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Chapter 9

9.1 Islam, memory and the museum

In October 1949, novelist Madelon Székely-Lulofs wrote an inflammatory piece for De Groene 

Amsterdammer magazine.437
1 She had just visited the Indisch Instituut, the former Colonial 

Institute, and noticed that the famous glass case displaying items once belonging to Teuku 

Umar, hero of the resistance in Aceh, had gone. No doubt, she suggested, there was a connec-

tion with the Round Table Conference in The Hague, where the end of the Dutch occupation 

of Indonesia was negotiated.438
2 The display had to go to erase the memories of conquest and 

subjugation, but so she argued, ‘isn’t the entire Indisch Instituut, and its ins and outs, a bone 

of contention for the Indonesians who visit it?’ She mocked the clumsy attempt to silence the 

past by simply disguising it, ‘if we feel we must be ashamed, let us have the bloody courage to 

be ashamed publicly and not secretly… in the lumber room!’

In this thesis I have traced the silences surrounding Indonesian Islam in museums in the 

Netherlands, through a study of the colonial framings and the durabilities in the present that have 

led to the general disregard of Indonesia’s Muslim heritage. Three frames of Islam emerge as 

dominant during the colonial era; they are connected to expressions of the Islamic as religious, 

political and artistic. In the various chapters of this thesis, I have followed the emergence and 

deployment of these frames, and interrelated frames, in museums. I did so through a close 

examination of practices of collecting and musealisation of Islamic objects, in the context of 

the colonial policies and realities on the ground, as well as the particular academic and public 

narratives in which these frames were rooted.

Using a biographical approach, I followed objects as they moved through different regimes 

of value (Appadurai 1986). These regimes of value were interlinked with framings of Muslim 

culture, inducing certain mechanisms of remembering and forgetting. In Part I of the thesis 

(chapters 2-5), I discuss object collecting in the Muslim regions of colonial Indonesia at the 

intersections of political and public culture. The instances in which Islam was seen and actively 

pursued as a subject of collecting largely coincided with the concerns of the colonial admin-

istration. In the eyes of the government and administration, the main question was where the 

Islamic religion ended and Islamic politics started. The answers to this question changed over 

time and differed in individual cases. In museums, the frame of Islam as political force was only 

occasionally expressed in narratives, yet it played a significant role in shaping collecting and 

collections. The collecting of amulets and talismans (indicated with the term jimat), for instance, 

4371 Excerpts of this chapter were published in Shatanawi (2021) and Shatanawi (2022).
4382 The museum’s internal response revealed that the objects had been removed two years earlier, but interest-

ingly, director C.Tj. Bertlings suggested that all remaining Teuku Umar objects should be removed and the 
displays cleansed of objects of a colonial nature. National Archives/Archives of the Royal Tropical Institute 
2.20.69/4405.
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was closely tied to the intense debate in the colonial administration about the role of amulets 

in crime as well as political resistance. The twin impulses of benevolence and surveillance 

when governing Islam in the colony led to a continuous occupation of the administration with 

the hajj and a great interest in the pilgrimage among a wider public. The result today is that 

museums in the Netherlands hold collections of hajj-related objects that find no parallel in 

other European countries. Furthermore, Islamic material, such as manuscripts and amulets, 

was regularly collected as intelligence material or to prevent anticolonial resistance in terms 

of Islam. They were, so I argue, taken away and disabled in a similar way to weapons. In some 

instances, bringing objects to the museum seemed to serve the purpose of deactivating their 

powers and those of their original owners. This is evident in the case of the rante bui of Teungku 

di Cot Plieng, leader of the ‘ulama resistance in Aceh, which, as a physical embodiment of the 

enemy, was neutralized through the act of musealisation.

Another large group of objects was not actively pursued because of their Islamic nature. 

