.

Early reflections on the ZMO Colloquium Series, Winter Semester 2022–23 
Nikolaos Olma

A month later, anthropologist 
Catherine Alexander (Durham Uni
versity) turned our focus to the leg
acies of the Soviet militaryindustrial 
complex, examining the different pro
cesses of environmental (un)knowing 
that inform everyday life in Kurcha
tov, a town in north-east Kazakhstan. 
Kurchatov is adjacent to the Semip
alatinsk Test Site, which for decades 
constituted the primary testing venue 
for the Soviet Union’s nuclear weap
ons. In her talk, Alexander showed 
that, while the Soviet and post Soviet 
regimes have used a variety of strat
egies to contain and ‘disappear’ the 
site and lingering contamination, lo
cal responses are more ambivalent, 
signalising a denial of progress and 
the possibility of moving to a bright
er, peaceful nuclear energy future by 
leaving behind the Soviet period and 
its entailments.

The COVID19 pandemic did 
not leave our colloquium unaffected, 
as we had to cancel our third lecture 
due to illness. Had he been able to 

give his talk, M. Saiful Islam (Univer
sity of Dhaka) would have shown 
how the exposure of rural populations 
in southwest Bangladesh to arseni
cosis results in their stigmatisation, 
marginalisation, and social exclusion, 
as well as in the breakdown of so
cio-economic support networks. We 
hope to welcome Islam to Berlin at a 
future date.

Two more lectures have been 
scheduled to take place in 2023. In 
late January, Hanna Baumann (Uni
versity College London) presented 
her work on the aftermath of Leba
non’s ‘garbage crisis’. In particular, 
drawing on artistic engagements 
with Lebanese artists, Baumann ar
gued that the rubble from the Leb
anese civil war and the rubbish of 
the country’s postwar reconstruction 
which litter the coastline reveal both 
littoral land reclamation and green 
revitalisation as reverberating with 
foundational violence. In late Febru
ary, Lukas Ley (Max Planck Institute 
for Social Anthropology) will address 

An ionising 
radiation warning 
symbol in Mailuu-
Suu, Kyrgyzstan 
informs locals of 
increased radiation 
levels. The town is 
home to 23 dumps 
containing a total 
of 2 million cubic 
meters of radio-
active uranium 
tailings. September 
2021. Credits: 
Nikolaos Olma
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another environmental crisis – the 
tidal flood crisis in Semarang, Indo
nesia – which forces locals to devise 
informal coping strategies, thus high
lighting the epistemic uncertainty 
that accompanies climate change.

Together, these lectures all 
consider the ways in which power
ful actors – state and city authorities, 
corporations, or the military – attempt 

to define the politics of (un)knowing 
by exercising monopolies on scientific 
and expert knowledge and prescrib
ing what should be known and what 
unknown in order to protect their own 
political, economic, and strategic in
terests. But more importantly, they 
illustrate ways in which environmen
tal injustices are negotiated and even 
normalised by laypeople across the 

Global South, which in itself consti
tutes a token of everyday life in the 
current historical moment, increas
ingly referred to as ‘late industrialism’. 
For the overview of the colloquium's 
programme, see https://www.zmo.
de/veranstaltungen/vortragsreihen/
kolloquiumwintersemester2223.

This year’s Berlin Southern 
Theory Lecture has once again tak
en place in person, in the foyer of 
the Ethno logisches Museum in Ber
lin-Dahlem for the first time since the 
pandemic. It was held by political sci
entist and activist Françoise Vergès, 
well known for her recent book A De-
colonial Feminism. Françoise Vergès, 
who also really enjoys cooking, as 

Berlin Southern Theory Lecture – Françoise Vergès, 15 December 2022,  
Ethnologisches Museum, Berlin

Lena Wassermeier

she pointed out following a more ac
ademic introduction of her work by 
Prof. Sandra Calkins, spoke from a 
standpoint critical of academic hierar
chies, which set the tone for the lec
ture. In it, she drew a broad picture of 
the societal challenges facing Europe 
in the task of decolonising the conti
nent and the backlash in the form of 
rightwing politics and antifeminist 

stances. By drawing on Frantz Fanon 
and Aimé Césaire, she critically eval
uated Eurocentric perspectives on the 
capitalist world order and called for an 
intersectional approach encompass
ing feminist and anti-colonial fights 
that, she contended, can no longer be 
outsourced to other regions, but rath
er must take place and be addressed 
within Europe.

