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Abstract

This project examines Canadian cultural institutions through a decolonial lens to consider the
structural complicity of these spaces in systems of epistemic violence, as well as grassroots
means of resistance. This study is undertaken through two concurrent means: first, through a
traditional, academic approach that critically examines the terrain of coloniality and resistance as
it pertains to the exhibition of cultural products in discursive relation to Islam and Muslim
bodies. Second, through a series of animations that interfere with the text and images discussed,
allowing for an examination of the affective, embodied experience of such exhibits and their
theoretical terrain. Though the written component of this project radically critiques the
effectiveness of liberal constructions of multiculturalism and representation as tools in the
decolonization of the cultural institution, the artwork included herein seeks to untidy any simple
conclusions suggested through academic discourse. This project builds on the scholarship of
critical museology by foregrounding a radical decolonial critique of curatorial practices, as well
as the affective impacts of epistemic violence.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
I edge away toward the door where some young female slaves are watching us.
Frightened at first by my approach, they recover confidence and gather around me, but
take care not to be seen by their master. You feel that they are not in the least selfconscious, and that they are without faculty of analysis, without reason, without will,
without souls; they are pretty little animals, whose function is to live, and to display, with
slow and rare movements, the supple lines of their beauty.
Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant
The motivation for this project arose from a personal site of investment and involvement
in Canadian cultural institutions. Not only in my capacity as an artist and activist, but also in that
my own process of engaging with Canadian culture has occurred largely within these spaces.
Following my family’s higra1 from Egypt to Canada, museums, galleries and similar spaces have
taught me the story of Canada as it has been imagined by the Canadian state and populace. They
have taught my own story back to me, but distorted and re-informed into something
unrecognizable in the process. The epigraph above shows what this process can look like: this
quote from a didactic panel the museum exhibit titled Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism
allows the artist, Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant, to act as a contextualizing witness for the Near
East and its inhabitants, but in doing so, allows me to only see myself in the works if I am
willing to see myself as soulless and animal.
This is the way that representation— as a simple increase in the visibility of colonial
subjects and the objects they have produced— fails to be sufficient. In this project, I argue that
inclusion in the Canadian cultural institutions as they have come to be defined within projects of
liberalism, multiculturalism, capitalism, and colonialism cannot do the work of decolonization
unless that inclusion fundamentally transforms the basic assumptions of their functioning. And
1

A term translated variously to mean immigration, emigration, migration (more generally), expatriation,
and peregrination.
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although I argue that the institution cannot and will not consider decolonization and end in itself,
I also suggest that such cooperation is not necessary, and that this work can be, in fact, most
productively instigated by the ethnic community with an epistemic stake in the representational
process.
I consider this project a hopeful one, one utilising politics of accountability to structure
my critique. After all, speaking critically is a vulnerable act, one that carries risk for the speaker
if that speech upsets the balance of forces which uphold the complicated structures of power and
oppression at play. In my writing as in my activism, I reserve these words for spaces and
audiences that I am truly invested in: the emotional labour involved in too tasking, otherwise.
In Chapter 2, I briefly outline the methodology of this project as a whole, and this
research component more specifically. Chapter 3 lays out the general academic terrain of my
argument, including significant contributors to the fields of decolonization and critical
museology, as well as the race politics of institutional representation that I structure my
arguments along and against. The following three sections act as short case studies of temporary
exhibits in museums and galleries that operate in discursive relation to colonization, orientalized
representation, and The Muslim World as constructs that works productively towards
institutional ends. Specifically, Chapter 4 examines the exhibit titled In Search of the Artist at the
Aga Khan museum in terms of translation and liberalism, and the ways that objects are utilized
to communicate ideology. Chapter 5 examines the exhibit titled Cairo Under Wraps at the Royal
Ontario Museum to reveal some of the ways that un-translation is used as part of a project of
authenticity, which the museum requires for a shrine-like aura. The final case study in Chapter 6
looks at the exhibit Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism at the Montreal Museum of Fine Arts to
reveal institutional investment in specific representations, and the limitations of critical capacity
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that could emerge from within the museum. These conclusions are then theorized in more depth
in Chapter 7, which links these critiques to the broader practices and structures that put them into
effect: namely, the ways that neo-liberal understandings of multiculturalism and standard
managerial practices work in concert to produce the functional limitations to decolonization from
within the institution. Finally, in Chapter 8, I examine critical moments in institutional
decolonization to suggest a re-framing which de-links decolonization from the institution's own
ends, such that the self-representation of colonial subjects may become structurally enshrined.
Between each of these chapters, I include artworks works of my creation, which
constitute a response to each respective section of the thesis: these animated works manipulate
and engage with the text and images discussed to act as an affective reaction to them, and
analyze them through the body in a way that is not as easily afforded by the more traditionally
academic text. I also include short statements alongside each work to guide its interpretation and
contextualize it. In keeping with the dual modes of analysis, these statements are also written less
formally, and can be understood as part of the creative work.
This project consists of the academic component and the artistic one: I argue that these
two components can be considered concurrent and equally valid means of analyzing exhibits and
academic discourse, and so, the artistic component is not itself the subject of the critique in this
project.
This project is submitted as part of the Major Project stream of the Cultural Studies
program at Queen's University.

3

CHAPTER 2
Methodologies
As I have suggested in the introduction, this project considers the complex relationships
between museum spaces and those of the ethnic community (as outlined by Himani Bannerji in
The Dark Side of the Nation), specifically considering the ways that colonial conditions are
effectively produced and re-produced through curation (of art, craft, and artifact, all variously
and problematically defined), and the incommensurability of the multiculturalism project (as it
comes to be understood through the liberal order framework)2 with decolonial and liberatory
aims. This examination takes the form of a twofold methodology: one that uses an anti-racist,
decolonial lens to examine significant texts, critically charting their outcomes in a manner
largely consistent with traditional academic projects of this kind, while at the same time utilizing
an embodied, affective approach to examine the same themes though a framework that situates
the experiential as its primary source. This latter component takes the form of animated images
that visually perform the work of relating the racialized, gendered body— or more appropriately,
a racialized, gendered body (as I explicitly reject the task of speaking for the homogeneous entity
known as The Muslim Woman)— to the texts, images, and sites under examination. This way,
the images and text work both in opposition, and in concert.
Critical academic and artistic production can be deeply fraught. Through the use of this
two-fold, parallel approach, I strive to communicate— but also implicate, and contradict— any
conclusions that might seem too easily self-evident, as afforded by either method. This tense
dialogue between the art and the writing frames what I think of this as research/production,
rather than simply the research of the produced works, or the production as research. For these
2

This is the kind of multiculturalism described by Sarita Srivasta as the “3-D approach— one that
celebrates dance, dress, and dining, but fails to take into account multiple dimensions of racial and
social inequality.”
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reasons, I consider these methods equally valid examinations of the themes at hand, and will not
resort to the phallogocentric model which situates the text as primary, and the image as
secondary. This may render some images unrecognizable or illegible, but the politics of
recognizability and legibility are part-and-parcel with the aim of decolonizing the museum.
Additionally, this project examines the theoretical and material outcomes of ‘the
museum’, a term applied variously to many sites, for many purposes. This project is critical of
the socio-cultural underpinnings that prioritize and legitimize certain sites and their audiences by
granting them the favour of being displayed as high art, while relegating the cultural production
of groups that have been denied the civilizational gift3 as craft or artifact. The term ‘museum’ is
therefore used in this project to describe the sites that show temporary exhibits (such as those
used in the case studies) and house permanent collections of art as well as artifact (sometimes
regardless of the institution’s own self-designation). In doing so, the aim is to draw links
between the ways that curation and collection function in such institutions, and in so doing,
focus critically on how the institution can be understood when it is viewed through the
museological lens.
Similarly, the exhibits presented in the case studies herein have been chosen due to their
representation of a range of institutional sites with a broad set of mandates and histories, as well
as a range of objects that work in discursive relation to Islam and Muslim subjectivities. These
objects— diverse works of miniature painting, embroidered textiles from the early Islamic
Egyptian era, and 19th-century Orientalist paintings— are fitted variously into categories of high
art, craft, and artifact. And although race and gender politics are unequivocally at play in the
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Eric N. Olund, “From Savage Space to Governable Space: the extension of United States judicial
sovereignty over Indian Country in the nineteenth century,” Cultural Geographies, vol. 9 no. 2 (2002):
129-157.
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respective categorizations of these objects, I argue that each one of theses exhibits is structurally
confined to function within a set of colonial relations: even if the curatorial strategies and the
institutional concerns at work were not effectively productive of colonial conditions, the
historical context of the display non-Western cultural products in these institutions is, by its very
nature, colonial. So the choice of these exhibits is not strictly intended ascribe to the category of
Islamic Art, to the extent that this term flattens a complex set of motivations and socio-political
contexts to simply that of the Islamic. The relevant theme in the choice of these exhibits is their
relation to racializing discourses of Muslim subjectivity as part of broader colonial projects, and
the ways that neo-liberal structures of valuation and identification work inevitably towards extant
systems of domination.
These choices— to replicate, at times, the language of the museum, high art, craft, etc—
are made with an awareness that such categorization perpetuates the legitimization of those
colonial projects upon which the esteem of such institutions is founded (i.e. the granting streams
for a museum may well be broader than that of a gallery). I hope, however, to use this language
as a way of naming its utilization in these projects: one of the aims of this project is to critically
examine those same colonial foundations, and to participate in the labour of dismantling them
through grassroots organization.

6

Figure 1: Unveiling/Invisibility, by Pansee Atta. GIF Animation. 2015.
Note: Click to view animation in a new window.

What does it mean to study through one's body? To understand the subject of one's study through the
experience of one's own particular combination of heart, brain, and viscera? What can it mean, then,
when that same body is an overwrought cultural battleground, the concealment and revelation of which is
demanded in turn, sometimes by the same parties?
You can't please them all. You probably can't please any of them. But maybe you can please yourself, or
at least make it easier on yourself in the long run if you make something you can recognize yourself in,
for a change.