They were, for example, collected as pretty things or as objects representative of local customs 

and manners. The silences embedded in this class of objects interact with the forgetfulness 

about Islam in the memory-making of Dutch citizens who were residing in the colony, as well 

as with the framings of the colonial administration that put greater weight on dissent than on 

everyday practice. Moreover, colonial framings of Islam were tied to categories of race, class and 

ethnicity. They took the form of the extreme images of a deeply pious Aceh versus an inherently 

un-Islamic Java, and all the variations in between. A visit to any of the museum displays in the 

Netherlands suffices to conclude that these framings still govern museum representation today.

New silences were produced with the transfer of objects from Indonesia to the Netherlands. 

As my analysis in Part I shows, the collecting of the material culture of Islam occurred within a 

context of intense debate in colonial circles. These debates reveal negotiations with a diversity 

of Indonesian actors, as well as divergent and conflicting voices of colonial players, such as 

administrators and the military command. Upon entry into the museum collections, memory 

was reorganized and the complexities of the discursive context of collecting were replaced with 

notions that fitted museological needs. Notwithstanding the different purposes of the museums, 

objects were regrouped according to the logic of museum ethnology, which was informed by the 

colonial project of the hierarchisation of cultures. They had one thing in common; for all of these 

purposes, the mapping of Indonesia’s population was key. Whether the purpose of the museum 

was science (Museum of Ethnology), the promotion of entrepreneurship (Colonial Institute), 

the training of missionaries (Netherlands Missionary Society) or the military (Royal Military 

Academy), museum displays and catalogues were organised on ethnic and regional bases. 

Hence, representations of Islam as culture and religion were interdependent on imaginations 

of ethnicity and race.
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Not all frames were activated at the same time and with the same force; some frames 

were more powerfully invoked than others. The frame of Islam as art emerged in the late 

nineteenth century. It was primarily deployed in connection to the central lands of Islam and 

the emerging field of Islamic art history. Around the same time, Indonesian art became part 

of another emerging field of art history, Asian art, in which Islam was assigned the role of 

foreign invasive power. Art historians rarely considered Indonesia as a producer of Islamic art, 

and consequently the frame of Islam as art or aesthetic expression always remained weaker 

in the Netherlands than in neighbouring colonial powers, such as France and Britain, that did 

have colonies in the ‘heartland’ of Islam. Furthermore, frames of Islam overlapped with other 

frames and frames slid into each other. In chapter 6, I examine how the frames of ‘European’ 

and ‘art’ versus their counter frames ‘non-European’ and ‘ethnology’ played out in the case of 

the Islamic objects in Dutch museums. Contrary to neighbouring countries, in the Netherlands 

the vast majority of objects from Muslim regions ended up in museums of ethnology, including 

some that were eventually classified as Islamic art. This outcome strengthened the frame of 

Islam as religion, and subsequently, of Islam as culture. The situation of the Indonesian Islamic 

artefacts reveals a similar reciprocity in framing. Following taxonomic hierarchies of the late 

nineteenth century, Indonesian objects were principally allocated to museums of ethnology, 

thus producing and enforcing the frame of Indonesian Islam as ethnological subject. Yet this 

frame, in turn, influenced museum practice in the Netherlands and kept Indonesian Islam out 

of the art historical domain.439
3

The civilisation model of museum ethnology ranked the highest level of Indonesian culture 

as still below European civilisation. I argue that the application of this model led to colonial 

aphasia (Stoler 2016; 2011), a disassociation that created an inability to conceptualise Islam in 

museum classification and display. There was an interplay of arguments leading to the scarce 

attention paid to Islam in museum ethnology. At the heart of evolutionist thinking about religions 

was the belief that, in the course of history, religion developed from animism to polytheism to 

monotheism, its most civilized stage (Marchand 2009, 229). The position of Islam in the binary 

natuurvolken (natural or ‘primitive’ peoples) and cultuurvolken (cultural or ‘civilised’ peoples) 

was ambiguous, as can be seen in my analysis in chapters 6 and 7. Generally, Dutch ethnolo-

gists of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century considered the natural peoples of 

Indonesia their focal point of research. Yet the neglect of Islam in ethnology can only be partially 

explained by the fact that Islam has a script, and hence, Muslims were classified as belonging 

to the cultural peoples (Schulze 2012, 671). More important was the preference of evolutionary 

ethnologists, also in museums, for studying the most ‘isolated’ and ‘simple’ societies, because 