CONFERENCES AND WORKSHOPS

ZMO welcomed a number of 
national and international partici
pants to the conference ‘Iconic Fig
ures: Intersecting Religious and Polit
ical Narratives of the Past,’ organised 
by Stanislau Paulau, (IEG Mainz/Uni
versität Halle), Abdoulaye Sounaye, 
and Heike Liebau (both ZMO Berlin) 
and sponsored by the Leibniz Re
search Alliance Value of the Past. 

The main starting point for 
the idea behind this conference was 
the observation that the revival and 
contestation of religious and his
torical personalities as iconic fig
ures or role models have become 
global phenomena. Saints, religious 
leaders, social and political figures, 
thinkers, or scientists who have of
ten not been remembered for dec

ades or even centuries, are being re
discovered and endowed with new 
significance. Historical narratives 
accompanying such processes often 
sacralise the past to shape presents 
and futures. As part of representa
tions of the past that also operate as 
a mobilising force, these processes 
inevitably involve inclusion and ap
propriation, while at the same time 

ACTIVITIES

Iconic Figures. Intersecting Religious and Political Narratives of the Past,  
Conference, 7–9 December 2022, ZMO, Berlin

Heike Liebau

Francoise Vergès during her lecture and in a podium dicussion with Henrike Kohpeiß and Fernanda Beigel
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Perspective impressions, ZMO conference room

producing otherness. Often, these 
constructions of the past not only 
celebrate icons and role models, but 
also reject those that are deemed 
undesirable and unvaluable. These 
can be alleged heretics, leaders of 
other religious communities, or ide
ological adversaries, each feeding 
particular narratives and represent
ing specific pasts. 

The main aims of the confer
ence were a) to discuss the question 
of when and how societal transfor
mations or crises and historiographi
cal lags or gaps are instrumentalised 
by political and religious groups in or
der to produce alternative values and 
norms, selective readings, and con
structions of the past; b) to debate the 
notion of the ‘iconic figure’ as a con
ceptual and analytical tool in order to 
critically and comprehensively explore 
processes of valuing, devaluing, and 
revaluing pasts; and c) to explore the 
possibilities for comparing religious 
and secular cases and the intersec

tions between competing narratives 
within and between religious tradi
tions as well as political and religious 
appropriations and uses of historical 
personalities to construct role models.

The common themes of the 
conference, discussed in a compar
ative manner, included practices of 
constructing icons as processes of 
revival and historical legitimisation or 

delegitimisation; the importance of 
visuality, objects, events, and media 
in such processes; the role of evidence 
and the relationship between what 
was called ‘mythological and histor
ical truth’; the intersection if iconicity 
and authority; and ideas of social jus
tice as well as emotional aspects in 
the construction and deconstruction 
of iconic figures. 

Throughout the discussions, 
the participants critically examined 
the construction, deconstruction, and 
functioning of iconic figures as (posi
tive and negative) role models in spe
cific historical contexts, as for example 

in postcolonial or contemporary India, 
in Lebanon, Indonesia, Nigeria, Rus
sia, and Ukraine as well as in early 
modern Europe. The variety of exam
ples allowed not only for a compari
son of the religious and the secular, 
but also for a transregional perspec
tive. The discussions contributed to an 
examination of the intersection and 
interdependence of religious and sec

ular narrations in historical knowledge 
production, identity formation, and be
longing. As many contributions across 
traditions, regions, and time periods 
showed, iconic figures can be bearers 
of witness to the past, symbols of the 
present, and role models for the fu
ture. In these processes, boundaries 
between reality and myths might be
come blurred, secular figures sacral
ised, or religious figures – real or not 
– can become ‘history’. The case stud
ies showed that the notion of iconicity 
can constitute both a specific under
standing of connectedness – in our 
case, connectedness to the past – and 
the underlying practice of establishing 
this connection. 

