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Preface 7

Preface 
A recent scene: the only non-white person in the room (hereafter 
TONWPITR) holds the audience captive as they assert the importance 
of working continually, self-reflexively and critically on one’s individual 
positionality in any given space. They – the audience – listen intently. 
One person responds by praising the ‘strong’ presentation. He fails 
to recognise his ableist choice of language, singles out the issue of 
heteronormativity, and side-steps the wider charge of shared and 
internalised racist and colonialist conditioning. He then asks TONWPITR 
to share resources, while others express a keen desire to work ‘with 
communities’. There is talk of ‘flattening hierarchies’, ‘common 
languages’, ‘toolkits’, and concern about being ‘overly critical’ or ‘too 
negative’. After countless variations of such scenes over decades, 
TONWPITR hears all this as familiar rhetorical mechanisms for 1) Hiding 
power differentials while holding on to power; 2) Centering white Western 
European patriarchal and imperialist thinking and practice as universal;  
3) Hoping ‘the work’ amounts to problems that can be ‘fixed’ as opposed 
to structures that need systemic dismantling; and 4) Thinly concealing 
cries of fragility – for fear of shame, humiliation, displacement and 
destabilisation – in the face of named and unnamed, undifferentiated 
‘communities’ of ‘others’. Who is the ‘with’ with? Who and what is ‘the 
work’ for? TONWPITR minds the minefield of tropes and spectrum of 
stereotypes elicited by their every word and gesture, shifting stance 
from surprisingly articulate yet self-effacing assimilationist, to faintly 
exotic oddball/outsider/outlier, to angry, antagonistic witch. TONWPITR 
implores: Be open, be honest, take responsibility, act, and enact care. 
Can you listen without prejudice? Probably not. Can you listen without 
tone policing? Maybe. And what will you do then? Let’s see.

susan pui san lok / susan lok pui san
Director, Decolonising Arts Institute, 
University of the Arts London
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Introduction
‘Doing the Work: Embedding Anti-Racism and Decolonisation in Museum 
Practice’ was a series of seven closed, online workshops for museum 
professionals that took place in 2021. It was co-produced by Anjalie  
Dalal-Clayton at the Decolonising Arts Institute (University of the Arts 
London) and Ilaria Puri Purini at the Contemporary Art Society.  
They developed their idea for the series in 2018, recognising: a failure 
within the museum and gallery sector to dismantle its entrenched 
racist, imperial structures and practices; a nervousness or reticence 
by museum workers to ‘talk specifics’, especially in exposing, open 
forums; and a dire need to begin ‘doing the work’.1 Bearing in mind 
certain contexts of opposition and resistance that many museum staff 
find themselves working in, and their need to also consider institutional 
idiosyncrasies, each workshop was necessarily small, providing 
participants with an intimate, safe space for focussed conversation 
where Chatham House Rule applied.

The series was premised on the understanding that it is not possible to 
produce a one-size-fits-all set of strategies or ‘toolkit’ for embedding 
anti-racism and decolonisation in museum practice. The onus to develop 
feasible approaches for doing this work must be on white professionals 
in the sector. Participants, drawn primarily from the Contemporary Art 
Society’s museum members, were therefore asked to come prepared to 
speak generously and candidly about their concerns and experiences, to 
discuss specific strategies they had trialled where possible, and to offer 
each other peer support through sharing ideas and offering feedback.

1 ‘Doing the work’ is a refrain within anti-racist discourse that refers to the 
imperative to examine our individual, deep-rooted perceptions, to change our 
day-to-day habits, and to take meaningful action to contest and counteract 
racism in our personal, familial and professional lives.

Each workshop focussed on a specific area of museum practice 
(curating, interventionist strategies, documentation, interpretation, 
collecting and engagement) and was framed by two presentations  
given by individuals who have an exemplary track record of 
implementing anti-racist and/or decolonial practice relevant to the  
focus of the session. Each workshop was also attended by an early 
career museum professional who was commissioned to write a 
discursive account that synthesised and critically reflected on the 
key areas of discussion, whilst offering anonymity to the participants 
and institutions involved. Recordings of the framing presentations are 
available to view on the Contemporary Art Society and Decolonising  
Arts Institute webpages, and this publication presents the accounts. 

The accounts from the ‘Doing the Work’ series offer a unique insight 
into the specific concerns and experiences of the museum and gallery 
sector’s ‘frontline’ workers, surface key commonalities across diverse 
and wide-ranging institutions, and highlight the urgent tasks facing the 
sector’s leaders. It is hoped that staff working across all areas and levels 
within museums can use these reports to inform meaningful, embedded 
and sustainable changes that will, in turn, begin to dismantle the racist 
and imperial modes of thinking and doing that underpin most  
museum practices.
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Overview 
and provocations

— Anjalie Dalal-Clayton and Ilaria Puri Purini

The ‘Doing the Work’ series was conceived as a space for generative 
discussion rather than one of instruction. Our contention was that 
museum workers have to grapple with the challenge of dismantling 
racism, colonialism and imperialism in museums for themselves – that 
this work must begin with the committed and self-informed individual 
alongside any sector-wide guidance and directives from funders and 
accreditors. We therefore asked participants to come prepared to 
discuss approaches they had tested in their workplaces and to prime 
themselves by engaging with a variety of readings and resources shared 
in advance. Although some participants arrived in the online spaces 
prepared to develop and debate different strategies, there were many 
who appeared to have only a rudimentary understanding of the notions 
of race, racism, anti-racism, colonialism, imperialism and decolonisation 
and how they intersect with the purposes and workings of the museum. 
On the one hand, this revealed a heartening interest and willingness to 
‘do the work’ despite not having engaged with such work before, and on 
the other, either a naivety about the knowledge that is required or a lack 
of time to develop that knowledge. Overall, the participants seemed very 
much at the beginning of their ‘journey’. There was much discussion 
about the lack of clarity within the sector about what anti-racism and 
decolonisation mean and look like, and also about there being a lack 
of commitment and support from those working in leadership positions.

In consequence, our ambition for the series to provide a space in 
which ideas for feasible strategies could be developed remains largely 
unrealised. Nonetheless, the workshops were extremely illuminating in 
that they surfaced, through first-hand testimonies, the difficulties staff are 
facing in trying to do the work - difficulties they feel senior management 
and museum directors do not fully appreciate. This collection of reflective 
summaries on the workshops therefore ‘feeds information up’, making 
clear how staff on the ground are grappling with the imperative to  
‘do the work’, and outlining the specific issues that need addressing,  
as seen through the critical lens of the early career practitioners who  
have written them.

Below, we draw out and summarise the key findings and related 
provocations from the reflective summaries.