4393 It is remarkable that today most framings of Indonesian Islam as art are produced in museums outside the 
Netherlands and Indonesia, i.e. in countries that do not share the burden of Dutch colonial history, such as 
Singapore, Malaysia and Australia.
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they believed these societies to yield the best results of investigation. This is evident from the 

type of object that was actively pursued by museum directors and curators; some objects were 

clearly more desirable than others, the amulets, talismans and other ‘magical’ items being 

a prime example. Islam as a monotheistic and scriptural religion became unspeakable, and 

therefore ethnology predominantly conceptualised Islam in terms of magic and superstition. 

Yet inadvertently, evidence of Islam as a scriptural religion entered the museum, challenging 

the colonial hierarchisation and leaving Islam in classificatory limbo. In chapter 7, I demonstrate 

that the evolutionary model of classification which was first developed in the nineteenth century, 

and its concomitant aphasia, has remained relatively intact and still forms the core of museum 

documentation today. Here the practical politics of museum work have proven to be more 

powerful than recurrent debates about principles and content.

The analysis reveals that despite the large numbers of objects from Muslim Indonesia in 

museum collections in the Netherlands, only a relatively small share is currently classified as 

Islamic and that, in the case of Indonesia, the terminology in use confines Islam to religion. 

Art history, and hence the museum systems, have not developed a vocabulary to classify 

Indonesian material under the heading of ‘Islamic art’; another instance of colonial aphasia. 

Within the group of objects classified as Islamic by the National Museum of World Cultures, 

Sumatra takes up a disproportionately large share compared to other regions in Indonesia, in 

particular Java. The greater share of Islamic objects in the Sumatra collections partly results 

from specific circumstances of collecting, particularly in Aceh, where war and conflict stim-

ulated the collection of Islamic material. These collecting mechanisms also interrelated with 

colonial imaginations of different regions; certain regions (Aceh, West Sumatra, Banten) were 

considered to be of peculiar Islamic fervour. An illustrative example is that in the museums that 

I researched I found seventy-five Qur’ans from Sumatra (mainly Aceh and West Sumatra) but 

only two collected in Java, and none produced there. Moreover, in chapters 7 and 8 I argue that 

the narrow definition of Islam as ‘religion’ in museum cataloguing is one of the reasons behind 

the low share of Indonesian objects classified as Islamic. As a result, Acehnese material culture 

receives more recognition as being Islamic than its Javanese counterpart, because it conforms 

more to the Protestant notions that inform current museum understandings of ‘religion’. In these 

manners, cataloguing systems and practices have consolidated European imaginations, and 

continue to do so.

The hierarchisation of cultures and the ambivalent position of Islam have also informed 

museums’ relationship with the other academic discipline involved with the study of material 

culture in Indonesia: art history. In this research, I found no instances of the collecting of 

Indonesian material culture under the heading of Islamic art, although some objects, notably 

gravestones from Aceh, were later exhibited as such. Unlike the care for Hindu-Buddhist 

antiquities, that were also the subject of academic interest, the colonial government initially 
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made little effort to regulate and care for Islamic heritage. When such efforts were made, they 

were predominantly driven by political interests, as the example of the restoration of the Great 

Mosque of Demak in the 1840s shows (Bloembergen and Eickhoff 2020, 47–60). In 1913, the 

investigation and care for heritage, including Islamic heritage, was institutionalised through the 

creation of the Archaeological Service. Only a few years before, scholarly interest in Islamic 

cultural heritage developed, mainly through the endeavours of Christiaan Snouck Hurgronje. 

Yet the focus was on the historical rather than the artistic significance of Islamic monuments 

and sites, and as a result, Indonesian Islamic art as a field of inquiry remained in its infancy. It 

took until the 1930s for an interest in Indonesian Islamic art to trickle down to museums, but 

the effects were rather late and limited. Thus, although on a few occasions during the colonial 

period, art and architecture from Indonesia were described as part of the artistic legacy of Islam, 

these efforts were disconnected from the international field of art history and too short-lived 

to have lasting impact.