Reflections on ‘The Mediterranean of Modernity: Global and Regional 
Perspectives’, Workshop, 4–6 October 2022, HU / ZMO, Berlin

Maren Schwarz

The 6th DFG Research Net
work Workshop ‘Modern Mediterra
nean: Dynamics of a World Region 
1800/2000’ was organised by Ma
nuel Borutta, Malte Fuhrmann, Nora 
Lafi, Esther Möller, und Daniel Tödt 
in cooperation with Forum Transre
gionale Studien, History of Democ
racy in the Arab and Muslim Worlds 
(HISDEMAB), Humboldt-Universi

tät zu Berlin, ZMO, Merian Centre 
for Advanced Studies in Maghreb 
(MECAM), and the Universität Kon
stanz. For three days, international 
scholars vividly discussed the mod
ern history of the Mediterranean. 
Mediterranean research has been 
booming in recent years, and yet 
the modern Mediterranean remains 
a historiographical blind spot. The 

intercontinental region that encom
passes parts of North Africa, South
ern Europe, and the Middle East has 
hardly been studied in modern his
tory. It lacks a comprehensive view, 
which the workshop attempted to 
collectively tap into. 

The first session of the sem
inar included a short welcome and 
introduction by coorganisers Daniel 
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Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner 
Orient and the European Centre for 
Development Policy Management 
(ECDPM), a policy institute based in 
Maastricht (The Netherlands), coop
erated on and jointly coordinated a 
study on Islamic activism in Central 
Asia (January–November 2022). The 
aim of this study was to enhance the 
general understanding of the nature 
and risk of Islamic activism in four 
countries in Central Asia (Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan, Kazakhstan, and Tajik
istan). ZMO colleague Aksana Ismail
bekova coordinated all four country 
studies in cooperation with ECDPM. 

A group of four international
ly based scholars – Tim Epkenhans, 
Stefan Kirmse, and Noah Tucker 
– and eight scholars from Central 
Asia – Emil Nasritdinov and Shavkat 
Atakhanov (Kyrgyzstan); Serik Beis
sembayev and Indira Alybaeva 

(Kazak hstan); Shahnoza Nozimova 
and Abdumalik Kadirov (Tajikistan); 
and Hikoyat Salimova and Davronbek 
Tadjialiev (Uzbekistan) – contribut
ed their research, methodology and 
quality support.

Tödt (HU Berlin) and Manuel Borutta 
(University of Konstanz) followed by 
a start to the activities. The first pan
el was dedicated to the major topic 
‘Beyond Mediterraneanism’. Later, a 
round table chaired by Georges Khalil 
(Berlin) with the participation of Ma
nuel Borutta, Julia Hauser (Kassel), 
Khaled Kchir (Tunis), Ilham Khuri-Mak
disi (Boston), ZMO researcher and 
workshop co-organiser Nora Lafi, and 
ZMO director Ulrike Freitag encom
passed a discussion on the topic of 
Mediterranean Studies in the frame of 
Global History.

On the second day, the main 
goal of the workshop was to build a 
connection between Mediterranean 
and SeaArea Studies. The day was 
divided into two main parts com
posed of one panel each. The ques
tions of scale, connections, and circu
lations flowed through all the panels 
and subsequent discussions, raising 
the question of whether more was ac
complished after the workshop than 
the statement that we need more 

connections to understand the mod
ern history of the region. The discus
sion also concluded that connections 
and knowledge circulation are only 
the beginning, and not the result. Here 
we can begin a process that will tell 
us more about the modern history of 
the region. The question of connec
tions and circulation is not boring or 
closed; rather, the question has not 
been asked often enough. 

The last day of the workshop 
was themed ‘Writing the modern 
Mediterranean’. Researchers had 
the opportunity to give 5minute 
presentations of their unfinished 
essays on various topics in the field 
of Mediterranean Studies. This was 
followed by a commentary prepared 
by a colleague. Each panel conclud
ed with the opportunity to ask ques
tions and comment on the essay, as 
well as on the commentary. It was 
thus particularly remarkable how 
topics such as space, music, envi
ronment, or ideology in relation to 
the Mediterranean were once again 

Osh, Kyrgyz-
stan, June, 
2022. Photo: 
Shavkat 
Atakhanov

intensively discussed during this 
workshop. 

The workshop was a com
mendable start to researching, re
thinking, and rewriting the modern 
history of the Mediterranean. And this 
primarily from the perspective of peo
ple from the region and not through 
the eyes of colonial and postcolonial 
European sources. The field was ques
tioned and discussed, and new inputs 
were given. The process has just be
gun, and the question of connections 
and circulation in the Mediterrane
an is still ongoing, but this workshop 
gave an impulse to question existing 
knowledge and structures, to remain 
in the discourse, and to not leave the 
Mediterranean region a blind spot in 
research. See the programme https://
www.zmo.de/fileadmin/Inhalte/Ver
anstaltungen/2022/FlyerBerlin_Mod
Med.pdf.

