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Abstract
The present proposed volume takes as its fulcrum the concept of gender, and in its most simple

iteration asks: What happens when, we – that is, the varied individuals and communities who take

a vested interest in the collections housed by ethnographic museums – think more deliberately

from the objects in our museums? How might we theorize gender in ways that allow us to

think our relationships to each other in Povinelli’s (2011) ‘otherwise’ ways? Ultimately this volume

brings together cutting-edge thinking in gender studies, material culture, and museum practice, cen-

tering the lens on the ethnographic as a critical category of analysis that continues to regiment how

we organize the very collections in our museums.
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If one takes the perspective that things are an intrinsic part of being human and shaping the
world, objects also take an essential role in gendering bodies, social relations and ways of
being. (Veys, this issue 2023)
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An exhibition, an audience, and a contentious subject

In 2019, an exhibition at the Tropenmuseum1 in Amsterdam opened with live music, dance
performances, and a light show. Dozens of people attended, their clothes and hair in myriad
styles, signifying multiple cultures and gendered identities. The exhibitionWhat a Genderful
World, which later travelled to an affiliate Dutch museum in Rotterdam, took seriously the
long history of gendered practices in collecting and exhibiting ethnographic objects in
Europe. Gendered, firstly in the sense that these collecting practices have been undertaken
mostly by Europeans, whether royalty, civil servants, missionaries, military, or private col-
lectors, and consequently we may best understand these processes as informed by
‘Western’ and hence often masculine practices. Second, in as much as the labelling and exhi-
biting of these objects followed strictly binary Western archetypes of what it meant/means to
be a woman or a man. Although used frequently, we take the time to define ‘Western’ as the
practice by those engaged with the colonial in ways that were extractive and possibly
enriched them at the expense of those whose cultures were colonized.

While ‘Western’ does invoke mostly whiteness and a sense of European bourgeois
masculinity, as authors we acknowledge that the machinations of colonial power more
complexly involve class, gender, neurdiversity, race and sexuality.2 Through multifa-
ceted perspectives such as fashion, power, celebrities, sex and music, What a
Genderful World presented artwork from various cultures and geographies drawn from
Dutch ethnographic collections in order to tell a story: that ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are
socially and culturally constructed ideas that shape and are shaped by the (inter-
connected, postcolonial) societies we live in, and that just as roles and societal norms
are diverse, so are the ideas and the practices associated with gender. The fact that an
institution such as the National Museum of World Cultures was paying attention to other-
wise expressions of gender around the world drew audiences in response to the salience
and relevance of gender in public debates. It in fact resonated with and illuminated the
growing importance of engaging gender ‘otherwise’ in public debates in the Netherlands.

One of the main points of contention in the so-called ‘culture wars’ that continues to
fill both printed and digital media is precisely a point central to the exhibition itself: the
relationship between biological sex and gender. As Sylvia Wynter has noted, biology is
itself always bound to ‘sociogeny’ (Wynter in interview with McKittrick, 2015: 23):

We therefore now need to initiate the exploration of the new reconceptualized form of
knowledge that would be called for by Fanon’s redefinition of being human as that of
skins (phylogeny/ontogeny) and masks (sociogeny). Therefore bios and mythoi. And
notice! One major implication here: humanness is no longer a noun. Being human is a praxis.

By foregrounding artworks across spaces, territories, and times, and teasing out what
these artworks ‘say’ about gender in their own context – and in their own praxis of being
human – the curators of the exhibition made available how material networks of relations
are established across the globe, which in turn influence how gender is considered both
globally and locally.