1. Naming and framing the problem

Almost every breakout group in every workshop began with commentary 
on the performative allyship the participants had witnessed their 
institutions enacting in response to the Black Lives Matter protests of 
2020. Just as these gestures were quickly critiqued on social media 
for being hollow and for virtue signalling, the participants expressed 
the view that their institutions had simply not done enough since to 
live up to their claims of anti-racism and solidarity with the movement. 
They described this particularly in terms of museum workers not 
taking personal responsibility for making change, and in terms of 
museum leaders not instigating transformational change in institutional 
operations and structures. Sylvia Theuri comments in her summary that 
a prerequisite for enabling these types of change is not for institutions 
to make statements about needing to ‘do better’, but instead to name 
the problem - that is, to openly acknowledge that they are institutionally 
racist. Another vital prerequisite, as Kathleen Lawther points out, is for 
governing bodies and museum directors to genuinely frame this change-
making (whether that be in terms of the diversity of museum boards or in 
the minutiae of object documentation) as critical.

Provocation: Name and frame the problem

Openly acknowledge institutional racism and frame anti-racist and 
decolonial change-making as critical.
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2. White Fragility

The reason why institutional racism within the museum sector has 
yet to be widely and openly acknowledged, and why anti-racism and 
decolonisation have yet to be framed as central, critical work, may 
be due to the defensiveness and resistance that several participants 
described having witnessed in their workplaces. Jessica Lowe-Mbirimi’s 
summary identifies this as White Fragility and as a ‘system of disbelief’ 
that racist and colonial thinking continues to take place within the 
broadly liberal-minded workforce of the museum. Both Lowe-Mbirimi 
and Aksana Khan report that the workshop participants described 
feeling hyper-conscious about, and having to moderate the language 
they use when discussing, racism in the workplace for fear of how 
colleagues and line managers might react, and also that museum 
workers of colour find themselves absorbing the anxieties of their white 
colleagues. As Lowe-Mbirimi asserts, when there is White Fragility within 
the museum workforce, ‘honest and productive discussion about the 
challenges at hand cannot happen, and the status quo remains in place’.

Provocation: Don’t enact White Fragility

Accept that racist and colonial thinking is embedded in the  
museum and create an environment in which open discussion 
about it is encouraged.

3. Neutrality and balance 

Another factor precluding anti-racist and decolonial work within 
museums, as identified across the workshops, was an ongoing 
commitment to neutrality and balance in the sector, whether that be in 
terms of museums taking a stand on political issues and social justice, 
or in how they present and interpret objects, history and the human 
experience. As discussed in Khairani Barokka’s report, numerous 
participants described finding it difficult to deneutralize or even alter their 
approaches in a context ‘where museums and cultural institutions are 
facing fierce opposition from the press, from funders and from certain 
audiences to even the most gentle of decolonising efforts’ and in a 
context ‘of an organisational culture that wanted to maintain allegiances 
to older, whiter audiences’. Barokka points out that even when museums 
do not explicitly claim to be neutral spaces, the question of ‘balance’ is 
often invoked.  That is, museums assert that they should not privilege 
one perspective over another. She astutely notes that a supposed need 
for balance is only usually expressed ‘when the centring of whiteness is 
challenged, and not the other way around’, and that ‘balance’ is therefore 
a deceptive means for maintaining the status quo in the museum.

Provocation: Forget neutrality and balance

Take a position informed by ethics, justice and care.
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4. Knowledge 

Across the workshops, the participants identified deficiencies in 
knowledge, time and diversity as the urgent issues that need addressing 
in order for anti-racist and decolonial practices to be embedded within 
the work of museums. Numerous participants described not knowing 
what the terms antiracism and decolonisation mean, either in theory or 
in practice, and that there is rarely an agreed definition of these terms 
within institutions, let alone across the sector. When combined with 
what Lowe-Mbirimi describes as ‘the evident complexity of the work 
that needs to be done’, this lack of knowledge is ‘causing museum 
professionals to feel anxious, if not fearful, of “doing it wrong”’, resulting 
in a failure to take action within their respective spheres of influence. 
But as Lisa Kennedy highlights, this lack of knowledge results from a 
lack of time and resources for museum staff to carry out the necessary 
reading and research to develop a sufficient understanding of these 
key terms and ideas. As Kennedy asserts, ‘within museums there is a 
disconnect between the two linked imperatives to do the pre-conditional 
research (e.g. knowing about collections’ connections to colonisation) 
and to take action (i.e. staging exhibitions and displays in ways that might 
be considered decolonial or antiracist). The lack of time and funds to 
support the former represents a barrier to the latter’.

Provocation: Gain the knowledge

Do the necessary research and define the terms.

5. Time   

Numerous participants described having to read anti-racist and 
decolonial literature in their own time, highlighting how space is not made 
within the scope of their jobs to do this vital ‘pre-conditional’ research. 
This points towards a general perception within the sector that anti-
racism and decolonisation are either optional or that they can be added 
onto existing work, rather than being understood as central and as a 
priority. Indeed, as one participant stated, ‘everything to do with diversity 
and inclusion is extra… we can’t lose any of the exhibitions we have 
about white male artists – we just have to do more exhibitions… [and 
that] is replicated in research as well’. Several participants also described 
how senior management had yet to fully grasp the amount of painstaking 
work that is involved in ‘doing the work’ and expected them to take on 
responsibility for decolonising efforts in addition to already full workloads. 
Describing this state of affairs as ‘shameful’, Lowe-Mbirimi explains, 
‘without a demonstrable commitment to change, which involves carving 
out paid time for museum employees to educate themselves on the 
issues at hand and the methods with which to address them, significant 
change within the operating structure of the museum cannot happen’. 
But perhaps it is the operating structure of the museum that precludes 
the allowance of time for self-education and research to begin with. 
As Kennedy shrewdly asks, ‘how can decolonial modes of thinking and 
doing be adopted by museums if the colonially-rooted systems of our art 
institutions run counter-current to them, and if their neoliberal structures 
deny museum workers the time and space to develop such modes 
in the first place?’ The answer to this conundrum may lie in the total 
reconception of the form and purpose of the museum. Theuri considers 
the toppling of Bristol’s Colston statue a metaphor for the ‘significant 
fall and tearing down of historically problematic ways of working’ that 
is required in the cultural sector, involving a de-centring of whiteness 
and a much slower pace in programming that can allow all staff the time 
needed ‘to read and reflect on what genuine anti-racist and decolonial 
practices look like’, within their paid hours. But as Theuri asks, ‘how far 
are institutions prepared to go with radical acts of change that demand 
tearing down and rebuilding with others from the ground up?’