7

CHAPTER 3
Theorizing the Museum
To begin circumscribing the terrain of critical museology (and the positioning of my own
theses within and against it), I will begin by quoting Ruth Philips’ Museum Pieces: Toward the
Indigenization of Canadian Museums:
Work with museums [...] has helped to strengthen the capacity of communities to fight
larger battles by providing a “safe” space in which factionalized groups can come
together, where they can identify common goals, collaborate on a common project, forge
bonds based on mutual respect and trust, and form effective networks. Museums can also
help to strengthen communities by supporting the work of recovering traditions of
expressive culture that have been silenced by official policies of assimilationism and
marginalization. It is important to stress, however, that such outcomes are a potential,
rather than a given, of collaborative work: Althusser [...] wrote that institutions such as
museums “may be not only the stake, but also the site of class struggle”4
Philips’ influential work demonstrates the cultural power of the museum, and the ways that this
power may be mobilized to achieve liberatory ends, while also necessarily working in
conjunction with the very same forces that necessitate that liberation. After all, when Philips
highlights the value of “recovering traditions of expressive culture that have been silenced by
official policies of assimilationism”, it is simultaneously the case that those policies have
historically been— and continue to be— deeply tied to the same ones that support the museum.
After all, this site is not simply an institution with concrete, material requirements, but also a
project that hinges on a wide range of power structures which define those who may be seen as
collectors and what it means to collect, as well as notions of value, modernity, preservation,
salvation, and civilization. This section seeks to draw a genealogical path through key texts
which outline the functional relationship between those systems and the museum, as well as
those texts which offer critical insights into the role that the museum might play in decolonial
activist organizing and artistic creation.
4

Ruth Philips, Museum Pieces (Montreal: McGill-Queens Press, 2011 ), 157.
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The historical context of these claims can be examined through the lens of Edward Said’s
Orientalism, in which he argues on no uncertain terms that:
an Englishman in India or Egypt in the later nineteenth century took an interest in those
countries that was never far from their status in his mind as British colonies. To say this
may seem quite different from saying that all academic knowledge about India and Egypt
is somehow tinged and impressed with, violated by, the gross political fact— and yet that
is what I am saying. 5
This foundational post-colonial text demonstrates some of the ways that projects of knowledge
production at work in the study of colonized spaces and bodies within a system that— broadly
speaking— benefits from the maintenance of the colonial relationship, will find itself (in Said’s
words) violated by the assumptions that underpin that relation. This is to say that colonial
assumptions need not be explicitly stated or even desired in order to productively function to
uphold that system— the violating nature of the colonial power relation speaks to its operation
through the Ideological State Apparatus, in Louis Althusser’s terms6 .
Said’s observations, of course, are not only true in India and Egypt, but in all spaces
subject to colonization. As Amanda Cobb observes:
As colonizing forces in the Americas, museums cannot be underestimated. Historically,
through the research, study, and systematic collection of Native remains and artifacts,
museums have objectified Native Americans, believing them to be a vanishing race of
primitive people. [...] Museological systems contributed to the establishment of strict
boundaries between Native and non-Native cultures, which resulted in a hierarchical
relationship perhaps best characterized by binaries— researcher/subject,
civilized/primitive, dynamic/static, normal/exotic, and so forth— ironically making those
who were foreign to the Americas seem "native" and those who were native to the
Americas seem "foreign."7
Cobb succinctly links historical projects of colonialism with their contemporary continuations
and ramifications. The salient point here regards the role of the museum— as Ideological State
5

Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Random House, 1979), 11.
Louis Althusser,“Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses (Notes towards an Investigation),” in
Althusser, Lenin and Philosophy, and Other Essays (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1971), 147.
7
Amanda Cobb, “The National Museum of the American Indian: Sharing the Gift,” American Indian
Quarterly, Vol. 29, No. 3/4 (2007): 361-383.
6

9

Apparatus— in the demarcation of inclusion-in and exclusion-from from the projects of Western
social belonging. It is along these lines that the argument that Ruth Philips and other major
voices in Critical Museology come to light, with work that argues in a broadly liberal vein for the
inclusion of the products of non-European visual culture in major museums and galleries, and
not simply as ethnographic curiosity but as “high art”.
In her chapter on the (still unrealized) National Museum of Portraiture in Ottawa project,
Philips discusses her postcolonial strategies for the presentation of Aboriginal works, citing
Charles Taylor’s liberal model of recognition as a significant influence on the curatorial strategy
that sees inclusion as recognition, and recognition as liberation. She cedes that while
the primacy accorded to the display of visual images and material objects in Western
museums may contribute to slippages in recognition. [Since] in many Aboriginal
traditions other expressive media, [...] may be the most important media through which to
portray personal and cultural identity. 8
regardless,
the space of a museum [...] is designed for directed, processual walking, and in practical
terms it is difficult to stop visitors long enough to use storytelling, dance, or song as a
primary expression of identity.9
This tension between the desire to challenge the structure and the fundamental unwillingness of
the structure to yield to that desire points not (as Philips concludes) to the necessity of a certain
degree of unrecognizability within a project that— through inclusion and recognition— works
by-and-large to challenge oppressive structures— but perhaps (and more troublingly) that the
work of decolonization may be incompatible with the Taylor’s principles of recognition.
This incompatibility is due to the way that recognition, as Taylor sees is, is predicated on
the willingness of those deemed in need of recognition to comply with the basic ideological
principles set out by those with the self-granted right to recognize Others. As Himani Bannerji
8
9

Philips, 237.
Philips, 246.
10

states in The Dark Side of the Nation, “Though he supports everyone's need for recognition and
appeals to "us" who are in a position to grant it, he does not question why "we" have this power
to grant or withhold it.” 10
It is in this way that the museum, as Ideological State Apparatus, grants legitimacy to a
trajectory of representation in which it may recognize and grant value to objects (and their
creators) due to its esteemed role in projects of collection, education, and preservation. Since
ideology utilizes the rhetoric of common sense, these projects become self-evident in their value,
and we who have right to grant or withhold the civilizational gift are defined, first and foremost,
as those working to achieve those ends. The museum functions within the multicultural project
as a model of civilizational achievement to which Others may aspire, a high temple of world
culture that allows us to use their objects to represent them in the light that we see them— and it
is for this kind of representation that their cooperation is expected, in turn.
In addition to the way that this understanding of multiculturalism necessitates their
compliance with our ideological principles, those ideological principles are, of course, not
neutral (as Taylor acknowledges) but also not “hospitable” as he claims, either.11 His
nonprocedural liberalism is demarcated by a willingness to “draw the line”12 at the point that
their culture and their demands are considered threatening to that which we feel entitled. Taylor
(unsurprisingly) uses the Rushdie affair as an example of the point where we ought to step in and
say “This is how we do things here”. 13
Taylor’s reference to the Rushdie affair is interesting in that it highlights the relevance of
cultural production and its deployment in demarcating the the good ones from the bad ones—
10

Himani Bannerji, The Dark Side of the Nation: Essays on Multiculturalism, Nationalism, and Gender
(Toronto: Canadian Scholars Press, 2000), 136.
11
Charles Taylor, “The Politics of Recognition,” in Multiculturalism and “The Politics of Recognition”,
ed. Amy Gutmann (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1992), 63.
12
Taylor, 62.
13
Ibid., 63.
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those racialized individuals and groups considered fundamentally assimilable, and those too
barbarous to participate in the “liberal order framework”14, and its associated virtues of
capitalism and secularism.
To return to Philips’ example of the museum’s need to grant primacy to the visual
cultural object— rather than a more communal, less tangible (and therefore collectible) media—
this can again be understood through the same themes of multiculturalism, recognition, and its
limitations. After all, the museum functions at its core to facilitate collection, that act being tied
to salvation paradigms that rely on the assumption of the inevitable extinction of non-Western
cultures, a process that can lend an object rarity, and therefore value within a capitalist
cumulative commodity system. Those media that do not fit easily within that system— that resist
it through their uncollectibility— become sticking points, curatorial inconveniences that must be
circumvented, diminished, or translated into unintelligibility.

14

Ian McKay, "The Liberal Order Framework: A Prospectus for a Reconnaissance of Canadian History,"
Canadian Historical Review 81, no. 3 (September 2000): 617-645.
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Figure 2: Afterglow, by Pansee Atta. GIF Animation. 2015.
Note: Click to view animation in a new window.
I first saw this painting at the AGO, at a 2009 exhibit of works by Hunt and other Pre-Raphaelites. I
didn't need to read its title to know that it was a painting of an Egyptian woman; even from across the
room I felt a kind of recognition in it. That feeling is so rare! It stuck with me for years, until I started
researching this project, and then I stumbled across this quotation from a critical text written not long
after the painting was first created (in the mid-1800's). I had seen this painting, and thought I saw some
part of myself in it— but the man who painted it and his contemporaries didn't see that at all. They didn't
even see a person. They barely even saw an animal. I had looked into a mirror of sorts and had my
reflection inverted into something monstrous, forcing me to see that in myself, too.
The integrity of the borders of your own self-definition are at stake when you try to write about
your own body as theory. If this was an example of 'good' representation, then what does it look like
when it's 'bad'?
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CHAPTER 4
Case Study 1: In Search of the Artist
In Search of the Artist is a 2014 exhibit at the Aga Khan museum in Toronto that
demonstrates the productive effects of a museum’s need to translate cultural production into
intelligibility, which arise from the prioritization of discursive frameworks that support the
institution’s mandate for collection. Intelligibility in this case can be understood through the
fundamental incommunicability of the subaltern, that may only act but never speak, as the act is
forever sublated into the form of speech that is sanctioned by colonial structures15. In this case,
the process of translation— deployed as part of the multicultural project’s purported aims to
facilitate inter-cultural understanding— works to render the object unrecognizable to those
whose culture has undergone the labour of its production, tipping the balance of the benefit of its
presentation in favour of those whose self-affirmation is supportive of the institution’s own aims.
This exhibit of masterworks in the miniature painting tradition “Iran, India, and Central
Asia”16 centers its premise around the display of paintings by “famous artists”17 in which an
artist’s personal signature is visible. The entrance to the exhibit space is covered by painting, no
larger than 8” x 10” in its original form, which has been stretched and cropped to fit the 4’ x 8’
doorway space. The effect is that the signature of the artist— originally barely half a centimeter
wide and so overwhelmed by surrounding ornamentation that it is barely visible— is now
centered at eye-level, about a foot long.
The rest of the exhibit space shows quite a remarkable amount of didactic text, an amount
that seems to overwhelm the paintings themselves. Looking through this text, an interesting
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Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” in Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture,
eds. Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1988), 96.
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© Aga Khan archives 2014.
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Ibid.
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pattern emerges: there is a vacillation in the text that attempts to justify the grandiosity of the
artists’ names as singular, superstar creators, while also admitting to the collaborative nature of
the artists’ workshop, which undermines their unique claim to any one artwork. For example,
one text reads as follows:
Kanha trained in the profession of painting animals and was also the painter of famous
artists’ work such as Mansur. In his work, Kanha shows the clear collaboration he has
with the other artists in the royal workshop of Akbar the Great. The way Kanha and the
other artists worked together reveals how the elements of the artwork were executed by
different artists.18
This is the partial text of a didactic panel placed underneath the artist Kanha’s name in large
print, separated from the body of the text with a large blank space, thereby elevating Kanha to
the status of the “famous artist” (such as Mansur), while the text itself reveals his role in the
works attributed to him as often being a small one. When the paintings show his signature, it is
quite small, overshadowed by other elements of the work, or missing entirely. This is part of a
well-established practice of that era: to quote Sabiha al-Khemir,
While some work can be attributed to the hand of a particular master, [...], many
extraordinary manuscripts are unsigned. And if they are signed, the signature often takes
the shape of a self-effacing expression on the order of, “In the perishable hand of the
servant of God …19
This display strategy— which enlarges those element that emphasize the role of the
individual, heroic artist at the expense of the collaborative element of the work— is the one
primarily in use throughout the exhibit. The text thus works in a similar way as that tiny painting
in the entrance way that has been cropped and enlarged to center the signature: it displays the
work through a lens illegible within the context of its creation, while at the same time translating
the work to White, non-Muslim, Western audiences. This way, the reading of the work that is
18