Thus, beyond explorations of what it means to be or feel oneself as a ‘man’, a ‘woman’,
both, and neither, the exhibition became a space of inquiry as to what it means to inscribe a
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given material artwork into a hermeneutics3 – a theorization and consideration – of gender
itself, and what exactly gender theory itself might feel like, reason itself as, and present
itself as from varying contexts, and various space-time configurations. For example,
Yuki Kihara (Yu and Steinbock, this issue 2023) puts forward the idea and practice of a
Vārchive – ‘a compound word for vā (space) and archive [which] refers to the socio-
cultural space she inhabits that is filled in with historical pasts, community memory, and
learned knowledge from skills and tradition that she draws on in her creative process’,
which itself draws on the complexity of the notion of vā as space-between (Rosi, 2007:
72) or as one that honours entanglement (Thomas, 1991). Ladan Rahbari’s seemingly
a-chronological deployment of Orientalism to think through Safavid painting (1501–1736)
questions how gender is as much a function of space and time as it is of identity, something
that comes to the fore in many of this special issue’s articles. Moreover, these contexts are a
result of interactions, meldings, brazings, and also resistances, all informed by varying
modalities of what Edouard Glissant termed ‘Opacity’, that is, the resistance through
which the Other finds recognition as Other, but which also marks a certain ‘tragedy’
within any hybridizing process.4

At some level, one might consider the work of theorizing gender, especially outside of
the Western canon, as highly speculative. The question then arises, how to engage the
speculative responsibly, in ways that honor the specific hermeneutics invoked above.
Borrowing from Esther Peeren’s articulation of popular culture and worlding dynamics,
it is evident that the research that informs the present contributors’ work is concerned
with the process of making present the ‘untranslatabilities’ of gendered dynamics.
Most of the art pieces in the ethnographic museum were not originally ‘destined for
global circulation from their inception’ (Peeren, 2022: 119). Yet the fact that these
pieces were often forcefully put into such global circulation and then forced into arrested
habitation in the depots of ethnographic museums by colonial processes, does not mean
that they are ‘static’. Our research and readings of them must be open to ‘chart[ing] spe-
cific, more or less predictable or capacious trajectories’ (Peeren, 2022: 119), and we must
pay attention to them in what Souleymane Bachir Diagne (2019) reminds us is most
important: What does an object mean to us now? In one of his multiple reflections on
African masks as philosophy, he writes of European scholars’ frustration at not being
able to trace a particular history of the makers of the masks collected during the long
history of unabashed looting of African art:

If, then, we can no longer ask what was meant, we remain free to pose the question of what
sculpting like that may mean: for us today. That is the only true question. (Diagne, 2019: 29)

How we come to this ‘now-meaning’ must be deliberated on in ways that honor the
object in its integrity, and this process relies on scholars who have the sensitivities,
knowledge, and humility to engage the object in ways that dignify it, acknowledging
that these hermeneutics are being deliberated on in active dialogue with a recontextuali-
zation of the object, as well as the very theoretical lenses through which the object is
being studied. Whether Sebastian Zeidler’s ‘vital bond’ (Zeidler, 2004: 16) or
Diagne’s enjoinment to honor what the object means to us now, we implicate the
object and the museum as crucial actors in how we think and retheorize gender. In the
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words of one of our reviewers, museums, and especially the ethnographic museum,
become ‘the places to think unthinkable thoughts’, at least ‘unthinkable’ (impensable)
to those who gaze upon objects emerging from a ‘lifeworld’ whose original meanings
have largely been lost (Deleuze, 1968; Trouillot, 1995).

In what follows, then, we try to take on three tasks.

1. We situate the articles in relationship to what it means to conduct research along-
side artworks when, in many cases, little information was paid forward by the col-
lectors and looters.5

2. We consider how the articles gathered here fit into the work of the museum, and how
the actively changing and heavily debated notion of how an ethnographic museum
conceives of its service to its communities – including responsible documentation
and online cataloguing – respectively inform our own and the contributors’ research
processes.

3. We think through the ethnographic artworks, a process that demands a rigorous
consideration and reconsideration of gender studies as productive in that it puts
primacy on the experience of gender in artworks that are usually understood
through uniquely ethnic lenses.