Provocation: Make time

Ensure that paid time is carved out of existing work schedules 
for all staff to develop sufficient knowledge about anti-racism 
and decolonisation.
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6. Diversity  

The third broad issue that participants across the workshops identified 
as needing urgent attention was, unsurprisingly, diversity. The issue 
of diversity was discussed in a variety of ways, namely diversity in 
the histories, narratives and perspectives that museums present, and 
also in terms of museum staffing. In fact, several white participants 
expressed a sense of unease about expanding the narratives featured in 
exhibitions due to their lack of lived experience of underrepresentation 
and oppression, and that they would therefore prefer colleagues of 
colour to lead this work. However, Theuri warns against bringing in new 
colleagues of colour through short-term interventionist projects, which 
‘perpetuate and reinforce the erroneous idea that the only role people of 
colour can have within institutions is to “intervene” in them or to take up 

“temporary” space within them, and that it is unnatural/an exception/a 
deviation for them to be permanently installed in them’. Theuri posits that 
the only solution to this is for museums to offer permanent leadership 
roles specifically to people of colour. This sentiment is echoed by Lowe-
Mbirimi, who emphasises the need for qualitative research undertaken in 
‘collaboration with permanently employed curators of colour’.

Provocation: Diversify

Expand the histories, narratives and perspectives that  
museums present, and diversify museum staffing through 
permanent contracts.

7. Power and change  

Diversification of the workforce, particularly in terms of management   
and leadership, is one way in which change can begin to take place,  
and it also constitutes a partial redistribution of power to the traditionally 
marginalised. But, as Theuri comments, a genuinely impactful 
redistribution of power must also involve divesting power away from 
the institution and putting it into the hands of ‘the very people they 
seek to engage’, that is, the audiences that most museum ‘outreach’ 
programmes are geared towards. For Aksana Khan, this necessarily 
involves the dismantling of long-standing institutional hierarchies 
and complicated operations, and for Khairani Barokka, it involves 
a shifting of ‘responsibility for institutional change from those who 
have the least influence and power to those who have the most’. As 
one participant commented, ‘somebody [junior] comes in and is 
made responsible for this huge set of questions that, actually, we 
are all responsible for, and we all need to make the changes around’.
But the question is, to what extent are institutions prepared to 
radically change the way they function and to reallocate resources 
from other areas of museum work to do this? Alongside naming 
the problem and framing it as critical, this should be amongst the 
first questions that institutions ask themselves, internally, before 
embarking on anti-racist or decolonial changes in practice and policy.

Provocation: Redistribute power for a radical change

Divest power away from leadership and put it in the hands of staff 
working at all levels in the museum and share power with museum 
audiences.
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…8, 9 and 10. Taking action,  
self-reflection and care 

Across all the workshops there was discussion about how museum 
workers can actually reach a point of taking action. But before this,  
as Lowe-Mbirimi identifies, is the question of what constitutes action, 
because ‘intention can easily be mistaken for action’. Many of the 
participants described their institutions as being stuck in a cycle of 
discussion or a state of inertia with regards to implementing any kind  
of embedded practice that might be considered anti-racist or decolonial. 
Several put this down to individual and collective feelings of shame 
or guilt. The most effective way of moving beyond these feelings and 
towards a point of taking action is to engage in both individual and 
collective critical self-reflection on the topics of race, racism, whiteness, 
White Supremacy and imperialism. Kennedy recommends that ‘before 
museum professionals embark on any [practical] strategies…they first 
need to understand why they seek to bring about some of the changes 
discussed’. By reckoning with individual and institutional complicity in 
upholding systems of oppression, museum workers can move towards 
a state of feeling compelled to take action. But as Khan points out, there 
are numerous museum workers who have been ‘doing the work’ all along, 
including the hard emotional labour that comes with being a museum 
worker of colour, who struggles daily against the inherent forces of 
oppression that underpin the museum’s structure, whilst also having to 
be sensitive to, and absorbing, the anxieties of their white colleagues 
who are only now beginning to engage in the problems of racism and 
imperialism. To these museum staff, Khan advocates for care – and 
specifically, care for themselves.

Provocation: Take action, take responsibility and prioritise care

Encourage individuals to take responsibility for implementing anti-
racist and decolonial approaches, and give them the tools to do this 
well – time, money, power.

Put aside feelings of shame or guilt and engage in critical self-
reflection to inspire concrete action.

Care for others and for oneself.
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20 January 2021  

This first workshop in the Doing the Work series focused on curation  
and display in museums and galleries. It was moderated by Professor 
Paul Goodwin (Chair of Contemporary Art and Urbanism, University  
of the Arts London) and opened with a discussion between Nikita Gill  
(Iniva Curatorial Trainee, Manchester Art Gallery) and Kate Jesson 
(Modern and Contemporary Curator, Manchester Art Gallery).  

Questions for the discussion included: 

What curatorial strategies might be considered decolonial or  
anti-racist in approach?  

What questions, approaches and behaviours should curators be 
embedding into their day-to-day practices?  

How can an anti-racist or decolonial approach be developed in 
relation to collections that are ethnically diverse, and conversely,  
in relation to collections that are not?  

Should artworks depicting violent colonial histories ever be 
included in exhibitions and displays, and if so, why/how?  

What curatorial models can be used when displaying work by 
artists whose biographies and attitudes are deemed problematic/
racist/colonial?  

How can anti-racist and/or decolonial curatorial approaches be 
developed in contexts where such approaches are resisted  
or even discouraged? 

Workshop 1:
Curation and Display 

Claudette Johnson, Standing Figure, 2017. Acquired by the CAS for Rugby Art Gallery 
and Museum through the Rapid Response Fund, 2020. © Claudette Johnson. Courtesy 
the artist and Hollybush Gardens, London. Photograph: Andy Keate. Presented by the 
Contemporary Art Society through the Rapid Response Fund, 2020.
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Who and What 
Narratives 
are on Display? 
by Lisa Kennedy

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic as well as global protests 
against racial inequalities have highlighted glaring societal problems 
that have long histories of being part of (and even embedded within) the 
structures of museums, galleries, and cultural institutions. Within the 
UK’s cultural sector, the murder of George Floyd and the subsequent 
Black Lives Matter protests in 2020 caused museums to question how 
they can respond to a global movement, and how their responses can be 
entwined with displays of objects and artworks within collections. British 
art institutions have responded to this in different ways, some of which 
have garnered critique from museum professionals, activists, the general 
public and politicians. There is further complication when we consider 
what role curation and display play in all this.

The first ‘Doing the Work’ workshop focussed on practices of curation 
and display, and particularly on how curation produces narratives.  
It began with a joint presentation from Kate Jesson, Curator at 
Manchester Art Gallery (MAG), and Nikita Gill who was the Iniva Future 
Collect Curatorial Trainee there at the time. Jesson critically discussed 
how exhibitions demonstrate institutional values to the general public, 
and how curators traditionally focus on geography, chronology and 
the lens of identity when displaying work by artists of colour, which 
can skew the way we engage with, and come to know, the works they 
produce. These foci are typically deployed to shape our understanding 
of works by such artists as being situated outside the standard narratives 
of art’s histories, and Euro-American cultural history more broadly. 
Jesson described MAG’s recent collaboration with the artist Jade 
Montserrat as a way of disrupting this tendency within curation. A newly 
commissioned, multi-part work by Montserrat titled ‘Constellations: Care 
and Resistance’, is interspersed within the permanent collection display, 
and situated in dialogue with a variety of different artists. As the website 
explains: ‘These dialogues reveal new stories, expand existing ones, and 
explore multiple narratives’.1 

1 Manchester Art Gallery website. Available at: 
https://manchesterartgallery.org/exhibitions-and-events/exhibition/
constellations-care-resistance (Accessed 20 September 2021)

Gill described Montserrat’s work as exploring how care is enacted within 
institutions and also within the field of activism. In relation to this, Gill 
discussed how Black bodies are represented by artists in their work,  
and often without regard for, or sensitivity to, histories and contexts of 
trauma and violence, and also about the responsibility to centre care 
within curating, not only for artworks but also for artists, audiences, 
histories and futures.

