
Natural Sciences in the Galaxy
A ceremony was held to mark the opening of the Haus der Astronomie (House of Astronomy) 
in Heidelberg, a new communications center for astronomical research

It felt like being in a dense gas cloud in the center of our Milky 
Way. Misty, drizzly weather dominated the scene, and from 
a distance, the silhouette of the Haus der Astronomie fitting-
ly floated into view. A galaxy in the cosmic ocean. The idea 
of designing the floor plan of the building in the shape of a 
spiral galaxy came from Klaus Tschira. And at the opening cer-
emony, architect Manfred Bernhardt talked about the prob-
lems of actually building it. The facade alone consists of more 
than 300 elements that were produced by a company based 
in South Tyrol and fitted with millimeter precision on site.

In a witty speech, Mr. Tschira then talked about his en-
thusiasm for astronomy. Called a “planetary nut” in elemen-
tary school, he went on to study physics after his school-
leaving exams. “Instead of starting an academic career, I then 
took some time out and obtained my driver’s license with 
the idea of possibly delivering mineral water,” he said. But 
that didn’t happen. He eventually ended up at IBM, then 
co-founded SAP – one of the world’s largest software manu-
facturers today. Through his foundation, Klaus Tschira com-

missioned the building of the Haus der Astronomie; shortly 
before the festivities began, he presented it to the Max 
Planck Society.

Baden-Württemberg’s Minister of Science, Theresia Bau-
er, and her colleague from the Department of Education, 
Gabriele Warminski-Leitheußer, emphasized the importance 
of the institution for the educational landscape. “Here, 
young people are given the opportunity to think outside the 
box,” commented Ms. Warminski-Leitheußer. And Theresia 
Bauer praised the house as “a place where enthusiasm for 
science is nurtured.” Thomas Henning, Managing Director 
of the Max Planck Institute for Astronomy, which is respon-
sible for running the Haus der Astronomie, sees it as a “Tro-
jan horse” to arouse interest in students for natural and en-
gineering sciences. 

Just as unusual as the architecture was the “key” that 
was handed to Peter Gruss, President of the Max Planck 
Society, at the end of the ceremony: a solid metal model of 
the building. 

“Images of Science” Exhibition 
in Palm Beach

The Max Planck Florida Foundation invited 120 guests, among 
them the mayor of West Palm Beach, the presidents of the 
Cultural Council and the Economic Council, and numerous rep-
resentatives of well known financial institutions, to the open-
ing of the exhibition at the West Palm Beach Photographic 
Center. It was prominently featured in the media and appeared 
on the front page of the Palm Beach Daily News.

In the building modeled on a spiral galaxy, 
astronomical research will be promoted in 
workshops, advanced training and symposiums.

After the presentation at the West Palm Beach Photographic Center,
the exhibition will run from February 11 to September 3, 2012 at the
Miami Science Museum.
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“Explaining rather than judging”

A German administrative court recently 
granted a woman from Sierra Leone refu-
gee status owing to female circumcision 
after her application had initially been re-
jected in the asylum procedure. Apparent-
ly, a decision stating the belief that cir-
cumcision should be considered pre-perse-
cution became final for the first time. For 
women who, as part of their initiation 
into the secret society of women, are cir-
cumcised as young girls (which is standard 
practice particularly in Sierra Leone, Gam-
bia and Guinea) but later oppose this prac-
tice and are persecuted, this decision 
should make the asylum procedure easier, 
believes Jacqueline Knörr. She heads the 
research group “Integration and Conflict 
on the Upper Guinea Coast (West Africa)” 
at the Max Planck Institute for Social An-
thropology in Halle. MaxPlanckResearch 
spoke with her.