Following on the previous special issue of the Journal of Material Culture, guest edited
by Karin Zitzewitz and Manuela Ciotti, we use the terms art, artwork, and art piece to
refer to many of the objects that make up the ethnographic museums’ collections. As
Ruth B. Phillips argues in her article titled ‘The issue is moot: Decolonizing art/artifact’
(Phillips, 2022), the longstanding argument about whether or not ethnographic art is art,
is one that only again arrests the non-European in varying modalities, into what the late
Michel-Rolph Trouillot (2003) referred to as ‘the Savage slot’. That is, this occurs even if
art ‘historians and anthropologists continue to ask different questions and to support dif-
ferent regimes of value’ (Phillips, 2022: 48). What matters is how anthropologists have
‘re-theorized material culture and materiality’ (Phillips, 2022: 52) in such a way as to dis-
place ‘the old art-artifact debate by identifying both paradigms as colonial impositions’
(Phillips, 2022: 53).

Rationale for/concerns about the present special issue

For more than a century now, collecting and exhibiting methodologies have followed
Western binary criteria of gender and sexuality, influencing the way viewers, texts and
exhibitions see this component of our everyday lives. As Western collectors produced
some of the initial ethnographic collections, they took their/our society’s gender norms
as constitutive in the study of those non-Western, and as in this binary construct of
powers, mostly degraded into the overarching category of ‘others’. However, of late,
museums have become more reflexive with respect to their own practices and the under-
lying ideologies that sustain them, questioning the processes and categories previously
used in order to engender knowledge about others. For example, androcentric biases
have been studied and shown to shape displays in natural history galleries (Machin,
2008) and heritage ideas and practices (Smith, 2008), both in an English context.
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Chapin et al. (2019) reveal how mannequins used in museum exhibitions continue to
reify male/female binaries. In the Dutch context, Oudshoorn et al. (2002) advocate for
the importance of looking at designers as well as users of artifacts when it comes to
the formation of genderscripts in relation to these artifacts. With the present volume,
our aim is to contribute to the literature on gender and exhibition practices focusing on
an idea that is often overlooked, but which scholars on gender have been attuned to
for some time: that gender was/is a colonizing concept (see Lugones, 2007, 2016).

For the editors of this volume, museum practices such as the ability of exhibitions to
arrange and present ideas spatially, or choosing how to revise and/or present a given
artwork to an online public through its online database, provoke emotive and thoughtful
experiences in the visitor, an experience that is both replete with promise, and potentially
received as violent especially for those audiences with a particular intimacy to a given
object. If many museums represent the places where worlds can be recuperated, the
places in which worlding practices (see Descola, 2014) that have disappeared can be
made sense of, contextualized, and understood, they are also repositories of objects in
mourning. For some, these objects entail such a degree of suffering that they have
passed over into the spaces that varying cultures understand as dead, again with death
itself a relative term (Cairns, 2020). This is then the beginning of an anthropology of
the otherwise (see Povinelli, 2011) in which other worlds/other cultures and the networks
that connect them to our European context can begin to materialize.

Foregrounding gender in (material) exhibiting practices entails developing tools that
can make available and reveal these networks and connections, new tools that take
into consideration debates in gender studies, museum studies, and material culture litera-
ture. To add to the complexity of finding intersections that make way for perceiving old
ways of museum practice anew, in these three bodies of knowledge, there is the issue of
romanticizing any expression of gender beyond the European ascriptions to the dichot-
omous notions of ‘man’ and ‘woman’ as necessarily queering these. Veys’ article high-
lights the importance of the Dutch public sphere in shaping the urgency to consider
deliberately and sustainably what it means for museums to ‘never be queer enough’.
Rensma et al. (2020) think through ‘disruption and space’ as a means of ‘contribut[ing]
to an aura of inclusion’ and calling for the museum to ‘engage in radically creative acts of
mediation and extend its reach beyond the building’ (278, 282–283). Yet, in thinking the
role that ‘otherwise’ ways of gendering have in the disruption of Western gendered
norms, or what Veys (this issue 2023) articulates as an exhibit’s concern ‘with societal
relevance and inclusivity’, the danger of using, overdetermining, or exoticizing gender
from elsewhere risks compromising the very call towards more justice-oriented represen-
tational modalities. Visibility does not always result in more just ways of understanding
or protecting gendered marginalities.