Here, I provide a critical summary of what participants at this workshop 
discussed. I note where current pitfalls exist regarding the representation 
of staff and the voices that steer curatorial outputs, as well as the 
issues that exist within collections, artworks, and curatorial narratives 
themselves. The workshop sought to create a space for participants 
to instigate anti-racist and decolonial strategies, and with that in mind, 
the participants’ discussions can be characterised as revolving around 
six key issues in the museum sector: gaps in knowledge; stretched 
resources; displaying problematic objects; performative acts; diversity  
(of artists represented in collections, and amongst staff); and neutrality.

Gaps in knowledge 

Gaps in knowledge were discussed across the various breakout groups 
as being a significant barrier to broadening the narratives that curators 
present in exhibitions and displays. Four different types of gaps were 
identified: first, gaps in institutional memory about past exhibitions or 
commissions resulting from poor archiving or a complete lack thereof; 
second, a perceived absence of information about the colonial histories 
that are connected to collections, artworks and museum buildings; third, 
incomplete artwork and object provenance (history of ownership); and 
fourth, limited knowledge of a broad range of histories amongst museum 
curators due to hegemonic, western-derived narrations of history in art 
history curricula and museums. From the discussions, one pertinent 
example combines all four types of gaps in knowledge, and evidences 
their complex and problematic convergence: it was noted that there 
are areas in the UK (and by extension, the institutions in those areas), 
such as the south west of England, that do not acknowledge where the 
wealth of their cities comes from historically (in contrast to cities such 
as Liverpool, which do), in this case ignoring connections between the 
region’s lace industry, its use of cotton, and its links to the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade.2 This is likely the consequence of not thinking about and/

2 Lucy MacKeith explores the link between Devon and the Slave Trade in 
Unravelling Devon [sic] involvement in Slave Ownership. Available at: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/media-new/pdfs/devonandslaveownership.pdf 
(Accessed 17 June 2021).

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/media-new/pdfs/devonandslaveownership.pdf
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or refusing to acknowledge links between artworks and collections 
and local industrial and financial histories, and the links between those 
histories and colonial or imperial history. Some of the participants 
reported that the institutions they work for wilfully disassociate their 
collections from their physical locations and wider contextual histories, 
whilst favouring singular, authoritative narratives and centring the 
‘powerful, epoch-defining individual’.3 

To fill gaps in knowledge, researchers look to archives and other 
historical records, especially since digitised resources are growing 
in number, allowing them to excavate bottom-up, multi-vocal stories. 
However, as several participants asserted, curators are rarely able 
to engage deeply with the types of information that can be found in 
historical records (in a bid to nuance the narratives they present within 
exhibitions and displays) due to standard curatorial timelines in museums 
that do not allow the time and space needed for thorough research. 
While more time should of course be given for thorough research within 
the curatorial process, in my view, it is not simply about filling gaps in 
knowledge, but also about learning to pivot one’s perspective on the 
information and material that is readily available within the museum so 
that new narratives can be brought out. As Lucy MacKeith notes in her 
essay about the county of Devon’s involvement in the Slave Trade, ‘if 
we look at materials we already have from a different angle than earlier 
historians, we will uncover new threads in the history’.4 This is already 
happening, to an extent, in many museums in the UK, through the 
privileging of perspectives and histories of individuals represented in 
artworks but traditionally ignored within museum interpretation, or by 
involving those not usually involved in museum work to develop readings 
of objects and artworks. The success and ethics of such initiatives is 
another matter, but the key point is that lack of time for research to plug 
gaps in knowledge does not entirely prevent curators from challenging 
and broadening established narratives in the museum.

Several participants described having a gap in knowledge in relation 
to what constitutes a decolonial or anti-racist perspective and set of 
practices, and many of them again put this down to a lack of time to 
engage in the multitude of anti-racist resources that have become 
available in the past year or two. Developing an understanding of what 
decolonisation and anti-racism actually mean, and from a variety of 
different perspectives, learning not to conflate the two, and thinking 
about what related practices in the museum might actually entail are all 

3 This centring of ‘powerful, epoch defining individuals’ is discussed in the 
following article, which readers may wish to consult: Sean Lang, Diarmaid 
MacCulloch, Lucasta Miller and Jane Ridley, ‘Is There Still Value in ‘Great 
Man’ History?’ in History Today,Volume 69, Issue 9, September 2019, Available 
at: https://www.historytoday.com/archive/head-head/there-still-value-
%E2%80%98great-man%E2%80%99-history (Accessed 2 November 2021).
4 MacKeith, as above.

imperative, and museums must ring-fence adequate time for museum 
professionals to research and reflect on this before they consider how 
the two agendas can be authentically embedded into museum practice. 
Indeed, as one of the moderators asked, ‘we’re using…[the term] 
decolonial – what the hell does that mean?’. While definitions around 
this and other now popular terms are constantly in flux, I put forward 
the following working definitions. First, to engage with decoloniality is 
to decentre the idea that knowledge production and perspectives can 
only stem from Western knowledge systems, an idea that either omits, 
co-opts or views other knowledge systems as illegitimate and inferior 
modes of understanding past and present contexts (or a combination of 
all three).5 Second, anti-racism actively dismantles ideas, policies, laws, 
societal norms, and ways of thinking that reinforce superiority/inferiority 
complexes between racial groups. Anti-racism involves advocating for 
and actioning equitable treatment between racial groups and expanding 
on the modes mentioned above.6

The participants discussed working with artists and/or community 
groups as a way of addressing the institutional gaps in knowledge 
described above, and from a non-exploitative stance. Ivan Muñiz-Reed 
argues that artists ‘are better positioned to criticise the institution—
working with collections that have perpetrated some of the most 
interesting examples of epistemic disobedience’.7 Sonia Boyce’s ‘Six 
Acts’ intervention at Manchester Art Gallery in 2018 and Fred Wilson’s 
‘Mining the Museum’ installation at the Maryland Historical Society in the 
US in 1992-3 are two key examples of this.8 