Nevertheless, there were many instances in which Muslim material culture from Indonesia 

was collected, appreciated, classified and displayed as art, yet in most of these cases artistic 

production was divorced from Islam or informed by a negative association. Scholars, collectors 

and curators spoke of an innate artistic desire resulting from ethnic dispositions, which, despite 

Islam, manifested itself in artistic production. For example, the objects related to wayang 

performance in Java, that were made and performed by Muslims in a culturally Muslim envi-

ronment, were disassociated from Islam because of their visual and narrational connections to 

pre-Islamic Hindu culture. Even though the perceived negative influence of Islamic iconoclasm 

was often mentioned, wayang was classified by the museums as art, and highly appreciated 

aesthetically. When it came to Javanese court culture, the idea of the priyayi (elite) class as 

guardians of an ancient civilisation and, by corollary, closet Hindus or Buddhists, worked in 

the interest of the colonial authorities as much as it contributed to the negation of Javanese 

heritage as Islamic in museums. A number of objects related to the courts, such as Cirebon 

woodwork, entered the museum under the heading of transitional art, a framing that defined 

Islamic art as derivative of its Hindu predecessors.

The belief that Islam was ‘unnatural’ to the cultures of the Indonesian archipelago, in 

particular Java, was rooted in interrelated ideas about race, culture and place. Evolutionism, 

diffusionism and structuralism, the academic theories that underpinned museum practice, were 

informed in different ways by the notion of an original culture (Urkultur). Nineteenth-century 

evolutionism was based on the notion that there was a natural connection between cultures 

and places and that cultures were naturally tied to a specific location (Gupta and Ferguson 

1992). Thus, the Urkultur of Islam was to be found in the Arabian Peninsula, whereas Indonesia’s 

original culture was inherently Asian. According to curatorial reasoning of the time, Islam 

interrupted the development of Indonesia’s cultures, because they could no longer follow their 
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‘natural’ trajectory. The decline of evolutionism in the first decades of the twentieth century 

resulted in a lesser focus on the ‘natural peoples’, but not necessarily in the re-evaluation of 

Islam. The pioneers of structuralist anthropology in the Netherlands, Jan de Josselin de Jong 

(1886-1964) and Willem Rassers (1877-1973), both worked for the Museum of Ethnology. Dutch 

structuralism departed from the notion of structures which are unique to culture areas or regions 

(studievelden), but not to all humankind. Each culture area was defined by a set of common 

features known as its ‘structural core’. As a latecomer to Indonesia, Islam could never be part 

of the core. Hence, Rassers was mainly interested in discovering ancient Javanese cultural 

elements in the wayang and keris traditions. By contrast, diffusionism postulated that the world 

was divided up into a limited number of ‘culture areas’ (Kulturkreise) and that cultural elements 

were diffused from this core -the Arabian Peninsula in the case of Islam, India in the case of 

Hinduism– o the periphery. In the ethnology museums in the Netherlands, diffusionism led to 

the geographical arrangement of the collections. From the mid-twentieth century, the three 

main ethnology museums set up galleries and curatorial positions for the Islamic cultural area 

(islamitisch cultuurgebied), a region extending from the central lands, all the way to Afghanistan 

and Pakistan, again excluding Indonesia. The influential role of diffusionist ideas in the shaping 

of art historical disciplines meant that Indonesia’s Hindu-Buddhist heritage was included in 

the field of Asian art, but its Muslim heritage excluded from Islamic art, principally because 

its formal and aesthetic qualities were too distant from the so-called central lands. It is my 

understanding that, as a result of this principle, Islamic art as a category is self-affirming. 

Thus, Indonesian Muslim artefacts are not excluded from the field because they have not 

been collected, as is often claimed, but because they have not been collected, interpreted and 

classified in their capacity of being Islamic.