The ethnographic museum’s consideration of the manifold ways that gendering takes
place ‘from’ the artworks in its collection has to then also grapple with the given political
circumstances that shape an exhibition’s mandate. In the context of the dangers of roman-
ticization, a conundrum arises, not so much in how the museum researches an object’s
history, but in how it presents it to its audience. Two main questions frame this conun-
drum of exhibiting: What happens when the very notion of gender is itself complexified
by ‘layers such as race, ethnicity, religion, socio-economic class, age, sexuality and/or
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sexual orientation’ (Veys, this issue 2023)? When do Western notions of gender contrib-
ute to more inclusive discourses? Or hinder them?

These questions are grappled with by the authors in this volume in their challenging
incommensurability. Taking account of how gender theory affects the possibilities for
narrating gendering processes means creating a dialogue between gender theory gener-
ated outside European and North American Academes, often understood as at the
cutting-edge of what it means to think ‘inclusivity’, while at the same time acknowledg-
ing that it is nonetheless at some level still steeped in ‘Western’ practices, assumptions
and even hubris. As Towle and Morgan (2002) argue, Euro-informed gender theory is
itself an imprint of a specific cultural norm: ‘if gender is determined by culture elsewhere,
then it must be determined by culture at home, too’ (487). The challenge then is to work
towards a scholarly language that can with what Wayne Modest terms ‘critical discom-
fort’ translate across the ever-expanding multiplicities of the varying ‘locations of
culture’ from which we emerge, move, and transform, while accepting that there shall
never be a ‘right’ universal way to write about gender (Modest, 2020) . Given the hybrid-
ities and resistances that determine the encounter between and among multiple genera-
tions of the colonial with multiple generations of Indigenous6 communities and
defining gender as from a specific location or time, means to a certain extent (far
greater than we would want) deploying Western vocabularies, yet constantly reconsider-
ing them, reworking them. At least at the current conjuncture in which our present
volume emerges, the discourse for writing about gender in a scholarly way is heavily
informed by a Western episteme. It is in fact, an intention to broaden the scholarly epis-
temological framework that drives this volume, aiming to integrate centuries-old thought
on gender from around the world.

Contributions, conceptual bags and gender in the ethnographic
museum

Thinking theoretically

Editors of any given special issue are required to theoretically account for the collectivity
of papers that are presented, trying to find homogeneity in the frequent multiplicity of
sources, paradigms and ideas authors draw from. This was a particularly challenging
task in our case. Despite formulating a seemingly straightforward set of aims for this
research project and volume, the complexities of thinking gender, ethnography and the
museum alongside each other are considerable.

Philippe Descola’s (2009, 2014) work has been inspiring in alerting us to different
forms of worlding, that is, different processes by which humans ‘piec[e] together what
is perceived in our environment’ (2014: 272). For Descola, humans understand the
world through ‘ontological filters’ (2014: 272), which correspond to certain geographies
and cultures, filters made up of ‘more basic assumptions as to what the world contains and
how the elements of this furniture are connected’ (273). What this means is that, at a basic
level, human cognition is shaped by the culture-specific relationships existing between
what post-Enlightenment Western thought understands as the binary between the
human and non-human, and between ideas of interiority and exteriority, which in turn
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have shaped varying concepts of agency. These ‘ontological filters’ then, would account
for conceptual frameworks such as values, economic systems and cultural constructions,
such as gender. Descola identifies four modes of identification, four ‘ontological filters’:
animism (South and North America, Siberia, some parts of Southeast Asia), totemism
(Aboriginal Australia), analogism (China, parts of Asia and West Africa, native commu-
nities of Mesoamerica and the Andes), and naturalism (Europe).