Ms. Knörr, how does it feel to have been able 
to provide real help to someone through your 
research?
Jacqueline Knörr: It’s always a good feel-
ing when I can help someone by giving an 
expert opinion. I have already given a num-
ber of expert opinions, particularly for the 
asylum procedure in England, on the prob-
lems of female circumcision in certain 
countries in West Africa. This time, how-
ever, it was quite different. I received a let-
ter from the lawyer who represented the 
woman from Sierra Leone in her appeal 
against the rejection of her asylum appli-
cation. In the lawyer’s arguments, he re-
ferred to evidence from a public lecture I 
gave in 2006 as part of my postdoctoral 
qualification at the University of Halle.

What was the topic?
It was about the social significance of secret 
women’s associations in Sierra Leone. The 
court’s decision is based essentially on in-
formation from this lecture, according to 
what the lawyer told me. 

So you don’t know either him or the woman?
Exactly. But the lawyer sent me the ver-
dict. And it’s usually the case that you 
don’t know the women in such proceed-

ings personally. But you feel with them 
when you read the sometimes very de-
tailed and difficult life stories that are 
dealt with in the asylum procedure.

How did you happen upon the subject of 
female circumcision?
In my group, we conduct research particu-
larly into which reintegration processes are 
taking place in the countries of the Upper 
Guinea Coast after the civil wars of the last 
20 years, and what role ethnic, language, 
religious and national identities play in 
this. In Sierra Leone, around 85 percent of 
women are still circumcised despite the 
presence of NGOs that oppose the practice. 
My concern is not to condemn female cir-
cumcision, but to explain in what social 
and cultural context it is practiced.

It is certainly a misapprehension to accept 
that all women are against female circumci-
sion. And it is in fact much less controversial 
when done on boys in Western countries.
But that is hardly comparable to the radi-
cal nature of the majority of female cir-
cumcisions. This involves hard economic 
factors. The sowei – the women who carry 
out the circumcisions in Sierra Leone – are 
paid to do it and receive other services in 
return. Attempting to find them alterna-
tive sources of income can surely be a very 
promising approach in this. In the specific 
case that was dealt with here, the woman 
was the daughter of a sowei. She wanted to 

take on the mantle but not pursue it, and 
has opposed the practice of circumcision. 
As a result, she was threatened and hound-
ed, and ultimately fled to Germany. Never-
theless, her application for asylum was re-
jected by the competent Federal Office for 
Migration and Refugees.   

Why is it so difficult in Germany, given the 
attitude toward female circumcision, to gain 
recognition as a refugee?
I can only speculate, but I think it’s also 
connected to the fact that, while the polit-
ical position of the federal office is very 
strong, its understanding of foreign life re-
lationships is unsound. And my research 
results are not always taken in context cor-
rectly. I have even been so strongly mis-
quoted that findings were used against 
one woman. I have since attempted to clar-
ify this. The greater willingness in England 
to include ethnological knowledge may be 
due to the fact that people are more used 
to ethnic diversity and, as a former colonial 
power, more naturally see themselves as 
an immigration country.

When you were younger, you lived in Africa 
with your parents. Did this influence your de-
cision to study anthropology?
Yes, of course. I lived in Ghana between 
the ages five and fourteen. My parents 
lived there for many years afterwards – so 
there’s a connection, even if I have, of 
course, moved a lot in so-called expatri-
ate communities. When I later attended 
school in Germany, I considered adhering 
to European world views to be a restric-
tion. At the same time, I occasionally had 
to listen to accusations of racism, simply 
because of the fact that I had lived in Af-
rica as a white person. In the first few 
years, that caused resistance in all direc-
tions. I also found it difficult to under-
stand why most of the people around me 
assumed that all African women are op-
pressed. That strengthened my resolve to 
understand things comparatively and 
from an indigenous point of view.
 

Interview: Susanne Beer

Jacqueline Knörr
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Jacqueline Knörr’s research helped a West African woman gain recognition as a refugee
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On the Net

The Mysterious Denisova People
Bence Viola of the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary 
Anthropology in Leipzig initially thought the unprepos-
sessing find he saw in front of him was the tooth of a cave 
bear. However, it soon became clear that they had found 
the remains of a new prehistoric man. Today, DNA com-
parisons between modern man and Denisova man are 
providing clues on how human populations settled in 
Asia more than 44,000 years ago. A slide show at www.
mpg.de describes how this discovery, which Science 
magazine considers to be one of the scientific highlights 
of 2011, was made: www.mpg.de/films.