In the late colonial period, notably the 1930s and 1940s, there was a short-lived rise in 

the acknowledgement of Islam, both in its religious and artistic manifestations. The Colonial 

Institute began to set up displays for Indonesian Islam, with a strong focus on Aceh, reflecting 

colonial imaginations. The change of focus was driven by the return of civil administrators, who 

had been influenced by the rise of nationalist movements in Indonesia. The end of colonial rule 

in Indonesia was reflected in dwindling interest in representing Indonesian Islam in museums 

in the Netherlands. In the post-independence period, as chapter 8 discusses, museum memory 

was re-organised again and Indonesian Islam was largely forgotten. Following geopolitical 

events and Muslim migration, Islam became increasingly equated with the Middle East and 

North Africa. Forgetting here was not an absence of history nor sources, as the depots were 

overflowing with objects from Muslim Indonesia. Also in this case, forgetting was an occlusion 

of histories that served purposes in the present. When one of the most common tropes was the 

rise of Islam after Indonesian independence, museum displays disremembered Islam to create 

an atmosphere fit for visitors desiring tempo doeloe, a longing for colonial times.
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In the post-independence museum a number of contradictory conceptualisations of Islam 

emerged. The Middle Eastern galleries at the Dutch ethnology museums were based on the 

notion of an Islamic culture area, in line with Marshall Hodgson’s concept of an Islamicate 

civilisation. There were two key principles underlying the presentations: a cultural zone where 

Islam, defined as religion, influences all aspects of life; and Islam as a strong cultural force on 

the non-Muslim communities living in Muslim-majority societies.440
4 Yet the Indonesian galleries 

were based on inverted principles: here Islam was confined to religious life and perceived as 

barely having an effect on culture and society, and certainly not on non-Muslim communities. 

Structuralist principles continued to inform displays and publications, in which Indonesian 

cultures were characterised as emerging from a historical sequence of isolated layers of 

culture and religion (e.g. Brinkgreve and Sulistianingsih 2009; Van Hout 2001; Tropenmuseum 

1987).441
5 Rather than subject to continual dialogic exchange or transformation, these layers 

were presented as fixed, separatable and isolatable. Arguing from that perspective, Islam could 

only play a subordinate role.

9.2 A structural injustice approach to Islamic collections

In this study, I start from the premise that the colonial entanglements in collecting and display 

do not constitute an end point for understanding the significance of the objects concerned. The 

question is then why would we need to look at these objects through the lens of the Islamic? 

What is there to gain?442
6 A possible answer could be, to paraphrase the American historian 

Yosef Yerushalmi (2011, 117), because the antonym of ‘forgetting’ may not be ‘remembering’, 

but justice.

Throughout this study, traces of epistemic violence, that is, violence exerted through knowl-

edge (Spivak 1988), are manifest. As outlined above, the relationships of museums with Islam 

4404 For example, the introductory text of the Western Asia and North Africa gallery (1998-2016) at the Tropen-
museum started with the following statement: ‘The countries of Western Asia and North Africa have two 
characteristics in common: the vast majority of the inhabitants are Muslims and the area forms a cultural 
unit. The Middle East was the cradle of the three great world religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam. Mus-
lims - the followers of Islam - form by far the majority. Their common faith means that these Muslims share 
a similar world view and similar rules of behaviour.’

4415 The introductory text of the Southeast Asia gallery at the Tropenmuseum stated from 1994 to 2007: ‘The 
cultures of Southeast Asia are multi-layered. Inside is a core of cultures and religions dating back thousands 
of years. Around this are the layers of the religions and philosophies that have spread throughout the region 
from India: Hinduism and Buddhism. The layers of more recent global religions, Islam and Christianity, have 
grown around these. The outer layer is the modern world of growing economies and metropolises. The old 
cultures are always present in the core and they are occasionally visible on the surface. These layers are 
reflected in objects from successive periods of history.’