We might take Descola to task for even thinking through such ‘ontological filters’ for
as Mayanthi Fernando (2017, 2022) argues such, an imposition of a tendency to work
with taxonomies works against Descola’s own theoretical gesture. As much as
Descola’s four modes of identification may be helpful to opening up a Western sensibility
to varying modes of perception, the very act of defining distinct modes of perception
remains analytically categorical in ways that betray the very openness of many thought
systems. The work of Fernando, in considering the problem with recent theory’s interest
in animism, points to the residual need of Western-based scholarship to secularize that
which might well be knowledge systems – and even gender systems – based on the
spiritual.

What we have found helpful in the debates generated around the so-called ontological
turn (in the discursive tensions raised between, for example, the aforementioned conver-
sation we have staged between Fernando and Descola) is that these different modes of
seeing and being can co-exist in a discursive framework in which a Western frame and
its academic infrastructures continue to muffle the voices of those being theorized.
Descola is aware of these tensions, writing: ‘These manners of detecting and emphasizing
folds in our surroundings should be taken not as a typology of tightly isolated “world-
views”, but rather as a development of the phenomenological consequences of four differ-
ent kinds of inference about the identities of beings in the world’ (Descola, 2014: 277). He
continues: ‘perhaps the most common situation is one of hybridity, where one mode of
identification will slightly dominate over another one, resulting in a variety of complex
combinations’ (Descola, 2014: 277). This opened up, for us, the possibility of being able
to look at multifarious modes of gender/ing particular to diverse cultures and societies at
the same time as accounting for the long histories of (colonial) domination, and how
both movements continue to shape the understanding of objects in ethnographic museums.

This opening-up was stimulating, as exciting was the idea that the present volume allows
us, its editors, as well as its authors and our potential readers, to participate in the possibility
of thinking otherwise alongside the objects our authors write about in each article: thinking
otherwise gender-ly. Elizabeth Povinelli (2011: 1) gestures towards a ‘kind of embagina-
tion’ of worlds, of ‘spheres of life [that] emerge and collapse, and expand and deflate, as
things move and are moved across space and time’. In short, the articles that shape this
special issue intervene in the ‘folds’ (Descola, 2009, 2014) and the ‘bags’ or ‘embaginations’
formed and deformed by the circulation, not only of things, but also of ‘kin, …socialities,
affective intensities, linguistic forms…’ (Descola, 2009: 5). Our overall aim is to make an
intervention in the literature on material cultures in museums, advocating for a fresh perspec-
tive at the worlds themselves as containing a heterogeneity of worlds.
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Gender in the ethnographic museum

Fanny Wonu Veys’ (this issue 2023) observation that ‘the experience and categorisation
of gender differs through time and space’ is playfully picked up by Maki Isaka (this issue
2023) on kabuki theatre. Isaka traces historically both, how the ‘naturalization’ of gender
is constantly subject to change; and also, which historical factors affect the changing
sense of what ‘natural’ is. Isaka’s scrupulous work is to create correspondences
between present-day gender theories, as well as theories of sexuality and performance,
and kabuki life. In so doing, Isaka demonstrates the radically different ways in which
gender is naturalized over time and place. It asks us as scholars and museum workers
to become ever more comfortable, patient, and agile in engaging the ‘untranslatabilities’,
to which Emily Apter and Esther Peeren refer in their work on the worlding capacities of
the literary and the cultural (Apter, 2013; Peeren, 2022).

It is crucial here then to also reflect on the process that led to the present volume’s
coming-into-print. The researcher-authors who have contributed to this project have
taken on the task of thinking gender from varying ‘locations of culture’ (Bhabha,
2004). No scholar could possibly be an expert in all of the interdisciplinary aspects
required to write these pieces: some are experts in gender theory, but not in the specific
cultural requisites called in by a specific art piece; some are experts in the specific phil-
osophies that inform their reflection on the art but are not necessarily experts in the
vocabularies of academic gender theory. And none are professional translators nor
versed in translation theory. And, yet given the fast-paced conversation around gender,
especially in thinking gender from varied global and especially translocal perspectives,
they took on the task of committing to writing their research, in ways that honor the
fact that there is no standard way to engage gender theory, but that there are more or
less sensitive ways to do so, which as Henrietta Lidchi (2010) reminds us must constantly
keep present the ever malleable notion of context.