Maren Schwarz was an intern at ZMO 
between August and October 2022. She 
studies social sciences at the Hochschule 
Fulda.

OTHER ACTIVITIES

The Nature and Risk of Islamic Activism in Four Countries in Central Asia
Aksana Ismailbekova

The study findings are based 
on extensive fieldwork in the four 
Central Asian countries, analyses 
of secondary sources, and digital 
ethnography. We have identified 
three important axes to frame our 
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research and to shed light on the na
ture and risks of Islamic activism in 
Central Asia: the official regulatory 
policies, civil society and major non
state religious actors, and religious 
education. These axes allowed us 
to examine the larger society as well 
as the religious landscape from a 
multidimensional perspective, fully 
accounting for the extensive state 
restrictions on the practice and ex
pression of religion in Central Asia.

The research has shown that 
Islamism and Islamic activism have 
become a central phenomenon in 
the postSoviet religious landscape 
of Central Asia, in both silent and 
unmuted forms. There is a gener
al perception among policymakers, 
the diplomatic community, and the 
public that Islamisation and Isla
mism are ‘dangerous’ and a threat 

to stability in the region, but our 
research shows that Islamic activ
ism can also be seen in a different 
light. Islamic activism is increasingly 
important in providing public goods 
and services not delivered by the 
state. The developing social and po
litical relevance of Islam and Islamic 
activism is driven by young Muslims 
(activists), resources, motivations, 
external influences, new commu
nication technologies, and migra
tion. Islamic activists are involved 
in various activities (charity, devel
opment assistance, education) and 
initiatives (business development, 
promotion of gender equality) in the 
countries and outside their places 
of residence. Islamic activism is also 
promoted by the younger generation 
and women, which is changing the 
complex sociocultural, political, and 

ACTIVITIES EXHIBITION

Missed Encounters from the Field: Stories from the Researcher’s Notebook, 
30 November – 15 December 2022, ZMO, Berlin

Michael Baers

Of deceptively humble scale, the exhibition 
Missed Encounters from the Field: Stories from the Re-
searcher’s Notebook consisted of two tables upon which 
an assortment of six objects were arrayed, accompa
nied by a QR code connecting the viewer to a sound file. 
Each object had been selected by one of six researchers 
in the Age and Generation research unit in response to a 
proposal put forward by the curator to use an object to 
explore the complex and multifaceted sorts of interper
sonal relationships that develop while doing fieldwork. 
This proposal resulted in a set of artifacts as diverse as 
the stories associated with them. The viewer was thus 

forced to ask what a bottle of perfume might have in com
mon with a watch engraved with a portrait of the Ayatollah 
Khomeini, a photographic album, a cassette tape, a jar of 
stuffed aubergines, a handannotated book on genealo
gy, or, in the case of one researcher, a song, and how such 
an astounding variety of objects could relate to the prem
ise suggested by the exhibition title. That they all resulted 
from relationships connected to fieldwork underscored the 
fact that a human relationship becomes part of epistemol
ogy only with great difficulty and many omissions. For ac
cessing the audio files please see https://soundcloud.com/
missedencounters.

Part of the exhibition team (left to right): Aksana Ismailbekova, 
Katrin Bromber, Michael Baers, Jasmin Mahazi

Tables with exhibits

economic landscape of Central Asia. 
The generational aspect (youth) and 
women have been prioritised in the 
context of Islamic activism research. 
However, the degree of tacit and 
public Islamic activity depends on 
the varying religious policies of the 
four countries of research – author
itarian Central Asian governments 
that see them as a threat to their 
political project of control and co
ercion. Even though Central Asian 
governments use the concepts 
of generation and gender in their 
implementation of conservative 
politics, thus confirming patriar
chal hierarchies, young people and 
women have their own agency, es
pecially in the context of migration 
and new digital technologies.
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Sounaye, Abdoulaye; 
Chappatte, André. Eds. 
2022. Islam and Muslim Life 
in West Africa. Practices, 
Trajectories, and Influences, 
ZMO-Studien 42, De Gruyter, 
Berlin/Boston, 236p. https://doi.
org/10.1515/9783110733198

The book offers an exami
nation of issues, institutions 
and actors that have become 
central to Muslim life in the 
region. Focusing on leadership, 

authority, law, gender, media, aesthetics, radicalization and 
cooperation, it offers insights into processes that reshape 
power structures and the experience of being Muslim.