4426 This question was raised by Prof. Remco Raben during the debate ‘Islam disregarded?’ at the Tropenmuseum, 
3 October 2014.
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were governed by epistemic frameworks legitimising colonial hierarchies. The manifestations of 

epistemic violence were manifold; a prime example is the perceived prerogative to take, export, 

interpret and classify objects, at will, resulting in the sheer number of Indonesian objects that 

were collected during the colonial period. Epistemic violence went hand in hand in hand with 

other forms of violence, as a number of cases in Part I demonstrate. The invasion of the dalam in 

Banda Aceh wiped from memory many of the physical traces of a long-standing royal institution, 

notably some of the most important royal cemeteries. Other instances involved the infringement 

of bodily integrity, such as the desecration of graves and taking manuscripts or amulets from 

dead bodies. Similarly, the strip searching of suspects at the landraden and taking away their 

means of protection were acts of state violence embedded in particular epistemic framings 

of Islam. Once these amulets arrived at museums, their material integrity was compromised 

by opening them up and examining the contents, thus rendering their powers ineffective. Yet 

the cases discussed also reveal contestations of epistemic violence, for instance when the 

Javanese intellectual Soetatmo Soeriokoesoemo spoke out against targeting the jimat as an 

element of governmental oppression.

In other instances, my analysis exposes the ways in which objects talked back and resisted 

colonial framings. The example of the rante bui, a sacred relic of one of Aceh’s most powerful 

‘ulama, shows the appropriation of the belief in its magical powers, thus blurring the boundaries 

of the dichotomy between European rationality and Indonesian superstition that undergirded 

colonial politics. In Part II (chapters 6 and 7), I discussed the ways in which Islamic objects, 

because of their in-between nature, continually undermined museum attempts to order, classify 

and draw disciplinary boundaries, and hence, challenged the colonial order of things.

Parts II (chapters 6 and 7) and III (chapter 8) of this thesis demonstrate that, despite contin-

ual contestations, epistemic frameworks that were constituted under colonialism still inform the 

position of Islam in museums in the Netherlands. The endurance of these frameworks has real 

consequences. Philosopher Irfan Afifi, who is cited in chapter 8, discusses the current effects 

of the discursive disassociation of Javanese culture from Islam, in terms of alienation and a 

hindrance of self-realisation. I argue that the narratives of Islamic collections in museums in the 

Netherlands have similar alienating effects, and constitute a structural injustice which requires 

reparation beyond repatriation and re-interpretation of individual objects.443
7

In making this argument, I draw on the work of the Canadian political philosopher Catherine 

Lu, who has applied the concept of structural injustice, developed by Iris Marion Young and 

others, to colonialism. In Justice and Reconciliation in World Politics (2017), Lu argues that 

colonialism was a structural historic wrong because its legal and social structures facilitated 

injustice. She posits that from an ethical perspective colonialism differs from other contexts, 

4437 Caroline Drieënhuizen (2018a) shows that the debate on the restitution of Indonesian artifacts, in fact, always 
has been a debate on how to decolonise the collections.
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in the sense that in colonial contexts wrongful actions typically conform to, rather than deviate 

from, a morally defective baseline (Lu 2017, 123). Such a morally defective baseline can, for 

instance, be found in the colonial doctrine of fundamental difference between European and 

non-European cultures and the subsequent need to separate and hierarchize them in museums, 

which is discussed in chapter 6. It can also be found in the careless act of removing objects 

and the colonial belief that taking cultural heritage out of the colonies and transporting it to 

Europe was morally justified. What is more, this notion was embedded in the basic premise of 

colonialism itself: the racial and cultural superiority of Europe which permitted Europeans to 

conquer and subdue others.

Political theorist Iris Marion Young (2011) describes structural injustice as when some 

people are privileged over other people and when the cause is not traceable to individual actions 

or particular policies. Instead, they are to be found in unjust social structures and processes, 

as embodied in institutions, discourses and practices, museums being one of them. Structural 

injustice typically occurs as a result of various actions combined, even if the individual actions 

are within the limits of accepted rules and norms (Young 2011, 52). Colonial injustices, therefore, 

‘involve not simply wrongful acts by individual or state perpetrators but rely on social structures 

and structural processes that enable and even encourage individual or state wrongdoing, and 

produce and reproduce unjust outcomes’ (Lu 2017, 126). A similar argument can be made 

regarding museum objects, because underlying the individual history of collecting, presentation 

and interpretation of each object is a structural pattern of inequality that can be traced to a 

colonial worldview.