Ibid.
Sabiha Al Khemir, “The Sacred Word,” Lapham’s Quarterly, http://www.laphamsquarterly.org/artsletters/sacred-word.
19
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prioritized is one that emphasizes an element that is almost unique to contemporary Western art,
insofar as the signature is deeply tied to the concept of the artist as individual, with individuality
itself as a concept that is associated with Modernist projects and their foundation upon liberal
imagining of the individual as the basic social unit. The link between the concept of the artist as
individual social actor— and the signature as the signifier of such— is explored by Peter Bürger
in The Negation of the Autonomy of Art by the Avant-Garde, who understands “the production of
the autonomous work of art is the act of an individual. The artist produces as individual,
individuality not being understood as the expression of something but as radically different. The
concept of genius testifies to this.” 20 This way, “the signature, whose very purpose it is to mark
what is individual in the work, that it owes its existence to this particular artist [...]” 21 becomes
the marker not just of a name and an individual identity, but a whole slew of assumptions that
reify the individual.
Bürger sees the signature as effectively productive of that which is individual or
autonomous in the artwork, that which demarks “art as a sphere that is separate from the praxis
of life”22. The seeming naturalness of the assumption of individual creators— or the ontological
assumption of the individual as the basic social unit— is undermined by the extent to which that
assumption produces Liberalism, the central formative ideology of Canada-as-project.23 To quote
Ian McKay:
Liberalism begins when one accords a prior ontological and epistemological status to ‘the
individual’- the human being who is the proprietor’ of him- or herself, and whose
freedom should be limited only by voluntary obligations to others or to God, and by the
rules necessary to obtain the equal freedom of other individuals. In the sense brought to
life by Margaret Thatcher and theorized by many contemporary neo-liberals, it is the
20

Peter Bürger, “The Negation of the Autonomy of Art by the Avant Garde” in Participation, (London:
MIT Press, 2006), 51.
21
Ibid.
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Ibid.
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Mckay, 621.
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individual who truly exists, in a way ‘society’, ‘community’, and ‘the cosmos’ do not.
The state in particular lacks any finality of its own; it is the individual, whose rights are
predicated on self-possession and property, whose purposes, knowledges, and practices
truly exist, and whose ‘interests’ are ‘obvious'.24
If the ontological status of the individual cannot be assumed innocently (which is to say, outside
of ideological frameworks), then curatorial choices— which do not simply utilize, but in fact,
center this assumption at the expense of others— must also be understood to function
ideologically. This way, the prioritization of the signature as the pivotal curatorial theme in this
exhibit serves not only to highlight one aspect of the artwork that may be of interest to Western
viewers, but additionally, it serves to fundamentally translate the work in into the cultural
language of liberalism— the language upon which Modernist projects are founded— by positing
the individual, genius, celebrity artist as the primary subject of the exhibit and its didactic
material, regardless of historical and contemporary cultural realities relevant to the production of
the paintings on display.
This way, the miniature painting that has been enlarged to the size doorway has not been
translated in such a way that a foreign form of cultural production may be meaningfully read by
a Western audience; what has been put on display is a new image altogether, utilizing the
original as a resource from which it might draw a template, but no longer a miniature in a literal
or figurative sense. If the (cultural and monetary) value of a collection hinges on its traceability
to a single creator, then the only salient part is the signature. So not only has the border been
deemed excessive in its use of the decorative (decoration as a concept is deployed here to
diminish the value of exoticized visual elements), but in fact, the entire image excluding the
signature is treated as symbolically excessive, and is therefore selectively obscured to foreground
the curatorially relevant elements.
24

Ibid., 625.
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By re-orienting the gaze to center on the signature, the exhibit argues that the work
approaches consideration as an act of speech— but the impossibility of this form of speech and
the subalternity of its speaker (as argued by Spivak) is again re-affirmed through the necessity of
the near-total silencing that is required in order to locate that one utterance that is legible. The
entire exhibit is similarly subjected to epistemic violence, and is in this way more an exhibit of
that which goes unsaid (as it cannot be said), than of culturally contingent— though remarkable
— speech, translated.
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Figure 3: Signatories, by Pansee Atta. Animation. 2015.
Note: Click to view animation in a new window.

Who actually gets to own their own signature, to speak directly to their identity in this way? To get a
name that's yours, that you own, that contains your own history and the history of your kin?
I don't know if my mom would classify keeping her 'maiden name' as a feminist act: I don't want
to diminish her capacity in this regard, but it's a common enough practice for Muslim women. There's
some pretty extensive sunnah behind it. That doesn't actually matter though. What matters is that
regardless of my mother's thoughts on the matter, this was illegible as a feminist act as far as the wellmeaning White troop leader was concerned.
Though the practice may be common, its signification in this context makes both the name and its
owner invisible. Having your actions understood as the intentional choices of an independent agent is a
luxury granted only to those whose identities aren't defined by their silence.
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CHAPTER 5
Case Study 2: Cairo Under Wraps
This year marks the Royal Ontario Museum’s centennial year, and Cairo Under Wraps is
an exhibit that commemorates this occasion— as well as the ROM's partnership with the newlyopened Aga Khan museum— with an exhibit of 7th to 14th century embroidered textiles from
Cairo, most bearing Arabic calligraphic inscriptions in long, ornate strips along their hems, or in
the minuscule patches that have survived the centuries25. The pieces on display at the ROM are
exceptionally seductive in their beauty. Contained in vitrines along the walls of the space in
rows, or hung elaborately in shadow boxes, they all demonstrate remarkable craftsmanship and
aesthetic that readily shines through despite the years. The fragile nature of the fabric is apparent,
and for this reason and others, the systems involved in collecting them become a relevant subject
of inquiry, as they must have been so carefully preserved to maintain their lustre.
Didactic panels at the end of the row of vitrines reveals more about the history of how
this collection came to be a collection: its owner and ROM founder Charles Trick Currelly is
shown photographed in a full 3 piece suit and wide-brimmed hat riding a donkey, with the Giza
pyramids in the background. The caption below informs the viewer that “while in Egypt,
Currelly was visited by a group of Torontonians” who might presumably be identified as the
similarly-attired, mounted White folks, rather than the galabiyya-clad locals pictured on foot
nearby. This expedition of the Egyptian Exploration Fund would result in the acquisition of some
of the ROM’s original collections, including some of the objects shown in this very exhibit, thus
linking it the institution’s centennial. Although there is a discussion that might be appropriate at
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this point which traces the Egyptian Exploration Fund’s flagrantly colonialist history26 (including
but not limited to the removal of one of three obelisks now named ‘Cleopatra’s Needle’ from its
original temple to the Embankment in London 27) to the ROM’s present mandate, it is
worthwhile to first examine the productive failures of translation which come to light through by
reading the exhibition’s didactic and display strategies.
To reiterate the layout of the exhibit, it consists mainly of vitrines and shadow boxes of
fabric sherds arranged along a horseshoe configuration against the walls of a darkened room,
with large didactic panels at the beginning and end. The panel with Currelly’s photograph is at
the end, and near the beginning is another with a reproduction of Virgin and Child with Two
Angels by Il Bergognone28 underlined by the following caption: “In Christian Europe, sacred
figures were often dressed in tiraz for special occasions. Renaissance paintings and sculpture
show Christ, the Madonna, and saints wearing tiraz 29 garments.” This caption and Il
Bergognone’s Virgin and Child are interesting in light of the panel directly adjacent to it, which
reads as follows:
Tiraz inscriptions usually begin: ‘In the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate”
(Bismillah al-rahman al-rahim). Then blessings are invoked on the caliph and his family.
Other officials are often mentioned. The workshop may be named as either private or
public, depending on the source of the funding.
26
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'Tiraz' is defined in the Encyclopedia of Islam, Second Edition as: “embroidery, especially embroidered
bands with writing in them [on] an elaborately embroidered robe, such as might be worn by a ruler or his
entourage. [...] In art, from the meaning ‘embroidered strip of writing’ ~ came to mean ‘strip of writing’,
border or braid in general, applied not only to material but also to any inscriptions on a band, whether
hewn out of stone, done in mosaic, glass or faience, or carved in wood. ”
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What is interesting is that the painting of Virgin and Child does not, in fact, show an Arabic
inscription bearing that translation, or in fact, any possible translation at all. The text shown in
the painting on the hem of the fabric is an example of pseudo-Arabic script (or Kufesque), an
“Oriental pseudo-script” which is described by Rosamund Mack as “literally senseless, [used to]
convey symbolic meanings”30. While this script might be “senseless” in the most literal
definition of the word— it carries a set of formal qualities that visually link it to script that the
presumed-to-be Western viewer would likely not understand regardless— it actually can also be
understood as deeply meaningful insofar as it continues to act as a semiotic signifier of
Otherness and exoticisism, but only to specific viewers, whose understanding is privileged. The
quality of senselessness ceases to be conveyed to a speaker fluent in Arabic: instead, the semiotic
process is halted at an uncanny valley of sorts, where Otherness is almost but not quite reflected
back at the Othered body.
The usage of pseudo-Arabic script is widespread in the Western painting tradition
generally, especially in the Middle ages and Renaissance Italy, and even more so in images of
biblical figures such as the Holy Family31. As Mack explains in Bazaar to Piazza,
The conventional form of these ornamental bands and their restriction to exalted persons
of the Judeo-Christian tradition shows that the artists knew that in the East such textiles
were elite. These were, in fact, Islamic textiles: robes of honour and tiraz fabrics woven
for Muslim rulers in which bands of Arabic inscriptions were the distinctive ornament.
[...] Italian artists certainly knew part of the gestalt of the tiraz but not the whole. The
painted imitations distinguish the sacred figures and throne and underline their honoured
status, but do not in any sense confer it. Italian painters, recognizing Arabic inscriptions
as the most distinctive feature of these textiles, focused on the exotic sign that would
communicate their symbolism to the Western spectator. 32
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What Mack reveals is the subordinate nature of translation as an aim within the project of
depiction of figures presumed or imagined to originate from the Orient. In the case of the Virgin
and Child, and other works in that tradition, the function of the pseudo-Arabic script is to
exoticize the subject while simultaneously conferring the esteem and value of the material
depicted, and so doing, the esteem and value of its holder/wearer. What is therefore striking
about this image, and the translations, mis-translations, and aestheticizations within, is the way
the same structure of valuation can be seen as well in the didactic and display strategies in the
exhibit as a whole, insofar as the use of un-translation can be linked to the valuation and trade of
objects, and their functional role in institutions.
Productive un-translation of this kind can be seen in the exhibit’s consistent use of
labeling which only hint at the literal, scripted content of the calligraphic work on display:
The inhabited plant scroll, a motif popular throughout the Roman Empire, was later
incorporated into the tiraz bands of Muslim Egypt. This piece relates to a textile with an
inscription mentioning the tiraz at Bahnasah, the major city of the Fayyum, and a date c.
850. 33
Or otherwise, they re-center the non-Arabic speaker’s understanding of the material on display as
primarily ornamental, thereby interfering with the interpretation of the text as such, as well as its
socio-political context:
Ornamental writing everywhere
Arabic script as a decorative motif can be seen on objects in all media. The inscription
may consist of one or two words— usually blessings for prosperity and success— or they
may simply be decorative (pseudo-inscriptions). Writing filled compartments of
geometrically structured surfaces or stood out against a background covered by vegetal
ornament.34
My aim in this section is not to suggest that there exists a willful act of mis-translation which
can be traced to the exhibit’s curators, and certainly not to impugn the full capability of any of
33
34