Innovation Blog
Since the end of last year, Markus Berninger has been blog-
ging for Max Planck Innovation (MI) about new discover-
ies, patents and what technology has to offer. The discus-
sion and information platform is an extension of the al-
ready highly successful Twitter channel of the subsidiary 
that is responsible for the technology transfer of the Max 
Planck institutes. Using the motto “Connecting Science 
and Business,” MI sees itself as a partner for both scientists 
and businesses. http://blog.max-planck-innovation.de

What Scientists have on their Minds
Research at the Max Planck Institute for Human Cogni-
tive and Brain Sciences revolves around human cognitive 
abilities and cerebral processes, with a focus on the neu-
ral basis of brain functions like language, emotions and 
human social behaviour, music and action. The news 
Blog NeuroCognition will provide insights into what 
scientists have on their minds. Posts may feature new 
studies, ideas, projects and initiatives, comments on cur-
rent debates, conference reports and many other things.
www.scilogs.eu/en/blog/neurocognition

New Design for Facebook Page
The English-language Facebook page for the Max Planck 
Society, which now has more than 3,000 friends, has an 
attractive new design. In addition to a new profile pic-
ture and its own welcome page, the Twitter and YouTube 
channels have also been integrated to make it easier to 
network the social media sites. Here, students from all 
over the world can find a database of all the Internation-
al Max Planck Research Schools with links to the appro-
priate Internet pages. 
www.facebook.com/maxplancksociety

The new Institute for Biomedical Research, which is being 
run in cooperation with the Argentine National Scientific 
and Technical Research Council (CONICET), is part of the 
new “Polo Científico” research campus. Around 2,000 guests 
attended the opening event in October. Earlier, President 

Cristina Fernández de Kirchner visited the laboratories of 
the new Partner Institute, at which time she presented 
Florian Holsboer, Director of the Max Planck Institute of 
Psychiatry in Munich, with the Luis Federico Leloir Prize 
from the Argentine government. In bestowing the award 
for international collaboration in the field of science, tech-
nology and innovation, Argentina acknowledges Hols-
boer’s commitment in establishing ongoing intensive sci-
entific cooperation. The establishment of a joint Partner 
Institute was contractually agreed in 2007, based chiefly 
on the collaboration dating back more than 20 years be-
tween Florian Holsboer and Argentinian Eduardo Arzt, the 
Founding Director of the new Partner Institute and for 
many years an External Scientific Member of the Max 
Planck Institute of Psychiatry. 

Strengthening the Partnership with Argentina
Opening of a Max Planck Partner Institute for Biomedical Research in Buenos Aires
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Around 2,000 guests attended the opening event with 
State President Cristina Fernández de Kirchner for the new 
Max Planck Partner Institute in Buenos Aires. 
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Max Planck 
Award for 
Science in the 
Public Eye

For the 2011 Awards, submissions were called for in 
the categories Image, Text and Animation. In the 
“Image” category, first prize went to Christian Hack-
enberger of the Max Planck Institute of Quantum 
Optics for his illustration of “Laser-driven electron 
acceleration” (1). Juan Pedro Mellado of the Max 
Planck Institute for Meteorology received second 
prize for his simulation of the “Temperature field on 
the surface of a body of water” (2). And third prize 
was awarded to Christian Eberhard of the Max 
Planck Institute for Intelligent Systems for his 

image “The source of life in a different light” (3). The 
image, which was created using reflection inter-
ference contrast microscopy (RICM), shows water 
droplets measuring 5 to 50 micrometers that for-
med on a glass surface as a result of condensation 
in a saturated water vapor atmosphere.
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