5 My definition draws from Walter D. Mignolo (2018) definition of decoloniality: 
‘In the decolonial frame in which I operate, the major and vital move is to delink 
from the Colonial Matrix of Power (CMP), a machine that generates injustices, 
disavowals, silences at all levels. Delinking from coloniality (shorthand for 
CMP), means delinking from the enunciation in which knowledge is fabricated 
and managed (languages, institutions, actors) to legitimise dispossession 
and control in all the domains of the instituted (politics, economy, knowledge, 
racism and sexism, and the ontologisation of nature, all of which impinges on 
land dispossession)’. Available at: https://www.afterall.org/publications/journal/
issue.45/thinking-and-engaging-with-the-decolonial-a-conversation-between-
walterd-mignolo-and-wanda-nanibush (Accessed 17 June 2021).
6 My definition draws on Ibram X. Kendi’s (2020) definition of anti-racism in his 
2019 book, How to Be an Antiracist. An excerpt can be found on the Penguin 
website: https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/2020/june/ibram-x-kendi-definition-
of-antiracist.html (Accessed 20 June 2021).
7 Ivan Muñiz-Reed, 2017, p.102.
8 Six Acts was a night-time group takeover of the Manchester Art Gallery 

‘exploring “gender trouble” among the gallery’s 19th century painting displays 
and wider culture’. See: https://manchesterartgallery.org/exhibitions-and-events/
exhibition/sonia-boyce/ (Accessed 17 June 2021). Co-curator of the Mining the 
Museum exhibition, Lisa Corrin writes about Fred Wilson’s intervention using 
objects from the Maryland Historical Society to critique the role of the curator 
in a museum environment, emphasising how curatorial practice affects our 
interpretation and perception of collections. See: https://historyinpublic.blogs.
brynmawr.edu/files/2016/01/Curator_Mining-the-Museum.pdf 
(Accessed 17 June 2021).

https://www.afterall.org/publications/journal/issue.45/thinking-and-engaging-with-the-decolonial-a-conversation-between-walterd-mignolo-and-wanda-nanibush
https://www.afterall.org/publications/journal/issue.45/thinking-and-engaging-with-the-decolonial-a-conversation-between-walterd-mignolo-and-wanda-nanibush
https://www.afterall.org/publications/journal/issue.45/thinking-and-engaging-with-the-decolonial-a-conversation-between-walterd-mignolo-and-wanda-nanibush
https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/2020/june/ibram-x-kendi-definition-of-antiracist.html
https://www.penguin.co.uk/articles/2020/june/ibram-x-kendi-definition-of-antiracist.html
https://manchesterartgallery.org/exhibitions-and-events/exhibition/sonia-boyce/
https://manchesterartgallery.org/exhibitions-and-events/exhibition/sonia-boyce/
https://historyinpublic.blogs.brynmawr.edu/files/2016/01/Curator_Mining-the-Museum.pdf
https://historyinpublic.blogs.brynmawr.edu/files/2016/01/Curator_Mining-the-Museum.pdf
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Both Boyce’s and Wilson’s interventions successfully challenged 
institutions by reframing objects and artworks as a dialogue (rather 
than a transmission of information), consequently fostering institutional 
self-reflection. Other scholars and advocates of anti-racist approaches 
such as Elena Gonzales (2019 and 2020), Natalie Bayer and Mark 
Terkessidis (2017) note the importance of collaboration as a way of going 
beyond representation and enabling the genuine inclusion of different 
perspectives and meanings that can, in turn, enrich displays.

Although collaboration is a useful way of addressing gaps in knowledge 
with museums, several participants commented that artist/community 
interventions and collaborations require careful consideration and need 
to be ethically managed. One participant questioned how institutions can 
avoid being tokenistic when establishing collaborations with artists, and 
also, how institutions can shoulder the burden to ‘decolonise’ instead of 
placing the responsibility solely in the hands of artists and artworks.  
A consistent and timely approach to remunerating artists or community 
members for their labour is also lacking within the museum sector as a 
whole. Many artists report via social media that they regularly receive 
late payments from museums, leaving them struggling to pay bills.  
A conversation about remuneration needs to happen with artists and 
communities in order to ascertain which processes of remuneration 
are ethical, fit for purpose and mutually beneficial. As part of this 
conversation, institutions would do well to consider how payment 
can adequately compensate external collaborators for the skills and 
knowledge they provide, how both physical and intellectual space can 
be shared (e.g. use of museum spaces by communities and artists or 
shared authorship of content that is produced), and how museums can 
offer access to training and development opportunities.
 
This brings into question the value that is placed on the labour and 
expertise of artists and communities when they are ‘brought in’ to 
plug gaps in knowledge for museums. Museums often look to artists 
to conduct work that critiques or challenges the institution, to ‘do the 
work’ of decolonisation for the institution, but have yet to establish an 
approach to paying artists that allows them to make a sustainable living 
doing such work. One might argue that attempts to include more voices 
and narratives within museums and galleries have therefore paradoxically 
contributed to the ongoing undervaluing and exploitation of BIPOC 
people and artists, whilst being disguised as a benefit to the BIPOC 
audiences that museums seek to engage. In my view, what compounds 
this situation is a lack of transparency regarding both the shifting of 
responsibility of institutional critique and ‘decolonisation’ onto BIPOC 
people and artists, and the payment processes that are employed by 
museums. A drastically improved approach to remunerating artists, 
community members and other external stakeholders who share their 
knowledge, expertise and labour with museums is urgently needed for 
this work to continue ethically.

Stretched resources 
(time, money, organisational support) 

The issue of stretched resources was widely discussed by participants 
as a factor hindering changes to curation and display practices. One 
participant noted ‘a lack of organisational support, sometimes isolation, 
and lack of structure within which we are operating due to the multiple 
cuts to service’. Time was another factor, initially highlighted in the 
opening presentation, and later expanded on by participants. For 
example, one participant commented that research on their institution’s 
collections had to be done on top of their normal duties. This highlights 
the pressure that is placed on museum professionals to do the in-
depth research required to meaningfully engage with decolonial or 
anti-racist practices, whilst also organising and maintaining an already 
busy and complex exhibition and display programme, and the lack of 
budget allocation (or funding for a separate position) to support the 
investigation of links between objects/artworks and empire. As one 
participant cautioned, ‘without the research, we have half the tools that 
we need to really unpick the situations and decolonise the collections’. 
Evidently, within museums there is a disconnect between the two linked 
imperatives to do the pre-conditional research (e.g. knowing about 
collections’ connections to colonisation) and to take action (i.e. to stage 
exhibitions and displays in ways that might be considered decolonial or 
anti-racist). The lack of time and funds to support the former represents 
a barrier to the latter.
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Ways of dissemination 
/ How to display problematic objects 

There has been an ongoing discussion within the sector about best 
practice for being transparent about the violent, colonial histories that 
provide the contexts for, or are even depicted in, artworks in public 
collections, as well as approaches to dealing with problematic, 
outdated, offensive and racist language in object descriptions. 
Two prominent examples are the projects ‘Labelling Matters’ (Pitt Rivers 
Museum, 2019 - present) and ‘Words Matter’ (Troppenheim Museum, 
2021). Unsurprisingly, several participants spoke in rather general terms 
about these dual challenges but did not proffer any possible strategies 
to deal with them.