ROM collection (item no. 4203)
Ibid. (item no. 4827)
23

the art historians involved in researching or preparing this exhibit. My aim, rather, is to suggest
that as far as the aims of the institution itself, the project of translation (in the strict interlinguistic sense as well as the broader inter-cultural one) must be considered secondary to that in
which the Italian painters of Il Bergognone’s era were involved, that is, the conference of esteem
and value to the material at hand, and in so doing, to its holder as well.
This institutional desire can be understood through the framework suggested by Janet
Marstine in New Museum Theory and Practice which imagines the museum as a modern shrine,
in which the worthy classes are allowed to bask in the exalted aura of the authentic object35:
One of the longest-standing and most traditional ways to envision the museum is as a
sacred space. This is an iconic image to which many museums still aspire. In the
paradigm of the shrine, the museum has therapeutic potential. [...] Museum collections
are fetishized, the museum as shrine declares that its objects possess an aura that offers
spiritual enlightenment as it inspires Platonic values of beauty and morality. [...] The
museum as shrine leads viewers to assign meanings to objects totally unrelated to their
original function or intention.36
To the extent that this framework considers the utilization of objects and collections to the
museum’s own ends within markets of cultural capital, it overlaps effectively with Marxist
understanding of museums as operating within a market-driven industry, in which the spectacle
and mystery of the relic reifies the Other37, and in doing so, expands each individual institution’s
own claim to cultural capital38.
Marstine suggests that these metaphoric structures are not static: institutions utilize and
deploy different functional paradigms at different moments and for different purposes39. The
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utilization of authenticity as a concept and a set of visual/textual tropes can be seen as a central
component of those exhibits that particularly shrine-like:
The paradigm of museum as shrine depends on the institution’s declaration of authority.
Visitors believe they have a transformative experience because the director/curator is a
connoisseur. The expertise of the “museum man” (the expert is always a patriarchal
figure) gives an assurance that the museum objects are “authentic” masterpieces that
express universal truths in an established canon or standard of excellence. 40
After all, it is the museum itself that produces and communicates the authenticity of the objects
within its collections, while also relying on the legibility of that authenticity to uphold its own
credibility, and the monetary and socio-cultural value of its own collection. This is to say that in
an exhibit such as this one, which works at the intersection of art/craft, ethnography, and
biography, the didactic text will have worked successfully to meet the museum’s aims if it
communicates a genealogy of those objects on display which can be traced back to some precontact moment, in that hazy, homogeneous, imagined era also known as the ethnographic
present41. If it can do so, the object can be read as a carrier of that elusive aura of authenticity
which can only be created by an Other, and is therefore part of a highly prized and limited
edition set of objects which contribute to the museum’s function as a shrine.
How, then, can Cairo Under Wraps be read through this lens? Returning, as promised, to
the role of collection owner, ROM founder, and early Egyptologist Charles Currelly, this
exhibit’s didactic panels explicitly link his legacy with the ROM’s current functioning, and this
exhibit in particular:
Building the collection of Early Islamic textiles
A large part of our collection of Coptic textiles— including some made after the Islamic
conquest— was purchased in Egypt by the founding director of the ROM, Charles Trick
Currelly. By the time the museum opened in 1914, he had already collected 630 Coptic
textiles (almost two-thirds of the present collection).
40
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The bulk of the collection of Early Islamic tiraz was acquired in the late 1970’s by
Veronika Gervers, a young and talented textile curator whose seminal 1977 article on
tiraz textiles (written with Lisa Golombek, a co-curator of this exhibition) is still
mentioned in every publication on the topic.42
The genealogy of the collection, as stated by the panel, can be traced from the period after the
Islamic conquest in Egypt to Currelly’s expedition, pictured alongside this panel. The remaining
part of the collection is traced to Gervers, then Golombek, then this exhibit itself. This way, the
narrative of attribution, acquisition, and claim is established through image and text,
substantiating the authenticity of all the objects— not just those collected by Currelly— as part
of the esteemed curatorial lineage of the ROM. This, again, links back to the explicitly stated
curatorial theme of this exhibit, which involved the commemoration of the ROM’s centennial
year by tracing its history back to its founder, his biography, and his collections43.
The beginning point of this century-long history is seen in the strikingly colonial image
of Currelly and fellow Torontonians in Victorian dress seated atop horsed with galabiyya-clad
“local guides” on foot nearby (with the Sphinx in the background, for added measure). This
image provides the audience with a nostalgic gateway to imagine the adventure of the turn-ofthe-century “artifact rush”, unencumbered by the contemporary bureaucratic inconvenience of
ministerial regulation and ethics approval. This invitation to imagine the colonial adventure is
more explicitly established in the accompanying article, in which we are told that “Currelly’s
letters [...] about Egypt were brimful of excitement, stating that, “Things are simply tumbling out
of the mounds— sculpture, paintings on linen, enamels and tools mostly, but other stuff as
well.”44 This (euphemistically) stated ability to “obtain cultural treasures” was also demonstrated
in his Manitoba adventures, where he “collected Native artifacts, including full Native regalia
42
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(which he wore on his return to Toronto).”45 His adventures were not limited there: we are told
that “in every one of the ROM’s culture galleries, we can see an example of what he brought to
Toronto. The Greek, Roman, West Asian collections are substantially composed of what he
personally amassed. He also established the beginnings of our Chinese collections, as well as the
Textiles, North American, and African collections.”46 The article is followed by a call for
donations under the heading “Would you like to join Currelly?” And who wouldn’t want to
“obtain cultural treasures” such as he did? After all, the pride of such a legacy is anything but
understated herein.
Not to put too fine a point on it, but the colonial legacy of archaeological practices such
as Currelly's are explored in great depth by authors such as Fowler (1987) 47 and Ian J. McNiven
and Lynette Russell (2005)48, and more specifically in the case of Currelly and the Egyptian
Exploration Fund by Lovat (1993)49. The salient point here is that Currelly’s colonial adventures,
as explored in the exhibit’s didactic texts and its accompanying article, act as a thematic startingpoint for the audience’s understanding of the ROM’s centennial history, as is the stated curatorial
theme. This legacy— and its accompanying disregard for the subjectivity and autonomy of
colonial Others and their patrimonial rights— is traced through the dominant curatorial
personages who act as the proud carriers of this legacy to the ROM’s present-day structure and
functioning. This legacy substantiates the museum’s desire to be seen as a shine of relics that
gain their exalted aura from the authentic context of their collection, a trait that is demonstrated
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through the aestheticization and un-translation of the calligraphic texts in the fabric sherds on
display.
The title of the exhibit purports to Unwrap Cairo, to peel off the layers of bandages that
(somewhat stereotypically) place that which is authentically Egyptian in the dusty, forgotten
catacombs of the past, and to bring them out into the light of all that which the modern thought
can shed. But in order to function within the museum’s structurally-inscribed need to accrue
cultural capital within the paradigm of the museum-as-shrine, it must also maintain the object as
authentic in its exoticism, and therefore, must keep it Under Wraps. Translation— a seemingly
self-evident pedagogical aim of an exhibit of textual materials— can in this way be understood
as deeply incompatible with the broader institutional aims as play, and so the audience
experience becomes a somewhat disjointed performance of incomplete appreciation. This
disjunction is especially elevated as an Arabic-speaking viewer, as your own ability to parse the
text in question is encumbered by labels that insistently claim that only floral, vegetal, and other
purely decorative patterns can be seen.
The tradition of pseudo-Arabic Script that is seen in Il Bergognone’s painting can in this
way be traced to contemporary curatorial strategies: to the same extent that the medieval painter
was motivated less by the need to translate Arabic writing on the Holy Virgin’s hems than by the
intent to communicate the exotic and therefore valuable origin of the depicted material, the
curator of objects of a colonial origin must also work within a framework that deploys the
object’s exoticism to further the institution’s own productive ends.
The final extension that can be made to the metaphor of the Kufesque and the idea of
productive un-translation is in the cultural realm more broadly. It is the frequent claim of the
theorists of liberal multiculturalism that its function is to translate, or to provide a mechanism for
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inter-cultural mutual understanding: indeed, Kymlika sees the literal translation of cultural works
between languages as an effort which contributes to the “mélange of cultural meanings from
different sources.”50 What are the ways that the liberal imagining of multiculturalism fails to
complete this work of translation, and in what ways is un-translation actually productive of its
goals? Additionally, how does the ethnic community benefit or suffer from representational
slippages of this kind? The following chapter will seek to unpack these questions.