Indigenous gendered resistance, settler colonialism, and the ambit of the private

An example of the sensitivities that the authors bring to the artworks is the deployment of
the term Indigenous. The very word engaged both by Charlotte Hammond in her consid-
eration of makout sacks and straw hats produced in Curaçao and Haiti, as well as
Liang-Kai Yu and Eliza Steinbock’s article dedicated to artist Yuki Kihara’s deployment
of Fa’afafine knowledge in Oceania, draws attention to the fact that the term Indigenous
is extremely malleable. The notion of Indigenous finds its utterance through the colonial
act, and the afterlives of the repeated reinventions and adaptations of colonial intervention
as violence. As such, the meanings ascribed to the word Indigenous are always mediated
through a tension between how Indigenous life has resisted and continues to resist colo-
nially informed impositions that the expressions gender ‘should’ take.

In Hammond’s work on the makout sacks and hats, she opens up the term Indigenous
to understand it as a ‘possibility of cultural exchange between the Taíno and maroon
African communities, the transfer of material culture knowledge’, which together show
how ‘the layers of local textile process […] deflect and contest Eurocentric knowledge
production’ (Hammond, this issue 2023), and refute ‘European gendered divisions of
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labour’ (Hammond, this issue 2023). For their part, Yu and Steinbock, in their article
about Kihara’s curational and artistic practice reflect on ‘how through critical visitorship
and artistic interventions, the potential Fa’afafine museum effectively rearranges museal
scripts and fixed roles for colonizer/exotic racial ‘other’ by insisting on the complexity of
urban and contemporary Indigenous experience’ (Yu and Steinbock, this volume). In this
transgression, Kihara also ‘reclaim[s] Indigenous Fa’afafine’s relations with their com-
munity, Pacific histories, and the Oceanic world’ (Yu and Steinbock, this issue 2023).

As such, Hammond,Yu, and Steinbock’s respectivework illustrates that gender too under-
goes the process bywhich ‘settler societies function first in an attempt to eliminate Indigenous
political and legal systems’ so as to ‘subsequently [… replace] them with their own’ (Leibel,
2022: 72). SinceWestern structures prescribe the legal variables bywhich genderfinds official
expression, in colonial societies genderwas confrontedwith thiswill to eliminate-and-replace.
However, as much as gender is regimented and performed to conform to the status quo of the
existing social context, it simultaneously works out its relationship to that status quo through
highly private and often clandestine processes – whether spiritually, sexually, or in terms of
how a product is delivered to the market, in the case of the makout hats and sacks about
which Hammond writes. If the words ’private and intimate’ show up consistently throughout
the articles featured in this volume, it is because the private realm becomes a privileged ambit
through which to work out continuations and adaptations of gendered personhoods, beyond
the control and gaze of the colonial, national, or official authority. As Erna Lilje notes, deploy-
ing an Indigenous perspective means ‘remaking and reimagining identity, a critical engage-
ment with history or difficult environmental situations’ (Lilje, 2021). Gender is then
mediated through deep histories of the philosophical, mediated and resymbolized for the
future, by Indigenous persons in constantly dynamic community.