PUBLICATIONS ZMO OPEN ACCESS SERIES

Kresse, Kai; Sounaye, Ab-
doulaye. Eds. 2022. Thinking 
the Re-Thinking of the World. 
Decolonial Challenges to the 
Humanities and Social Sciences 
from Africa, Asia and the Middle 
East. ZMO-Studien 43. De Gruyter, 
Berlin/Boston, 230p. https://doi.
org/10.1515/9783110733198

As far too many intellectual 
histories and theoretical contri
butions from the ‘global South’ 
remain underexplored, this 

volume works towards redressing such imbalance. Experienced 
authors, from the regions concerned, along different discipli
nary lines, and with a focus on different historical timeframes, 
sketch out their perspectives of envisaged transformations.

PUBLICATIONS MONOGRAPHS AND EDITORSHIPS

Schumacher, Juliane. 
2022. Die Regierung des 
Waldes. Klimawandel, 
Kohlenstoffmärkte und 
neoliberale Naturen 
in Marokko. Transcript, 
Bielefeld, 350p.

Kresse, Kai; Nyarwath, 
Oriare. Eds. 2022. 
Rethinking Sage 
Philosophy. Interdis-
ciplinary Perspectives 
on and beyond H. 
Odera Oruka.Lexington 

Books / Rowman & Littlefield, 350p.

Alumni

Chappatte, André. 
2022. In Search of Tunga. 
Prosperity, Almighty God, 
and Lives in Motion in a 
Malian Provincial Town. 
Ann Arbor, University of 
Michigan Press, 248p.

Alimia, Sanaa. 2022.
Refugee Cities. How 
Afghans Changed 
Urban Pakistan. Uni-
versity of Pennsylvania 
Press, Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, 248p.

Texts in Context

Die Zukunft von der Vergangenheit be-
freien? Und die Vergangenheit von der 
Zukunft? Mohammed Abed al-Jabri 
(1998), Einleitung von Sonja Hegasy, 
Texts in Context no. 2, 2022, 50p. Online 
https://d-nb.info/1268474517/34

For more see https://www.zmo.
de/publikationen/index.html

PUBLICATIONS FURTHER PUBLICATIONS

Favier, Vincent. 2022. The Associa-
tion des Étudiants Musulmans du Niger 
(AEMN): Shaping Good Muslims, Produ-
cing a Muslim Elite, Journal of Education in 
Muslim Societies, 4, 1, 108–127.

Madore, Frédérick. 2022. Lutte contre le 
terrorisme et sécuritisation du salafisme 
au Bénin et au Togo: instrumentalisations 
diverses d’une «menace étrangère», Chaire 
Raoul-Dandurand en études stratégiques 

et diplomatiques, Montréal, Bulletin Fran-
coPaix, 7, 8, S. 2–7.

Leupold, David. 2022. Between Earth-
quakes and Mashrabiya, ‘Indigenizing’ 
Prefab Housing in Post-Stalinist Kyr-
gyzstan, Periphal Histories, 9 November 
2022. 

Schumacher, Juliane. 2022. Connected 
Contradictions Klimapolitik im Nahen Os-
ten und Nordafrika / Climate Policy in the 
Middle East and North Africa, Rosa Lu-
xemburg Stiftung, Berlin.

Kirmse, Stefan B. 2022. Internationalist 
Nation-Builders , Youth under Brezhnev in 
the Soviet South, Europe-Asia Studies, 74, 
7, 1254–1277.

Baba Padmanji.
Yamuna’s Journey
(translated by Dee-
pra Dandekar)
New Delhi, Speaking 
Tiger, 2022, 216p.
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NEWS PEOPLE

ZMO wel
comes Hanna Janat
ka, temporarily taking 
the place of Noel van 
den Heuvel as Assis
tant to the Director 
between November 
2022 and December 
2023. She recently 
completed a master’s 

degree in Islamic Studies at Freie 
Universität Berlin with a thesis on 
the Czech Muslim journal ‘Hlas’ dur
ing World War II and is preparing 
to start a PhD in the field of Islamic 
Studies in 2023. Her research inter
est lies particularly in the early 20th 
century, especially in reform move
ments in Arabicspeaking countries 
and Islamic- influenced Europe. 