50

Will Kymlika, Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1996), 103.
29

Figure 4: Burial/Excavation, by Pansee Atta. Animation. 2015.
Note: Click to view animation in a new window.

This piece is a reaction to the exhibit Cairo Under Wraps, which displays a collection of delicate fabric
sherds dating back several hundred years, which were collected by the ROM's founder, C.T. Currelly, in
the mid-nineteenth century . The exhibit boasts that the ROM is one of few world-class institutions with
the resources to preserve such a collection. This assertion seems self-evident, but falls apart at closer
examination: after all, these sherds successfully survived for centuries in Cairo before Currelly ever
received them! The causal chain that results in the need to 'preserve' the object is reversed entirely: it is
the excavation of the 'valuable' object that necessitates the institution that 'preserves' it. What would have
been lost if it was never un-buried, but its value to its collector? After all, don't we bury the things we
value to protect them? Who, really, is better at preservation than the earth itself?
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CHAPTER 6
Case Study 3: Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism
Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism is a touring exhibit organized mainly through the
cooperation of the Montreal Museum of Fine Art (MMFA) and the Musée des Augustins in
Toulouse51, with 250 works on display required loans from over 40 private and public collections
around the world52. These works were on display at the MMFA from January 31 to May 31 of
201553 and featured primarily works by Jean-Joseph Benjamin-Constant, though a small number
of works featured are by Benjamin-Constant’s contemporaries and peers in the Orientalist
tradition (such as Henri Regnault, Mariano Fortuny, Georges Clairin, and Jean-Paul Laurens)
and few works by contemporary Moroccan women artists (Yasmina Bouziane, Lalla Essaydi,
and Majida Khattari) as well54. The main theme of the exhibit centers around BenjaminConstant’s life and times: he is described through didactic text panels as a “neglected master of
the genre”55 on the first wall outside the main entrance to the exhibit, as well as a “dandy and
celebrated artist” who “hosted the cream of the European aristocracy.”56
“Centered on this personality,” Marvels walks the audience through Benjamin-Constant’s
art practice, his rise to artistic prestige following his North African expeditions, and the
subsequent descent into obscurity that followed his death, leading to a relative lack of scholarly
interest— that is, until the completion of the original research that precipitated this exhibit. This
narrative— the revived history of a “neglected master” as supported by extensive original
51

Montreal Museum of Fine Arts, “Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism,” MMFA, January 20, 2015,
https://www.mbam.qc.ca/en/exhibitions/past/marvels-and-mirages-of-orientalism/
52
Nathalie Bondil, introduction in Benjamin- Constant: Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism, ed. Nathalie
Bondil (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015).
53
“Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism,” https://www.mbam.qc.ca/en/exhibitions/past/marvels-andmirages-of-orientalism/
54
Ibid.
55
© MMFA 2015
56
“Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism,” https://www.mbam.qc.ca/en/exhibitions/past/marvels-andmirages-of-orientalism/
31

research on the part of the institutions’ researchers— features prominently in the various
communications materials, including the main didactic panel that the audience sees before even
entering the exhibit, in the very first paragraph on the exhibit’s website, and then again in the
front material of the publication that accompanies the exhibit.
This narrative is then traced through Benjamin-Constant’s self-portraits and early works
in the first room, accounts of his travel in Morocco in the second (and largest) room, and finally
a smaller room with both the Orientalist and contemporary perspective on the harem as a literal
and conceptual space. Even in the final room, Benjamin-Constant and the other Orientalists’
work dominates, with didactic text panels that traces the material and professional concerns of
19th-century painters in the high academic genre, noting the lucrative nature of the odalisque as a
subject:
THE HAREM: FANTASIES AND LIES
The harem was a commonplace [theme in] orientalist painting. Derived from the Arabic
word haram, which means “forbidden” or “sacred” (the opposite of halal, “permitted” or
“profane”), it designates the space reserved for women in every household, the boundary
between “female” and “male,” “private” and “public.” The object of endless curiosity,
incomparable material for fantasizing, it was off limits to men. Yet Benjamin-Constant
reports having crossed the threshold of this mysterious precinct. Lacking models on the
spot, it was in his Paris studio that he made many more or less monumental paintings of
these exotic, sensual odalisques, sex slaves subjected to the pleasures of decadent
Oriental despotism. With their bewitching redheads, domestic slaves and bodies
overcome by a strange languor, these canvases were a huge success. They are glorified by
beautiful effects of light penetrating the closed and secret architectural spaces, shelters
from the harsh sun.
What is striking about texts like these is not just their apparent willingness to unproblematically
uphold the mythology of the Orient as well as the artist’s self-mythologization through titillating
adventure-tales, but also, the re-orientation of the narrative, even in moments ripe for critical
intervention, towards a biography of Benjamin-Constant. This theme is traced throughout the
enormous and lavish exhibit: in the large middle room, his quotes are printed as large-format
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wall-texts, which hover above and around the perimeter of the space, serving as a historical
contextualization of the nearby works through the artist’s eyes. For example, above the painting
titled “Gifts from a Pasha”, there is the following quote:
I saw the Pasha. In an Arab portico he is seated on a carpet cross-legged, motionless, clad
in white woolen. He is fingering the ebony beads of a chaplet, and in the midst of his
prayers he seems to be listening attentively to the story of a tall soldier, a black-faced
Hercules, who is perorating with a profusion of gestures and much valubility as he points
to a poor fellow crouching at his side in a posture of terror. In his Oriental fatalism he
waits with resignation.
Benjamin-Constant
And above the painting titled “The Favourite of the Emir”, the following:
I edge away toward the door where some young female slaves are watching us.
Frightened at first by my approach, they recover confidence and gather around me, but
take care not to be seen by their master. You feel that they are not in the least selfconscious, and that they are without faculty of analysis, without reason, without will,
without souls; they are pretty little animals, whose function is to live, and to display, with
slow and rare movements, the supple lines of their beauty.
Benjamin-Constant
Although the artist’s words form the bulk of the context through which the images of languid
nudes and violent warlords come to be understood, the final room of the exhibit does display
several contemporary photographic works by Moroccan artists Yasmina Bouziane, Lalla
Essaydi, and Majida Khattari along the final wall which the audience passes by towards the exit
of the exhibit. These works creatively utilize the imagery at work in the Orientalist tradition,
challenging it by attaching the names and faces of real, living Arab women whose selfrepresentations are both contemporary and political, rather than timeless and imaginary. The
importance of such work is undeniable: without it, the entire exhibit would consist of
representations of racialized (and often gendered) bodies by White men. And since these works
take up the space directly before the exhibit's exit, it can be argued that it leaves the viewer with
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a final impression that the many Orientalist works on display should be understood through their
contemporary political context.
The curatorial framing of this section does, however, work to undercut the critical impact
of these contemporary artists' work by maintaining a commitment to the Orientalist tradition, and
using the artists' work to actually corroborate its value, rather than problematize it. For example,
in a description of Lalla Essaydi's work, the didactic panel reads:
Working in collaboration with female friends and family members, her photographs
emphatically assert the Arab woman's right to self-expression and representation.
Moreover, the striking beauty of these images themselves serves to reclaim, for this heir,
the artistic tradition that had originally appealed to the imagination of Orientalists.
This text uses the rhetoric of “self-expression and representation” as a means to “reclaim” the
Orientalist tradition, so photographic works that might, in another context, be read as deeply
critical of Benjamin-Constant's languid nudes become a tokenistic afterthought that justifies
them. The tokenism is evident not just in the quantity of space devoted to contemporary Arab
women's voices (five works out of close to 250 in the exhibit, and six pages out of 400 in the
catalogue), but also in the utilization of approximately feminist language to substantiate the
broader curatorial project that aims to increase the value and profile of Benjamin-Constant's
works. My aim here is not to understate the contribution of these artists or the value of their work
in general, but to emphasize an interpretation of the exhibit in its entirety through its
contemporary socio-political context, as well as through the productive effects of its overarching
curatorial theme. The salient point here is that even though the voices of racialized women have
been represented in this space, this form of representation is the form that is standard in liberal
multiculturalist projects, which can easily be subsumed within an ultimately colonial set of goals.
Since this exhibit traveled to both Quebec and the Toulouse region in France, such an
analysis must acknowledge the particular placement of brown bodies on display within Quebec
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and France’s respective (though interrelated) racial hierarchies. These two regions may not be
unique in their antagonism of those groups that have come to be associated with the Muslim
world (a category both completely meaningless in its nebulousness and absolutely critical in its
capacity for justifying violence), but they are notable as a political terrain in which the language
of secularism is deployed to criminalize racialized bodies. Mainstream punditry and legislature
has pushed for the enforcement of bans against Muslim women’s head coverings 57, contributing
in an atmosphere of hostility and hyper-visibility for diasporic groups considered unassimilable.
This context is relevant as it informs the assumptions that inform a lay audience
member’s reading of the exhibit and the works contained within it. A reading of nineteenth
century paintings or texts that bespeak the essential brutality of the Arab man— or the eternal
degradation and objectification of the Arab woman— cannot automatically be understood
ironically, nor can it be assumed that a non-specialist audience will read it in such a way. Critical
distance must be explicitly fostered, otherwise the interpretation must return to the normative
baseline, as informed by a local and national context that has been— and remains— heavily
invested in colonial projects.
Simply stating that Marvels is complicit in ongoing colonial projects by failing to
adequately problematize 19th-century Orientalist images and writing is, in some ways, a
foregone conclusion. Complicity in colonization is widespread and deeply embedded in many of
the structures that shape and constrain cultural institutions. This understanding does not fully
encompass the terrain of upon which the functioning of the institution is situated: in other words,
it is not enough to explain the lack of particular analyses in the narrative of an exhibit, but
additionally, it is necessary to explain the presence of those narratives that are present.
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It must be emphasized that an exhibit like this is a multi-million dollar production: the
MMFA is a flagship space with over a million visitors a year58, operating under the aegis of the
French Regional American Museum Exchange, participates in a network whose exhibitions draw
2.6 million visitors per year59. This exhibit included close to 250 works from sixty lenders around
the world, requiring the cooperation of dozens of sponsors, granting bodies, charitable groups,
and other funders from both countries involved60. This is to say that international relations and
economics act as engines that underlie the development and production of such an exhibit. The
link between these systems and politics of representation can be understood through Edward
Said’s formative work on Orientalism (a critical perspective that is all but lacking in both the
exhibit and its accompanying publication). Said reminds us that “knowledge of subject races or
Orientals is what makes their management easy and profitable; knowledge gives power, more
power requires more knowledge, and so on in an increasingly profitable dialectic of information
and control.”61 This is to say that systems of knowledge production and dissemination are always
already involved in the political and economic realities that define the nation which gains the
subject position simply by virtue of undertaking such study, and that which obtains the object
position by virtue of having-been-studied. Referring again to the issue of translation as it
pertains to the interpretation of objects and exhibits that work in discursive relation to the
Muslim world (an imaginary terrain circumscribed only by the Otherness of its inhabitants), it is
not that the inter-cultural and inter-linguistic divide exists as an unbridgeable gulf, but rather,
that the building of such bridges is necessarily sponsored by the party that exists in a relation of
power to the Other, and that which stands to gain from such labour.
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What this reveals in the specific case of Marvels is that a lack of representation is not the
issue; any and all representation can be utilized to achieve the institution’s ends. In this case, not
only was the brutal history of the French colonization of North Africa put on display for a
mainstream audience, it was done explicitly through the framework of Orientalism, with a space
dedicated to the harem as a significant site of its construction. The opportunity to critically
engage with this work with a great deal of depth and sensitivity was afforded, and largely lost.
Instead, the thematic narrative centered around the injustice of Benjamin-Constant’s exclusion
from the canon of art history, and the elevation of his status to that of the other masters of
Orientalism. To quote Dominique Lobstien from one of the essays in the accompanying
publication:
Posterity, after having long relegated to the shadows these representatives of the
Academie, has rediscovered them with pressure from the art market, but even here the
largely unknown Benjamin-Constant, despite the originality of Orientalist works and the
acuity of his portraits, has not managed to assume the position due to him. The initiative
of the Montreal and Toulouse museums repositions him among the cohort of painters
who made their mark on the official artistic life of the Third Republic, adding a new
avatar to this protean existence, that of the Phoenix rising from the ashes of oblivion to
resume his rightful place in a panoramic, non-Manichean vision of the history of
nineteenth-century art.62
The “pressure from the art market” is a key term here. With it, there is a necessary notation that
both the MMFA and the Musée des Augustins constitute major collectors of BenjaminConstant’s works, with thirteen at the Musée des Augustins and four at the MMFA. It is, of
course, totally commonplace for museums to exhibit works by those artists in whose legacies
they are literally invested: this reality of the art market does, however, underlie the institution’s
willingness and capacity for critical commentary within its own official communications. What
this suggests is that criticality must, to a large extent, be precipitated by external parties with an
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invested interest in the politics of representation therein; in other words, a curatorial process that
is made de-hierarchical to the extent that a community engagement process can effectively
collaborate with the academics and researchers involved in the development of the exhibit.
Naturally, community alone is no guarantee of a decolonial ethic, given that the boundaries of the
ethnic community itself is circumscribed by a colonial politic that ghettoizes those deemed like
on socially-constructed racial grounds. This critique, as well as further suggestions for
productive interventions, will be picked up in the following sections.
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Figure 5: Orientalism, by Pansee Atta. GIF Animation. 2015.
Note: Click to view animation in a new window.