In a similar vein, participants also discussed the challenges of 
addressing the connection of objects and artworks to the history of the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade, particularly if there is no immediately obvious 
link between this history and the chosen display theme. 
One of the facilitators asked the participants, ‘what modes of curation 
might you test out to enable those stories to come through in a way that 
feels very connected?’. Whilst this was a provocation for participants, 
a facilitator for another breakout group stated that ‘colonial histories 
touch every context’ and suggested there could be ways to ‘find the 
connections of that theme, and then that opens up a way for you to 
talk about individuals, [such as] portrait sitters’. In these discussions, 
participants seemed attached to the notion that colonial histories and 
contexts can only be explored in exhibitions or displays that are 
explicitly organised around that topic, whereas the facilitators were 
proposing that colonial connections can be found in many, if not most, 
contexts and themes, and that exhibitions and displays can address 
multiple topics in subtle ways.

Some participants discussed different approaches to identifying 
narratives that widen the discussion around colonial histories. For 
example, one participant mentioned provenance research they were 
undertaking via a partnership with an international university that focused 
on those who were enslaved as a counterbalance to the information 
being provided about the family that owned the estate. Another 
participant discussed how artists’ commissions can aid in ensuring that 
it is not only the curator’s voice that features in the reinterpretation of 
sites and collections built on wealth that was accumulated through the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade. By opening up curation, interpretation and 
display practices to a broader range of people, voices and perspectives, 
these sorts of approaches have the potential to widen discussions 
about colonial histories.

Interestingly, while the workshop participants discussed a variety of 
different approaches that could be taken to develop more inclusive 
and challenging narratives within displays and exhibitions, several 
participants also expressed concern over the possibility of visitors 
reacting negatively to such approaches. For example, one participant 
said, ‘we’re always thinking of how to negate any particular criticisms 
that we might get for exploring this topic’. Reactions to the National 
Trust’s Interim Report on the Connections between Colonialism and 
Properties (2020) in the press and from the public were noted by several 
participants as a cause for concern within the sector.9 How can this fear 
of criticism be overcome? 

In addition to this concern around visitors’ responses, there was a 
parallel discussion amongst the participants about negative responses 
to changes they want to make to long-standing interpretations and 
displays of collections that have links to colonial histories. One 
participant described feeling ‘suffocated’ by the idea of having to remain 
silent about colonial historical contexts for collections and artworks.  
The case for presenting more nuanced, transparent, inclusive and holistic 
narratives or histories in museums is certainly not new, but it has gained 
traction since the Rhodes Must Fall movement began in 2015, followed 
by the reignition of Black Lives Matter in 2020, so much so that the 
current Conservative government has weighed in on the debate, taking 
the stance of ‘retain and explain’ which firmly rejects the approach of 
removing problematic artworks or monuments from display.10 A useful 
response to this conundrum of having to keep problematic works on 
display but not wanting to gloss over precisely why they are problematic 
can be found in the work of the ‘Labelling Matters’ research project at 
the Pitt Rivers Museum.11 In this project, older problematic object labels 
and interpretation texts remain in place alongside problematic objects, 
but those labels and texts are critically examined as part of the display, 
and new modes of interpretation are placed alongside them, enabling 

9 See Interim Report on the Connections between Colonialism and Properties 
now in the Care of the National Trust, Including Links with Historic Slavery 
(https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/colionialism-and-historic-slavery-
report.pdf (Accessed 20 June 2021) and Charity Commission finds National 
Trust did not breach charity law (https://www.gov.uk/government/news/charity-
commission-finds-national-trust-did-not-breach-charity-law 
(Accessed 20 June 2021). 
10 See Historic England (2021) Contested Heritage https://historicengland.org.uk/
whats-new/statements/contested-heritage/ (Accessed 20 June 2021) and UK 
Government (2021) New legal protection for England’s heritage 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-protection-for-england-s-
heritage (Accessed 20 June 2021).
11 ‘The intention of the project is not to destroy any of these unfortunate archives, 
but to in fact activate and mobilise them to address some of the problems that 
lie at the root of racialised stereotypes and other problematic systemic colonial 
legacies that linger in the present.’ Led by Dr Laura Van Broekhoven (Principal 
Investigator) and Marenka Thompson-Odlum (Research Associate) Available at: 
https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/labelling-matters (Accessed 14 June 2021).

https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/colionialism-and-historic-slavery-report.pdf
https://nt.global.ssl.fastly.net/documents/colionialism-and-historic-slavery-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/charity-commission-finds-national-trust-did-not-breach-charity-law
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/charity-commission-finds-national-trust-did-not-breach-charity-law
https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/statements/contested-heritage/
https://historicengland.org.uk/whats-new/statements/contested-heritage/
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-protection-for-england-s-heritage
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-legal-protection-for-england-s-heritage
https://www.prm.ox.ac.uk/labelling-matters
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audiences to both reflect on museum practices and past attitudes,  
whilst also engaging with the object from a new, more holistic, 
multitudinous perspective.

Performative acts

The Black Lives Matter global protests during 2020 elicited responses 
and claims of solidarity with the cause from most cultural institutions 
across the sector, which subsequently led to a discussion about (and 
criticism of) performative acts of allyship (or performative allyship) by 
institutions. Such performative acts give the appearance of support  
for a cause, but behind them, there is nothing more than a surface-level 
engagement with the cause, and little or no intention to meaningfully 
reflect on the issues at hand or, most importantly, to initiate actual, 
impactful change. One participant discussed how the museum they 
work at conducted consultations with audiences on the removal of 
problematic artwork, and commented that doing so seemed pointless 
given that the institution in question was not actually willing to consider 
removing the artwork from display. Another participant noted that, at 
their workplace, they were ‘asked to think of “colonial examples” within 
the house or family [to whom the house had belonged], just in case we 
were asked by members of the public about how we were responding as 
an organisation [to calls for museums and heritage sites to decolonise]’. 
Both examples demonstrate that museums and museum professionals 
are aware of current discourses on inequalities but are consciously 
choosing to engage with them via a performative approach rather 
than undertaking the real reflection and unlearning that is necessary 
to initiate internal change. The sector’s preoccupation with optics (i.e. 
being seen to be doing something), rather than taking concrete action, 
presents a significant barrier to change. How can both institutions and 
individuals be made accountable for the public statements they make? 
In theory, many institutions are accountable to a board of trustees, but 
is this mechanism sufficient for monitoring and reviewing accountability, 
especially given that the boards of museums and heritage institutions are 
widely acknowledged to be lacking in diversity and unrepresentative of 
the populations they exist to serve? 