During the winter semes
ter 2022–23, Noura Chalati, a ZMO 
colleague working on the project 
‘Intelligence Fields: The Relations of 
the East German Stasi and Syrian 
Mukhabarat, 1960–1990’ has been 
a visiting junior professor in Islamic 
Studies / Middle Eastern Studies at 
the University of Hamburg, where 
she teaches in the bachelor’s and 
master’s programme. From April 
2023 until August 2023, she will 
continue to finalise her PhD at ZMO. 

In October, An
toinette Ferrand, PhD 
candidate at Sorbonne 
University, joined ZMO 
as a DAAD fellow for 
a year. She holds de
grees from the École 
Normale Supérieure 
de Lyon in Middle 
Eastern Studies and 
from Inalco University 

in Modern Standard and Egyptian Ar
abic. Her work focuses on the concept 
of ‘middle classes’ during the Nasser 
years (1952–1970). She has joined 
the Age & Generation unit in order to 
study the generational conflict of the 
Egyptian middle classes during the 
Nasser years, which offers a unique 
perspective on the old effendiyya set 
of values in confrontation with the so
cial expectations of Egyptian youth at 
the end of the 1960s.

Dr Elad Giladi 
became a Minerva 
Stiftung Postdoc
toral Fellow at ZMO, 
beginning a year of 
work on a research 
project titled ‘A Tale 
of City and Village: 
Entangled Rural 

Urban Relations and Social Change 
in Saudi Arabia’ here in August 
2022. He is a historian, specialising 
in the social and cultural history of 
Saudi Arabia, the Gulf states, and 
Egypt and holds a PhD in Islam
ic and Middle Eastern Studies from 
the Hebrew University in Jerusalem. 
Elad’s research interests also include 
gender, modern Arabic literature, 
Shia in the Arab world, Egyptian his
tory, society, culture, and media, and 
popular culture in the Muslim and 
Arab world. 

Thomas Stein
bach has joined 
ZMO for a 9month 
position as a guest 
researcher as of Jan
uary 2023 as a recip
ient of a DAAD ‘re
turn scholarship’. He 
holds a MA in History 
of Religions. At ZMO 

he is working on ‘Dewan-i Hikmat’, 
a ChaghatayTürki text, popular in 
Central Asia during the 19th and 
20th centuries, tracing elements of 
syncretism and local Islam in the mi
lieu of its recipients. 

ZMO welcomed several 
shortterm guests in the second half 
of the year. Prof. Dr. Dina Khoury 
stayed from midSeptember to 
mid–November 2022. Her current 
research topic is ‘Labor Migration 
and the Birth of the Documenta
tion Regimes in the Persian Gulf: 
1880s–1930s’. Khadiga Embaby 
joined Samuli Schielke’s project 
‘The Search for a Normal Life’ for 
three months (October–December). 
Her work focuses on apartment 
ownership and credits in Egypt. Dr. 
Shaheed Tayob (University of Stel
lenbosch, Cape Town, South Africa) 
was a visiting research fellow in the 

Contested Religion unit (Novem
ber–December 2022). He is working 
on ‘Archives of the Ethical: Mus
lim Bodies, Networks, Labour and 
Food Practice in Mumbai’. Nataliia 
Malynovska spent a threemonth 
guest fellowship from November 
2022 to January 2023, working on 
her project ‘A Centenary History of 
Women’s Rights in Afghanistan: 
Between Religion and Secularism’. 
Ludmilla Garnyk from V.  N. Karaz
in Kharkiv National University has 
been a guest fellow at ZMO from 
midNovember 2022 to midFebru
ary 2023. 

ZMO also bade farewell to 
several colleagues. Claudia Ghra
wi, longstanding colleague at ZMO, 
began a position in research man
agement at the IberoAmerican In
stitute in Berlin in September 2022, 
supporting the directorate in the 
development and implementation 
of strategic projects. 

Veronica Ferreri began a 
Marie Curie Global Fellowship in 
the Department of Humanities at 
Ca’ Foscari University in Venice in 
October 2022 and is currently an 
affiliated researcher at Humboldt 
University’s CARMAH. Her three-
year project, entitled ‘Archives in 
Times of War’, examines diasporic 
Syrians’ practices of preservation 
and storage of mundane legal doc
uments and their centrality in the 
different forms of care enacted by 
families scattered between Syria 
and Europe.

Ali Dogan (end of July), Ste
ven Serels (end of September), and 
Reyazul Haque (end of October) 
also set out for new shores.