The Orientalist artist depends on the bodies he depicts to remain static, placed precariously
between the comfort of that which is familiar, yet thrilling in its difference. These harem girls
might be “frightened”, but maybe the artist is frightened, too: maybe there is a threat lurking
inside these “pretty little animals”, maybe the “supple lines of their beauty” reveal something
threatening, alien, and undefinable.
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CHAPTER 7
Communities, Partnerships, & Consultation
The previous chapters sought to identify the ways that exhibits which work in discursive
relation to Islam and Muslim bodies will also work within a specific set of institutional interests
that benefit colonial hierarchies. The first case study of In Search of the Artist centers an exhibit
of miniature paintings around the concept of the signature of the artist, and by doing so,
translates artworks produced in a variety of non-Western contexts into the language of
liberalism, through the elevation of the artist to the role of individual, heroic genius. The second
exhibit, Cairo Under Wraps, is discussed in terms of its productive deployment of un-translation
as a form of strategic failure that actually produces the meanings required by the institution. In
this case, calligraphic works are aestheticized to emphasize their exoticism and therefore their
authenticity, as the authentic object is required to substantiate the image of the museum-asshrine. Finally, Marvels and Mirages of Orientalism is considered through the lens of Said’s
Orientalism to reveal the ways that its capacity to represent those lives and cultures that are
depicted is severely diminished by the institution’s functioning within economic and
international systems that are invested in particular representations.
In all these exhibits, the processes at work can be seen functioning at the outermost
veneer of the institution: that is to say, at the point of communication between it and its audience.
But that veneer is an artifice which, through the expert use of polished design, can obscure the
messy tensions that underpin the institution’s internal functioning. These underpinnings take the
form of structural concerns and constraints, which work to enable and enact certain ends
regardless of the aims and desires of the individuals that work in and around it. Structures such
as those of government policy, granting bodies, internal decision-making hierarchies, and
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corporate partnerships all work on an official level to circumscribe the cultural institution’s
activities, while the unofficial structures of patriarchy, racism, and classism work beneath an
additional layer of self-preserving obfuscation. The interrelationships between these official and
unofficial structures reveal in a more concrete way the processes that drive representational
strategies employed within exhibits, as well as the choice of exhibit and theme itself. After all,
exhibits are chosen for a wide variety of reasons, encompassing the logistical, political, careerist,
scholarly, aesthetic, profit-driven, and community-based concerns of the various parties involved
— directly or tangentially— in the process. 63
What this points to is the question of the exhibit stakeholder. The question here is: whose
voice is considered a necessary addition to the process by which an exhibit is conceived,
organized, funded, and eventually displayed? And whose voice is considered secondary, or even
detrimental to the proper flow of that process, and all its different conceptions and iterations
across geography and time? At this point, I will more closely examine the concept of stakeholder
engagement as it is used in association with institutional management practices, and the ways
this concept can be understood in its productive and destructive capacities, when viewed through
a decolonial lens.
The Manual of Museum Exhibitions defines stakeholder consultation as “reaching out to
the museum’s institutional stakeholders such as local governments, other museums and libraries,
or community organizations working with the same audience or on the same themes, as well as
[...] artists as well as educators and community leaders.”64 The definition of the term stakeholder
itself varies according to the context, but the original definition as coined by R. Edward Freeman
in Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach includes “any group or individual who can
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affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm’s objectives” 65, though this is often
summarized to “who or what really counts”66. This definition and its accompanying objectives
are still commonly-utilized in studies of managerial ethics and corporate responsibility67, and are
therefore also employed in cultural institutions’ policy structures68. Within this framework,
consideration of the various stakeholders’ needs, and the work required to balance them within
the function of the institution, is typically understood as part of a moral-ethical imperative that
underlies corporate responsibility to stakeholders 69.
It is within this framework that community consultation is justified as an institutional
practice70. To quote Coblence et al. in their review of the MMFA’s organizational structures:
Value creation and capture can address different stakeholders or even society as a whole.
[...] Thus, business models refer to different forms of value (such as social or economic).
In this perspective, not-for-profit organizations must also involve themselves in the
complex processes of business model design. [...] Being more cause- than profit-driven,
such organizations may not need to make economic surpluses. But in terms of their
organizational outputs, structure, and operations—i.e. value creation and capture
mechanisms— they must be “a business” in every sense.71
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Ultimately, the museum that functions within such standard business practices is structurally
obligated to work towards the ends of “value creation and capture”, for all parties with a vested
interest in it and the cultural production it outputs.
This is to say that the corporatization of the museum necessarily entails the adoption of a
framework in which the social duty to mitigate the epistemic violence in which such institutions
have been complicit is necessarily compromised by the various other stakeholders’ invested
interests. Although Canadian museums and the professionals they employ officially subscribe to
a professional code of ethics which prioritizes community engagement and consultation 72,
Coblence et. al suggest that these compromises do not remain at the topmost levels, but are
reflected as well in the final form of the exhibit. They argue that “conflicting pressures emerging
from various stakeholders (notably external funders and museum curators) press for specific
organizational outputs and products: types of exhibitions and the displays of art.”73
Although Cobelence’s study examines the MMFA most specifically, the prioritization of
sponsor interests is revealed again in controversial exhibits such as “The Spirit Sings” (in which
the Lubicon Lake Cree boycotted an exhibit that was sponsored by Shell Oil74) and “The Real
Thing at the ROM” (a 1991 exhibit in which painted advertisements for Coca-Cola were
displayed at the same time that the Santa Claus parade passed by the museum75). There are, of
course, channels within this model that are used to justify the usage of comprehensive,
collaborative engagement on the community level76- as Davies states, “some writers are explicit
about the rational[sic] for stakeholder engagement;[...] the emphasis is firmly on accountability
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and legitimacy, which is undoubtedly a reflection of the public value and [New Public
Management] agendas77.” The accrual of public value— variously defined— remains the
objective, and accountability and legitimacy cannot be understood as ends in their own right
within this framework. Rather, they are understood as solitary variables amongst many, all of
which are disposable or interchangeable as befits managerial aims.
The salient point here is that community engagement as practiced by cultural institutions
— regardless of depth and fullness of the consultation/collaboration process— must necessarily
be considered an instrument utilized for the creation of the kind of stakeholder value upon which
managerial success is based. This is not to say that this process is therefore bankrupt; what I hope
to suggest here is that a framework which prioritizes grassroots engagement as a means of
decolonization must acknowledge the structures of value that constrain the institution as it
currently stands. In doing so, it becomes possible to imagine different means of resistance which
will effectively target those structures at their base.