Neutrality and brand control 

The supposed neutrality of museums has been a subject of debate 
for many years, and has become more prominent since the US-
based ‘Museums Are Not Neutral’ campaign was initiated by La 
Tanya Autry and Mike Murawski in 2017.12 The campaign’s hashtag 
(#MuseumsAreNotNeutral) is often invoked, either on social media or 
verbally, when museums fail to respond to key moments of societal/
cultural/political shift or to social injustice based on their arguable 
neutrality. The pursuit of neutrality is problematic because it maintains 
the colonial era, Enlightenment-informed illusion that the museum was 
created for disseminating ‘factual’ and ‘objective’ knowledge. As Suay 
Aksoy, President of the International Council of Museums (ICOM), put it 
at the 2019 annual meeting for the International Committee for Museums 
and Collections of Modern Art, museums are not neutral, they never have 
been and never will be:

‘They are not separate from their social and historical context.  
And when it does seem like they are separate, that is not neutrality 

- that is a choice. Choosing not to address climate change is not 
neutrality. Choosing not to talk about colonisation is not neutrality. 
Choosing not to advocate for equality is not neutrality. 
Those are choices, and we can make better ones’.13 

Despite such a powerful statement from the ICOM President, there 
are still many UK museums that hold on to the idea of neutrality very 
firmly, particularly those in receipt of public or government funding. As 
one participant reported, they are ‘working in a space which hasn’t...
accepted that non-political isn’t something that exists’.

On the topic of how neutrality or objectivity relates to curation, 
Bayer and Terkessidis argue that curating ‘can only develop a mode of 
representation that fractures the allegedly “objective” perspective (that 
turned out to be one-sided and completely wrong) on the basis 
of unconditional inclusion of the parties that had hitherto been 
erased and silenced’.14  In other words, authentic intentional inclusion of 
multiple perspectives is central to ensuring that more authentic modes 
of representation are embedded within curatorial practices and displays. 
But how can Bayer and Terkessidis’s challenge to so-called objectivity 

12 The Museums Are Not Neutral Campaign. Available from: 
https://www.museumsarenotneutral.com (Accessed 20 June 2021).
13 Suay Aksoy, speaking at the annual meeting for the International Committee for 
Museums and Collections of Modern Art in 2019. Available at: 
https://icom.museum/en/news/museums-do-not-need-to-be-neutral-they-need-
to-be-independent/ (Accessed 20 September 2019).
14 Bayer, N. and Terkessidis, M. (2017), Beyond Repair: An Anti-Racist 
Praxeology of Curating. Available at: https://red-thread.org/wp-content/
uploads/2018/12/4708874.pdf (Accessed 15 June 2021).

https://www.museumsarenotneutral.com
https://icom.museum/en/news/museums-do-not-need-to-be-neutral-they-need-to-be-independent/
https://icom.museum/en/news/museums-do-not-need-to-be-neutral-they-need-to-be-independent/
https://red-thread.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/4708874.pdf
https://red-thread.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/12/4708874.pdf
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be taken on board in a context where the perspectives of individual 
staff members and institutional brand identity are not aligned? One 
of the breakout group facilitators pointed out that institutional brand 
identity and control over that brand identity may preclude individual 
staff members from developing and testing radical approaches to 
curation, display and interpretation. They added that job precarity in 
the sector (fixed-term contracts, low wages and the prospect of being 
made redundant) may also deter curators and other museum workers 
from challenging the curatorial orthodoxies of the museum. Another 
participant similarly noted that ‘we talk about our museums as radical 
places but actually [they are only] radical with a very small r and a very 
small p and it’s often very risk averse and brand managed’. Feigning 
neutrality is a key element in many museums’ careful management of 
their brand identity.

Diversity 

A key talking point amongst participants was the way colonial  
hierarchies manifest in museum work, ranging from institutional 
structures and modes of operation, to the content of exhibitions and 
displays, and also the histories, perspectives and people that are 
represented in them. Several participants discussed the make-up and 
diversity (or lack thereof) of institutional staff and the impact this has 
on who and what is included (or omitted) within displays. In relation to 
this, one participant explained that they were attempting to foreground 
the stories of individuals within artworks to evidence the histories of, for 
example, Black Victorians – i.e. an attempt to de-centre whiteness within 
the museum they work in. Another participant underlined the importance 
of considering how one might be utilising or underscoring established 
but problematic colonial hierarchies when displaying objects and 
artworks. It was refreshing to know that some of the participants were 
questioning their role in reinforcing hierarchies and negative stereotypes 
and not simply relying on the inclusion of staff with ethnic minority 
backgrounds to resolve such problems.15 

15 Elena Gonzales has outlined a useful overview of the following terms equity 
(proportional fairness to build trust with institutions), inclusion (welcoming all 
types of audiences, including those not engaged with museums) and diversity 
(representation on the broadest scale, from a non-tokenistic perspective) for 
anyone who wishes to view them within an inclusive curatorial framework and to 
expand upon the rhetorical questions mentioned above. See the section of her 
essay subtitled ‘Diversity Equity Accessibility Inclusion (DEAI): The framework 
for inclusive curation’ in View From the Field: Equity-Oriented and Anti-racist 
Curatorial Practice. Available at: https://inclusivehistorian.com/view-from-the-
field-equity-oriented-and-anti-racist-curatorial-practice/ 
(Accessed 15 June 2021).

Ultimately, decisions about what artworks and objects are displayed 
depends on who is in decision-making roles. One participant expressed 
the view that many curators have avoided the task of expanding the 
narratives and kinds of people featured in the exhibitions and displays 
they produce simply because they do not know how to go about it. 
However, another participant observed that organisations are judged 
by the number of people of colour they hire for senior, decision-making 
roles, and that one solution to the inaction or paralysis described 
above is to actually place more people of colour in roles where they 
can determine both the themes or subjects of exhibitions, and, how 
those themes are addressed, especially with regards to implementing 
decolonial or anti-racist curatorial practices. This could not only help 
to broaden the narratives and kinds of people that are represented in 
exhibitions, but also the kinds of objects and practices on display.  
As one participant commented, ‘within the world cultures collection there 
are a lot of works, that if you decentralise the Western lens, are [in fact] 
modern and contemporary artworks but are brought in [to collections] 
under the [moniker] of ‘other’ or ‘folk art’ or ‘world cultures art’’.  
On the same topic of broadening the range of perspectives included in 
exhibitions and displays, another participant discussed a collaboration 
with an artist who, instead of ring-fencing ‘Black art’ in social or 
political contexts, as has been the typical approach in museums for 
decades, focused on the joy, intimacy, and aesthetics found within 
such art. This evidences the importance of working with artists, and 
particularly underrepresented artists who can open up new possibilities 
for framing, comprehending and engaging with artworks, including 
through a decolonial or anti-racist lens. Diversity – of staff, of narratives, 
of perspectives, of practices – clearly has a central role to play in how 
exhibitions and displays are conceptualised.

https://inclusivehistorian.com/view-from-the-field-equity-oriented-and-anti-racist-curatorial-practice/
https://inclusivehistorian.com/view-from-the-field-equity-oriented-and-anti-racist-curatorial-practice/
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Peer suggestions 

This workshop ultimately served more as a sounding board than as  
a space for participants to form concrete actions to take forward on  
an individual basis. However, some participants did suggest practical 
ideas in response to other participants’ predicaments, which I 
summarise below: 

 � Using the online space to archive temporary exhibitions, as a way to 
mitigate against the loss of institutional knowledge of previous work.