The territory and the digital museum

In honoring the ‘from’, gender theory as an apparatus of taxonomizing and generalizing
is in some ways threatened, to the point that gender itself as a critical category of ana-
lysis might be displaced. For example, in the context of Haitian Vodou, in an article that
is part of an online accompaniment to the present special issue, Terry Rey has recently
argued, drawing on the work of Charlotte Hammond and others, that it is the question of
the sacred that dominates as the stable critical category of analysis, and gender serves it,
whereby gender’s fluidity emerges from its service to the spiritual realm. In another
example, in a conversation about Tehuana muxes and muxerismos, Lukas Avendaño
notes that gender is a function of the interdependent relationship between community
and territory. Avendaño explains:

These identities cannot exist as such if there is no communality. But there is no communality
if there is no territory. If there is not this property regime of land tenure, there cannot be com-
munality and therefore all these symbolic representations of everyday life and of the real life
that unfolds (textiles, fiestas) cannot exist. (Avendaño and Wiener, 2023: 31)

[Estas identidades no pueden existir como tal, si no hay comunalidad. Pero no hay comuna-
lidad si tampoco hay territorio. Si no hay este régimen de propiedad de la tenencia de la
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tierra, no puede haber comunalidad y por lo tanto no pueden existir todas esta representa-
ciones simbólicas (el textil, las fiestas…) de la vida cotidiana y de la vida real que se van
desdoblando.]

Avendaño emphasizes the importance of ‘representar las Tehuanas con dignidad
y prestigio ante cualquier espacio’ [representing Tehuanas with dignity and prestige, as
primary to the work]. Both examples, also make palpable that the deliberate separating
out of gender and sexuality as critical categories of analysis in Western Academe, is
perhaps a moot point, in that the body as a conduit for the spiritual or the territorial
puts the two into an intimate relationship that encompasses care, reproduction and life.

And so, in the present introduction, we want to emphasize that knowledge in the
ethnographic museum must serve first and foremost as means of dignifying those art-
works and those persons whose heritages and cultures present potentialities
as intimately linked to the objects. Wayne Modest, the person who has supported this
project from its inception, in a lecture for the Black Europe Summer Seminar in 2023,
which takes place during the period of Keti Koti, the annual commemoration of the abo-
lition of slavery in the Netherlands, reiterated the primacy of conducting research and
museum work that centers dignity.7 To engage dignity is not to romanticize otherwise
ways as offering a necessarily ‘better’ way of being in the world, but it deliberately
obliges us to consider the museum as an institution, a (digital) place, a built environment.

Part of this work of dignifying means deep research, which affects how collections are
presented to the museum’s public, but perhaps even more importantly, which leaves
traces in the catalogues, many digitized and available to audiences the world over, of
entries for artworks that remain for the most part quite cursory and even erroneous.
Most simply put, one of the purposes of this volume and the research processes out of
which it emerged, is to produce far more deliberate ways of dignifying the collections
and their gendered histories, so that they may contribute to debating, grappling with,
and insisting on gendered narratives that reflect the complexities of our gendered being-
hoods in the varying ways that they take place in our territorialized communities
(Avendaño and Wiener, 2023), ever-changing, and ever influenced by those who are
‘here because you were there’ (Patel, 2021).

A territorial space that Ladan Rahbari’s article convokes is that of the digital museum,
in relationship to depictions of women in three Safavid miniatures. Comparable to Isaka’s
article, which maps out varying forms of being male across three time periods – Meiji,
Edo, and ‘the Meiji import of Western cultures’ (Isaka, this issue 2023), Rahbari maps
out being a woman across the various centuries of the Safavid dynasty (1501–1736).
In moving away from centering European historiographies of Safavid sexualities, and
focusing instead on the lives of women, Rahbari continues more recent scholarship
that thinks from the women, rather than from those whom the women served, revealing
a myriad of influences on womanhood. (Rahbari, this issue 2023).