Multicultural Values and the Value of Multiculturalism
By thinking of community engagement as a process utilized by the museum in this way,
we are offered a concrete framework for thinking through the politics of representation as a form
of inclusion, a model which suggested by liberal scholars of multiculturalism as an ethical and
productive measure for ensuring the equitable treatment of racialized peoples in Canada. My
contention, however, is that this model is a red herring that uses the language of equity to
facilitate and justify extant structures that are deeply invested in colonial projects. The
exhibitions that have been examined as case studies suggest a number of ways that the simple
inclusion of non-Western cultural production cannot be understood as a means of decolonization,
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regardless of the cultural, historic, or aesthetic value of the works themselves. It does not even
matter if the region and its people are interpreted through Western eyes for ease of translation
and then literally integrated into the narrative of colonization and Orientalism. The work itself
can be prevented from speaking, regardless of its any intrinsic artistic power it may hold.
Objects, and the individuals and communities that produce them, can always be spoken for, and
utilized to ends that benefit the institution, as well as the broader cultural framework within
which it is situated. That trajectory is an a priori necessity resultant from the principles and
structures of its operation.
This is why representation alone is not enough. Inclusion in a system that is antagonistic
to one’s survival is incongruent with decolonization. These terms are here understood through
the lens of liberal scholarship of multiculturalism such as that of Taylor and Kymlika. Kymlika’s
model of multiculturalism is especially committed to inclusion as a theoretical lynchpin: in
Multicultural Citizenship: A Liberal Theory of Minority Rights he offers a significant and
influential discussion on this theme, beginning with the statement that “generally speaking, the
demand for representation rights by disadvantaged groups is a demand for inclusion. Groups that
feel excluded want to be included in the larger society, and the recognition and accommodation
of their ‘difference’ is intended to facilitate this.”78 The issue, as he sees it, is not that a
continuing legacy of violence has shaped the societal foundations upon which cultural policies
are built, but rather, that “ the desire for such polyethnic rights is a desire for inclusion which is
consistent with participation in, and commitment to, the mainstream institutions that underlie
social unity.”79 Kymlika’s reassurance that “there is strikingly little evidence that immigrants
pose any sort of threat to the unity or stability of a country” 80 reveals, to some extent, his
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assumptions regarding the identity and politics of his reader, as well as his investment in the
stability of the Canadian project against the outside influence of those groups that may seek to
involve themselves in a deep and meaningful way in its organization and outcomes. By denying
the threat of immigrant communities, Kymlika also effectively denies their agency in effecting
change, and reassures the reader of the effectiveness of assimilationist projects. This
multiculturalism becomes a safe and comfortable one the presumed-to-be White settler readers,
as it offers just enough intra-cultural porosity at its surface to benefit extant systems in which
they are invested— in another sense, it offers stakeholder value, wherein the integrity of the
national image is the stake, and value is derived from the labour involved in upholding and
promoting that national image. After all, which immigrant groups are the ones that do not
meaningfully “pose any sort of threat” to the Canadian national self-image? And to what extent
is the categorizational border of such a threat expanded, a priori, to include any meaningful
resistance to systemic violence?
Hence the relevant example in use to justify the kind of inclusion to which Kymlika
speaks: “the case of Sikhs who wanted to join the Royal Canadian Mounted Police, but, because
of their religious requirement to wear a turban, could not do so unless they were exempted from
the usual requirements regarding ceremonial headgear.”81 The non-threatening nature of this
particular change can be traced to its comfortable location at the intersection of various systems
— policing, nationalism, patriarchy— upon which the Canadian state bases its functioning. In
this same sense, non-threatening values remain deeply threatening to members of already
marginalized communities. The very real material concerns upon which immigrant resistance
and survival are dependent further circumscribe the capacity to remain non-threatening, or
indeed, to meaningfully threaten systems from the outside: after all, demands for
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accommodation such as that described in Kymlika’s example are couched in coercive and often
violent labour conditions necessitated by those same systems, too. Regardless, such a framework
precludes the possibility of a deep and meaningful challenge from racialized citizens to whom
the state poses an existential threat, but additionally, it works inexorably to channel the labour of
those citizens to serve that same ends.
Inclusion, in this sense, works the way that community engagement was shown to do
earlier in this section: it functions as a tool that provides a veneer of legitimacy and ethical
accountability to those with decision-making power, while working fundamentally within a
system that benefits from the violence that is inflicted on those whose inclusion and engagement
is recruited to do it.
A similar critique can be applied to Charles Taylor’s influential theory of recognition. In
Taylor’s words:
The claim seems to be that a proper respect for equality requires more than a presumption
that further study will make us see things this way, but actual judgments of equal worth
applied to the customs and creations of these different cultures. Such judgments seem to
be implicit in the demand that certain works be included in the canon, and in the
implication that these works have not been included earlier only because of prejudice or
ill-will or the desire to dominate.
Of course, the cultural products of the non-Western world have always been included in great
halls of high-culture officialdom. The acquisition and display of treasures that must be salvaged
from primitive peoples incapable of their appreciation is a deeply ingrained into the very
foundations of the museum82. It may not even be accurate to state that such works have not been
included in the canon. They are included: as a starting point, a primitive point of origin, an Other
against which true greatness may be measured. Though relegated to the fringe, the Other always
already serves a definitional role in the cultural function of the artistic tradition, in that it is used
82

As outlined in James Clifford’s 1989 essay, “The Others: Beyond the ‘salvage’ paradigm.”
47