 � Thinking beyond Western knowledge systems and delinking from 
colonial knowledge systems.

 � Bringing the wider team on board to explore and interrogate histories 
within the institution. This ensures that there is buy-in across the 
whole organisation, so that ‘doing the work’ does not rest on only a 
few staff members.

 � Editing existing interpretation by adding more sentences to provide 
more context to the display.

 � If colonial histories/slavery is not the main focus of a display, 
signposting visitors to additional information online e.g. the 
institution’s website, online collections database, QR codes or apps 
such as Smartify. This would provide opportunities for visitors to 
explore those links themselves rather than the museum omitting or 
denying them altogether.

 � Creating blogs that explore the colonial histories of objects within 
collections. This idea would be particularly useful in cases where 
such links are not immediately obvious, such as household objects 
that contained sugar or coffee, or objects made of cotton or lace (all 
of which were products of the Transatlantic Slave Trade).

Whilst these suggestions could serve as starting points for museum 
professionals seeking guidance on how to address violent colonial 
histories through display, none of these suggestions are particularly 
radical or transformative, in my view. Many of the institutions represented 
by the participants may already be using the approaches suggested. 
Arguably, the most revolutionary idea amongst them was that of 
identifying and adopting other knowledge systems. However, doing so 
requires careful consideration of the ethics involved, particularly in terms 
of extraction, exploitation and respect. To adopt different knowledge 
systems ethically and effectively, museum staff need to engage in 
processes of unlearning the deeply entrenched Western knowledge 
systems that govern their work and lives, and this requires conscious 

commitment and time. Is the UK’s museum sector prepared to carve out 
this time for their staff in order to impact meaningful change?

There is clearly an appetite to unlearn and engage in the issues at 
hand, as proven by the abundance of anti-racist reading lists circulating 
on social media and in museum spaces. Indeed, this workshop, and 
the series as a whole, was devised as a response to an evident need 
amongst museum professionals for dedicated space and time to think 
through and discuss exactly how to ‘do the work’. But how can the 
knowledge gained from reading anti-racist literature and attending online 
talks and workshops move beyond theoretical and circular conversation 
and translate into concrete action? Can new ways of thinking and 
doing realistically be embedded in museum practices in the near future 
if museum professionals have barely begun to engage in the critical 
self-reflection required to ‘do the work’? Moreover, how can decolonial 
modes of thinking and doing be adopted by museums if the colonially-
rooted systems of our art institutions run counter to them, and if their 
neoliberal structures deny museum workers the time and space to 
develop such modes in the first place?

Conclusion 

I have critically summarised the key discussion points of the participants 
of the first workshop in the ‘Doing the Work’ series, which focussed on 
practices of curation and display. The key areas of discussion were: 
gaps in knowledge; stretched resources; displaying problematic objects; 
performative acts; diversity (of collections, artworks and staff); and 
neutrality. All six discussion points were linked by the issue of being able 
to speak and people actively listening, underscoring the importance 
of dedicated time and space for these conversations. However, much 
of the discussion pointed to the fact that the development of radical 
or transformative approaches, or even drawing (however lightly) on 
well-established decolonial or anti-racist thinking, is far from being 
widespread within the sector.

The participants correctly noted a variety of genuine barriers to change, 
such as institutional resistance, obstructive systems, legislation, lack of 
resources, job precarity and fear of negative responses and penalisation. 
However, one other significant barrier they failed to acknowledge, or 
even recognise, was their own individual, and personal (rather than 
professional) commitment to ‘doing the work’. I would argue that before 
museum professionals embark on any of the strategies discussed in the 
workshop, they first need to understand why they seek to bring about 
some of the changes discussed within this summary. Why do they think  
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this work is necessary right now? As part of this critical self-reflection, it 
is imperative that museum professionals consistently check in on their 
intentions and how they enact them. Participants’ comments about 
working with artists and community groups indicate that exploitative 
practices persist, which could potentially undermine attempts at 
decolonisation or anti-racism if they are not urgently addressed.

One of the key strengths of the workshop was in allowing museum 
professionals to be challenged (in a safe setting) and in placing 
accountability not only on the institution but also on the individual.  
In the same vein, my intention with this summary has been to question 
and challenge both the practices and the personal intentions of curators. 
Paralysis, inertia and inaction are no longer acceptable. Individuals,  
and by extension institutions, must now have strength of conviction,  
be willing to take risks and start ‘doing the work’ one way or another. 
None of the approaches suggested in the workshop and noted in 
this summary are perfect solutions for the issues at hand. Each one 
will necessarily involve difficulty and draw criticism, but all should be 
understood as open opportunities to instate positive and much-needed 
change in the long run.

Lisa Kennedy is a freelance curator who advocates for the inclusion of 
wider perspectives within museums and the study of history. 
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Afterword 
The events of the summer of 2020 provoked an immediate and powerful 
response in arts organisations in the UK. An awareness of this, and of the 
acute emotional impact the events had on PoC colleagues, impelled us 
to make a radical change to the Continuous Professional Development 
programme we run for our Member Museums in 2021. Anti-racist and 
decolonial issues had been the focus of a number of influential events 
in our programme in preceding years, but by the autumn of 2020 it was 
clear to us that we needed to devote an entire year’s programme to 
examining them as pertaining to all areas of museum practice. As an 
almost entirely white organisation, we knew that we could not deliver 
such a programme alone, and we are profoundly grateful to Prof susan 
pui san lok and Dr Anjalie Dalal-Clayton for agreeing to collaborate on 
this, for us, ground-breaking endeavour. We went into the programme 
knowing we would learn alongside our colleagues from museums around 
the country, and indeed we have learned many and deep lessons.  

We thank the workshop participants, speakers and hosts for sharing  
their concerns and experiences so generously with one another, and 
also the teams at the Contemporary Art Society and Decolonising Arts 
Institute for administering and managing the series with such care. 

Finally, we are indebted to Khairani Barokka, Lisa Kennedy, Aksana 
Khan, Kathleen Lawther, Jessica Lowe-Mbirimi and Sylvia Theuri who 
took on the considerable task of synthesising the complex discussions 
that took place during each seminar. Their accounts are candid, personal 
and passionate. Individually and collectively the accounts map a broad 
terrain and surface many of the key issues that confront museums and 
their staff, trustees and governors.  

Everyone involved would agree that the year’s programme constitutes 
a beginning. It is our hope that by publishing these texts we provide a 
stepping stone for further work, and that we may one day look back  
and see them as having contributed to real change in this country. 

Caroline Douglas
Director, Contemporary Art Society
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