To this feminist scholarly probing of how womanhood manifested across multiple
lines of the intimate, Rahbari attends to the Safavid dynasty, as a location of the
coming-together of peoples, and especially intersections of women of varying back-
grounds and social classes, and whose national or ethnic identifiers might be under-
stood through ‘academic entries and registries about Iran, the Safavid and Ottoman
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periods, arts and miniature, Islam and the Middle East as a whole’ (Rahbari, this issue
2023). Most excitingly, Rahbari’s mining of the digital museum space reveals perhaps,
one of the greatest potentialities offered by the museum. It is a mediated space in which
gendered and sexualized personhoods can work themselves out in the intimacies that
are afforded by public space, when the private ones render speaking about one’s gen-
dered personhood impossible. In Krystal Nandini Ghisyawan’s book Erotic
Cartographies: Decolonization and the Queer Caribbean Imagination, Ghisyawan
depicts varying drawings of how ‘same-sex loving women’ (Ghisyawan, 2022: 9)
draw literal maps of their Trinidadian landscapes of non/belonging in their ‘“queer
inquiry”, whereby “[q]ueer”, then, is not limited to gender and sexuality, but rather
extends to the ways in which race, ethnicity, and even postcolonial nationalisms inter-
act with these and other discourses that constitute and fracture identities’ (Ghisyawan,
2022: 17–18).

Ghisyawan’s interlocutors see art galleries as a space where the ‘artistic community’
(52) gathers to make conversations possible and free. Although in a quite different public
regime, in Europe, museums offer a space for debating and working out the highly intim-
ate question of gender and/or sexuality, for these spaces, despite their problematic histor-
ies, make possible, even ironically possible, a mediated space, that allows for intimacy to
take place under a certain infrastructural protectiveness afforded by the very institutions
whose histories represent colonialism and repression. Perhaps the relationships that a
museum, in all of its Enlightenment violence can foster is a certain possibility to work
out the vexed relationship between and among the various (Western-inflicted) ‘naturali-
zations’ of gender, which themselves grapple with the complex personhoods that take
place in the afterlives of the colonial.
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Notes

1. In September 2023, the National Museums of World Cultures, the umbrella organisation that
hosts all ethnographic museums in the Netherlands – the Tropenmuseum in Amsterdam, the
Museum Volkenkunde in Leiden, the Afrika Museum in Berg en Dal and the Wereldmuseum
in Rotterdam – was renamed the Wereldmuseum (World Museum).

2. Scholars such as Leslie G. Desmangles in his work on symbiosis, or Terry Rey and Karen
Richman in thinking how Catholic material objects are invested with meaning in colonial con-
texts, note a dual movement of performing Western discourse so as to resist it (Desmangles,
1992; Rey and Olupona, 2008; Rey and Richman, 2010).

3. The curators also were aware that when considering material culture, one of the most difficult
aspects to ascertain is how these artworks become hermeneutically, or in Sebastian Zeidler’s
terms, ‘deeply unhermeneutic’ to ‘the reader’ (Zeidler, 2004: 16). That is, any analysis of an
artwork that is informed by a singular context largely unavailable to the reader – or unavailable
in ways empirical – cannot but be at some level present itself in an epistemology that equates
knowledge with reason. And yet, as editors, curators, and alongside our contributors, we con-
sider how a given artwork ‘emerging from a life-world helps create a sense of hermeneutic
fusion as the reader [of the given artword] finds both it and himself [herself/themselves]
joined by a shared vital bond’ (Ibid.).

4. Alexandre Leupin comments on Édouard Glissant’s notion of ‘Opacity’ in Poétique II (1997):

l’opacité, la résistance de l’autre, est fondamentale de sa connaissance ; que seulement
dans l’opacité (le particulier) l’autre se trouve connaissable. Enfin, que le dévoilement
est le principe même du Tragique […] (opacity, to resist the other, is fundamental to its
process of knowledge; only in opacity (the particular) does the other find recognition for
itself. In the end, that the unveiling is the principle of the Tragic […]).
The translation is ours. (Leupin, 2016: 232)

5. See Henrietta Lidchi and Stuart Allan’s Dividing the spoils: Perspectives on military collections
and the British empire (2020).

6. We take ‘Indigenous communities’ in their incommensurable variabilities, pushing against
‘Indigenous’ as a monolithic term.

7. Modest pronounced his words on the eve of the Dutch King Willem-Alexander’s formal and
public apology for the Dutch role, and in particular his family’s role in slavery in the
Carribean and Surinam.
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