to substantiate the racial politics that underlie colonial projects. The colonial project, in turn,
supplies golden riches from beyond the sea, stores them in its hallowed halls, and uses them to
evidence the necessity of the project.
Taylor’s claim, therefore, that inclusion forms the backbone of the antiracist challenge to
cultural logics can be understood as a rhetorical tool that steers the multicultural project away
from those resistant acts that interfere with the social engines upon which neo-liberalism
depends, and towards a model that is more easily integrated within its aims. This analysis is
relevant because of the significance of this rhetoric of inclusion even in postcolonial writing in
the field of critical museology. Ruth Philips, for example, can be considered an influential voice
in this field, and a recent compilation of her essays titled Museum Pieces represents an overview
of her thoughts on the matter. In the section titled “How Museums Marginalize: Naming
Domains of Inclusion and Exclusion”, Philips thinks through the problematic disjunctures that
appear when considering the placement of Indigenous objects in the (still unrealized) project of a
National Portrait Gallery, alongside the Gallery’s interim director, Dr. Lilly Koltun :
As Lilly Koltun’s website statement also makes clear, in a national institution such as a
portrait gallery, all such inclusions are inevitably framed within a dominant settler
narrative of nation and nation building. In considering the Aboriginal component of the
gallery, then, two questions arose: First, to what degree could a national museum allow
dominant narratives of history to be challenged? And, second, how far could the Western
genre of portraiture be stretched, through design and installation, to accommodate
culturally different expressive traditions?83
The need to “stretch” the genre so as to “accommodate culturally different expressions” is
explicitly tied to Taylor’s recognition theory, in that “collaborative models of curatorial process
are one way in which museums are endeavouring to redress this situation by ensuring that
exhibits will be accurate, authentic, and “recognizable” to Aboriginal people in Taylor’s sense.”84
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The issue as it can be seen here is that on the curatorial level, the functional limit of collaboration
is at the point where the “stretch” to the mandate of portraiture comes to a breaking point— this
is to say, at the point that collaboration with groups invested in the decolonization of such a
space necessitates a change at the structural level. For example, such a collaborative process may
seriously question why a national museum in a nation that self-identifies as multicultural would
particularly serve a genre that by definition will only fully function within the canon of Western
art history, and all the assumptions of portraiture— as a tradition especially associated to the
lionization of elite figures— that it accompanies. Additionally, through the prioritization of a
genre that already fits so neatly within dominant narratives that prize expressive forms that
entrench existing hierarchies, the legibility of that form can be assumed as a baseline, to which
non-Western expressive forms much actually be “stretched” to conform. This is to say that a
collaborative process between parties in an unequal balance of power will, by its very nature,
require “stretching” in the form of epistemological and representational concession that benefits
dominant systems. These limitations cannot be easily resolved through collaboration with the
institution, as those same processes that limit its capacity for decolonization also elevate the
institution’s own goals such that they become desirable to those with the capacity to challenge it.
This dynamic is also acknowledged by Philips:
The prestige of the art museum in relation to other kinds of museums has led
contemporary Canadian Aboriginal artists to initiate a sustained lobbying campaign for
inclusion in the country’s art galleries, rather than (exclusively) in ethnology museums.
They have fought for this inclusion despite their clear recognition of the lack of fit of
their work with the categories of either art or artifact. Naming something as historical, in
a Western schema, is an equivalent “compliment.” 85
Of course, sustained lobbying of this kind can be located in most groups adversely affected by
cultural institutions’ investment in cis-heteropatriarchal, racist colonialist, classist systems and
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all the intersections between them. Inclusion and recognition of this kind can a strategy of
survival, and when one’s labour is not acknowledged as such, and one’s existence and voice are
silenced, denied, and replaced by another to one’s own detriment. There is a necessary deep
sympathy for the need of those working in cultural production to effect change in direct and
productive ways, and such lobbying is part of this practice. It is, however, far from the only form
of sustained organizational effort by individuals and groups with an invested interest in their own
self-representation and the decolonization of the museum, and, as I argue, not the most effective.
The following section will examine notable moments of decolonial intervention in the Canadian
cultural sphere, and use it to suggest some productive frameworks for such future action.
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One of the sites where the politics of inclusion/exclusion are felt most keenly is the border. It is there that
all the intersections of race/class/gender/coloniality merge to a single, crucial instance, and through the
omnipresent eye of surveillance, are reduced to a pass/fail system upon which survival can depend. To
pass, the body must become undressed: you remove those articles of clothing that mark your difference,
and regardless, mechanized scanners can see through them, right through your skin, your organs, down
to your bones. This act of undressing reveals the ways that colonial systems mark racialized bodies with
both fear and desire: they are necessary resources that carry a threat inside them, an excess that
threatens to spill out at any moment.
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CHAPTER 8
Outcomes and Conclusions
Section 8.1: Outcomes
In 1986, the Lubicon Lake Cree organized a significant boycott of the Glenbow
Museum’s exhibit, The Spirit Sings. The exhibit was intended to include hundreds of examples
of Indigenous objects, and was scheduled to open two years hence, in 1988, to coincide with the
Calgary Winter Olympics. Although ongoing and deeply contentious land claims marked the
organization of this exhibit— and all events organized in relation to the Olympics— with tension
in local settler/Indigenous relations, the boycott of The Spirit Sings was precipitated by the
announcement that Shell Oil, the company largely responsible for driving the Lubicon Lake Cree
off their traditional lands, would act as the major corporate sponsor of the exhibit. The conflict
inherent in this sponsorship quickly attracted deep criticism; Bernard Ominayak, chief of the
Lubicon Lake First Nation noted “The irony of using a display of North American Indian
artifacts to attract people to the Winter Olympics being organized by interests who are still
actively seeking to destroy the Indian people seems painfully obvious.” 86 Quickly, the boycott
garnered a great deal of media attention and the support of activists, academics, and a number or
organizations from whom the Glenbow was seeking loans.87 Although close to 160 objects were
withheld by various institutions as a result88, The Spirit Sings did ultimately go on as scheduled,
with exhibitions in both the Glenbow Museum and the Canadian Museum of Civilization in
Ottawa in 1988, the boycott led to a number of deeply influential outcomes, including a
resolution passed by the UNESCO-sponsored International Committee for Museums of
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Ethnography that “museums, which are engaged in activities relating to living ethnic groups,
should whenever possible, consult with the appropriate members of those groups, and such
museums should avoid using ethnic materials in any way which might be detrimental and/or
offensive to such groups.”89, as well as a statement from the Canadian Ethnology Society to the
same effect90. Additionally, it also had the local effect of leading to the creation of the “Task
Force on Museums and First Peoples”91, a significant document with wide-reaching effects on
museology in Canada, as well as worldwide. This controversy— along with that which
accompanied the ROM’s 1989 Into the Heart of Africa— are frequently cited as major forces in
shaping the culture and policy of ethnographic representation.92
This case is significant because it demonstrates one of the major concluding points I hope
to make: even though cultural institutions may (literally or more abstractly) be invested in
maintaining colonial systems, outside pressure in the form of organized direct action can be
effective in instigating meaningful, long-term change. In fact, I would argue that meaningful
change must be instigated by outside pressure (rather than internal dialogue involving mainly
industry professionals), because of that same set of institutional investments. What I suggest here
is the application of a labour framework through which the decolonization of the representation
of racialized people in Canada may be achieved93.
Although organizations such as CARFAC have worked to collectively represent artists’
labour through a traditional trade-union model (recently making great strides by ratifying the
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first collective agreement with the National Gallery94, there is less attention paid to the ways that
collective bargaining can be thought of as a way to enshrine the right of racialized people to play
a productive role in their own representation. This is to say: what if the Lubicon Lake Cree
boycott of The Spirit Sings is imagined not just as a boycott, but also, a strike?
What such a framework would reveal is the necessary participation of those living
members of a group whose depiction is beneficial to the institution in the process of depiction
itself. Even though community consultation, engagement and other similar processes are not
always undergone as part of the development of an exhibit, the fact remains that vocal
denunciation by those groups whose own representation is bound up in it will strip the depiction
of its authenticity, the prized trait of the museum-as-shrine. The tacit involvement of the ethnic
community is necessary to the interests of the institution, even if such an involvement consists of
the silent perpetuation of the depictions it puts forth. This involvement becomes a necessary part
of the process of cultural production in which the cultural institution is involved, especially to the
extent that it relies on the ethnographic display of objects that speak to dominant, colonial
relations. The museum-as-shrine requires the seal of authenticity to support its own structures of
valuation, and even when not institutionally enshrined, the cooperation of the ethnic community
is required to produce such value.
If such participation in the representational process is understood as labour, then the
boycott of The Spirit Sings can then be understood as a retraction of such labour. With that, the
structure upon which the Glenbow Museum depended for its legitimacy and its creation of value
was undermined. And so, the institution must undergo a process of organized negotiation and
compromise to regain the value of re-legitimization before its processes of cultural production
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can proceed. This framework does not require the institution to see grassroots decolonization
efforts as an ends in and of themselves; it participates in the process because it has been required
to do so by its own internal structures, or rather, because mounting external pressure has
prevented it from continuing unless it does so.
Furthermore, the decolonial potential of such action stems from the same grassroots
structure that substantiates it as authentic in the way that the institution can value. This is not to
assert that authenticity is an unproblematic categorizational basis by which belonging in the
ethnic community may be established, nor that it is free of reductive ontologies of the colonial
subject, the dismantling of which is an essential part of decolonial projects. However, to the
extent that the organization of the ethnic community might occur along politicized lines that rely
on the collective consensus and the shared liberatory aims of those involved, then there may exist
a potential subversion of the term that allows it to function towards decolonization. Authenticity
simply becomes the codeword that encapsulates the necessity of the ethnic community's approval
and participation in the representational processes required by the museum.
A challenge that remains in this framework is that the categorizational borders of the
ethnic community cannot be understood unproblematically, or in a wholly liberatory light.
Although a great deal of decolonial literature sees the value of such a community insofar as it
provides structures of kinship, support, advocacy, and representation95, there are ways that such
structures can replicate some of the same politics as those that have— through marginalization
and Othering— defined them. As Himani Bannerji argues in The Dark Side of the Nation:
We cannot begin by taking the concept of "community" for granted. We need to
remember that it is a political and cultural-ideological formation reliant upon social
relations which are the base of social life, and not a spontaneous or natural association of
people. This constructed and contingent nature of the concept of community is important
to keep in mind, since it is becoming increasingly common in social sciences to treat this
95
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concept, along with a definite article or an adjective, as a natural, almost an instinctive,
form of social and cultural association. [...] But if, instead of naturalizing "community,"
we see it as a formation, an ideological, that is, cultural and political practice, it becomes
possible for us to develop a critique of the social organization, social relations, and moral
regulations which go into the making of it.[...] It is not difficult to understand this process
of community formation when we see the different ways in which the Canadian state and
hegemonic common sense mark out their social "others." This othering implies racism,
ethnicization (with a "race" component), and homogenization. People who are thus
"othered" also bond together vis a vis these designatory processes in a defensive move,
while being penned within a political and cultural boundary. 96
Bannerji argues that by naturalizing the boundaries of the community, the socially constructed
nature of those boundaries becomes obscured, and the racialized divisions that are required to
maintain them become internalized. Additionally, the violence perpetuated by internal patriarchal
hierarchies becomes silenced, since breaking such a silence comes to be understood as a betrayal
of peers and loved ones who are already marked by the state as essentially brutal and criminal.
This “double-bind” of silence is experienced especially keenly by racialized women, who are
rendered invisible both within and without the community formation97. These realities undermine
the authenticity of the voice with which such a community can speak for all its members, as such
a voice will— unless specifically counteracted— reflect the oppressive hierarchies at work
within it. This is to say that even though the ethnic community might reflect patriarchal power
structures, those structures can and should be challenged from within, at the same time that the
kinship and solidarity afforded by the community is used to work towards decolonization. There
is no need for the ethnic community to prefiguratvely achieve a perfect internal politics in order
for communal structures to work effectively towards decolonization.
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Bannerji also notes the ways that this double-bind affects racialized men, as “the same type of
characterization also deprives muslim males in Canada, particularly from Arab countries, of legal
justice, since the community as a whole is tarred with the brush of fanaticism.” This complexity points
to the necessity of an intersectional analysis that extends beyond White feminism to unsettle the
assumption of the preeminently oppressed Muslim woman.
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Implicit within this critique is the way that the difficulty of basic survival under
colonialism can work so effectively to silence radical dissent, and to make compliance with neoliberalism so tempting. Hence Philips’ statement articulating racialized artists’ groups
demanding a larger slice of the pie98— such a campaign must be understood through the lens of a
system which is deeply antagonistic to one’s survival, and so any act that contributes to survival
must be understood as resistant. Regardless, I argue that the most important, and most
structurally effective work that can be done to ensure participatory collaboration in the
representational process will entail a willingness by diasporic racialized groups to temporarily
forsake the benefits that come from working unchallengingly within neo-liberal systems, and to
seek instead to expand the organizational bases of solidarity to include allyship with all those
experiencing similar oppressions under colonialism. Again, this entails thinking through this
process as a union rather than as individuals that have been forced into the same categorizational
boundaries through racialization. This work to counteract the homogenous, neo-liberal,
patriarchal community voice is certainly possible, and indeed, it is already underway. Again,
quoting Bannerji:
We, non-white women, women of "communities," must claim various political
movements in Canada as our own. This means the women's movement and movements of
resistance against state and class power, against pervasive and insidious racism and
homophobia. Though it may sound like a tall order, it is possible to enter our politics
through the door of particular "women's issues," for example, and come into the arena of
a general political resistance. It is only in doing this that one can shape one's politics in
ways that are nuanced by other struggles, where what comes out is the convergence of
various politics against oppression, and not their separate directions.99
What Bannerji’s critique adds to this discussion of the representational violence in which cultural
institutions are involved is an entry-point that does not fetishize extant structures of racialized
social organization, nor does it dispense with them entirely. In recognizing the politicized nature
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of the very boundaries that define it, the ethnic community becomes necessarily politicized. But,
unless an intersectional analysis is applied to the internal organizing structures, the political
outcomes of such an organization will not adequately represent the interests of its members, or
those with convergent experiences of colonization.

Section 8.2: Conclusions
Although representation in the cultural institution is considered a progressive means of
enshrining a vision of multiculturalism which erases oppressive colonial legacies, I argue here
that such representation cannot adequately complete the work of decolonization. Museums have
not, at some memorable date in modern times, embarked on a project to begin including the
cultural products of the colonized world as part of a progressive mandate for diversity. The
museum was, in fact, built up around a base of such objects as a treasure-trove of the authentic,
enshrined in the hallowed halls of Western culture. The facilitation of cross-cultural
communication utilizing such objects will only work in one ideological direction— the direction
which favours the institution’s own aims, and these aims will always coincide with the accrual of
socio-cultural and economic capital. Fortunately, the cultural labour of the ethnic community
(however problematically defined), is a necessary, though often relegated, component of the
process by which colonial representation occurs, and I believe it is in the site of this labour that
the most productive resistance can be staged. Though the cultural institution presents its
representations of us as a gift to us, it is in fact our subsidization of their projects of collection
that they require. The legitimization of that project requires our labour, and like all labour, it can
be withdrawn.
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