Africa Today featured ZMO 
colleague Frédérick Madore as au
thor of the month for December 
2022 (https://www.facebook.com/
AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KG
cehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvt
DknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrX
fULbu1zl).

Elad Giladi. 
Photo: privateHanna Janatka. 

Photo: private

Antoinette Fer-
rand. Photo:  
private

Thomas Stein-
bach. Photo: 
private

www.leibniz-zmo.de orient-bulletin Nr. 42 · 2023 · 11

https://www.facebook.com/AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KGcehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvtDknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrXfULbu1zl
https://www.facebook.com/AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KGcehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvtDknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrXfULbu1zl
https://www.facebook.com/AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KGcehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvtDknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrXfULbu1zl
https://www.facebook.com/AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KGcehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvtDknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrXfULbu1zl
https://www.facebook.com/AfricaTodayJournal/posts/pfbid0KGcehTSsEJuL4gAB9aER8huXnegvtDknShZNvLgtbg4jcjymzQK3nqbrXfULbu1zl


Impressum · Orient Bulletin, His-
tory, Society and Culture in Asia, the 
Middle East and Africa published by 
Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient, 
Geistes wissenschaftliche Zentren 
Berlin e.V. · editorial board: Svenja 

Becherer, Sonja Hegasy, Kai Kresse · 
photos without reference: ZMO · con
tributors to this edition: Hilal Alkan · 
Michael Baers · Sana Chavoshian · 
Lena Herzog · Aksana Ismailbekova 
· Lisa Jöris · Heike Liebau · Nikolaos 

Olma · Maren Schwarz · Lena Was
sermeier · ISSN 2191-3226 (print); 
2191-3234 (online) · please require 
permission for use and reproduction 
of the content · we welcome your 
comments: svenja.becherer@zmo.de 

CALENDAR

Lecture series in the academic year 
2022/23
For the Historicity of Democracy 
Seminar 2022/23, see https://
www.zmo.de/en/events/lecture

series/lectureseriesintheaca
demicyear202223
The monthly ZMO summer collo-
quium 2023 will take place from 
30 March until 13 July 2023

For the programme and further 
information on ZMO events and 
activities please visit https://
www.zmo.de/en/events

NEWS AWARDS AND DISTINCTIONS

Nikolaos Olma was award
ed the Irene Hilgers Memorial Prize 
2022 for his article ‘Monotonous mo
torscapes: Uzbekistan’s car industry 
and the consolidation of a postso
cialist shortage economy’ published 
in Central Asian Survey in 2021. 

Sana Chavoshian received a 
workshop organisation grant from 

the International Society of Sociology 
of Religion (ISSR). 

The Canadian Social Knowl
edge Institute (C-SKI) awarded a 
2023 Emerging Open Scholarship 
Award to Fédérick Madore (https://
etcl.uvic.ca/2023/01/17/2023open
scholarshipawards/) for his work 
done on the Burkina Collection, an 

open access digital database con
taining  over 2,900 archival docu
ments, newspaper articles, Islamic of 
various forms, and photographs on 
Islam and Muslims in Burkina Faso 
since the 1960s. (https://islam.do
mains.uflib.ufl.edu/s/bf/page/home).

Congratulations!

NEWS PROJECTS

Stefan B. Kirmse has been 
awarded an ERC Consolidator Grant. 
From 1 July 2023, he will head the 
project ‘In Pursuit of “Legality” and 
“Justice”: Minority Struggles in the 
Russian Empire and the Soviet Un
ion’. For the following five years, he 
will be joined by five new colleagues, 
including three doctoral students. The 
new research team will join forces 

with the ‘Representations of the Past’ 
unit at ZMO.

Likewise, in July 2023, a new 
Leibniz Collaborative Excellence pro
ject titled ‘Crafting Entanglements: 
AfroAsian Pasts of the Global Cold 
War’ (CRAFTE) will begin, with a 
duration of three years. The collab
orative project comprises institution
al partners from within Leibniz (IRS, 

Erkner, ZZF, Potsdam, ZMO, Berlin) 
as well as those based outside of Eu
rope (JNU, New Delhi), with Prof. Dr. 
Anaheed al-Hardan, Howard Uni
versity, Washington DC as a collab
orating visiting fellow. Dr. Anandita 
Bajpai (ZMO, Berlin) is the principal 
investigator of the project.
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