From the analysis in this study, I would like to point out two aspects of structural injustice. 

The first relates to the organisation of the museumscape, and the second to definitions of the 

Islamic, and the limitations they exercise upon systems of classification and modes of display. 

I argue that the museum framings of Islam, and particularly how they position contemporary 

Muslims, reproduce colonial inequalities and may hinder the self-realisation of Muslims. I 

therefore assert that the attention paid to the histories of individual objects or groups of objects 

should be coupled with the decolonisation of museum disciplines. Undoing the dichotomous 

exhibitionary frameworks that underpin the presentation of these collections, or ‘undisciplining’ 

them (Förster and Von Bose 2018), is an essential step to make museums more relevant, given 

the complex representational challenges they face today.

Positioning Islam in the museumscape

The core of my argument is that the Dutch museum narratives of the Muslim world, concerning 

Indonesia as well as the Middle East, constitute a structural injustice. In chapter 6, I describe 

the taxonomic histories of the Dutch collections, which are embedded in the disciplines of 

archaeology, art history and anthropology. Each of these museum disciplines developed in the 
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nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the context of the perceived racial and cultural superiority 

of Europe. It, however, is their combined narrative that is adversarial.

In the Netherlands, like in other countries in Western Europe, the Ancient Near East as 

well as Egypt in the period before the arrival of Islam are part of archaeology collections, with 

two larger museums, the National Museum of Antiquities and the Allard Pierson Museum, 

exhibiting collections from the Near East and North Africa. In both cases these are shown 

as forerunners to European culture. No museum has an extensive display of Islamic art, but 

the Rijksmuseum has a small collection display, and a larger collection can be found in the 

depots of the Kunstmuseum. These collections came about as a result of historic relations 

as well as the attempt to revive Dutch decorative arts in the early twentieth century (Hoijtink 

2018; De Hond 2011). Both museums follow the conventional timeline of Islamic art that stops 

at the nineteenth century, and they also follow its geographical boundaries: Islamic-period 

collections from Indonesia are not grouped under the heading of Islamic art. Hindu-Buddhist 

heritage is, however, displayed at the Rijksmuseum as part of Asian Art, as well as at the 

ethnographic museums of the National Museum of World Cultures. Visitors longing to see 

collections representing the Middle East or North Africa during the past two centuries, or from 

Islamic Indonesia, are served by this last group of museums as well. In this narrative we see a 

movement of inclusion and exclusion from Europe, when the ancient pre-Islamic past is taken 

as Europe’s own, pre-modern (or actually, pre-colonial) Islam is reluctantly and conditionally 

accepted, and modern Islam perceived as a full outsider. In this manner, the Dutch museum 

landscape continues to reproduce colonial inequalities, despite the many attempts of individual 

museums to decolonise their collections and exhibitions.

With respect to art history, we witness a problematic relationship with the modern past of 

the Muslim world. In the binary set up of museum representation emerging under colonialism, 

the Islamic Middle East was assigned an intermediate position as having at one time been 

subject to development but subsequently degenerating. Likewise, in museum classification 

Muslims were allotted a position in between Europe and the ‘primitive’ cultures or natuurvolken. 

The art historical narrative of the Islamic Middle East generally holds that almost nothing of 

importance was produced there after 1800. In contrast to the teleological narrative of progress 

of European art, the narrative of Islamic art follows a model of rise-and-fall, of medieval blos-

soming followed by decay in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (Graves 2012). As Barry 

Flood (2007) has observed, the lack of (art) collections from the modern period forces museums 

to locate the greatness of the Muslim world in the past, showcasing a historical Islam of beauty 

and sophistication which mirrors current framings of contemporary Islam as a religion of terror 

and oppression (Winegar 2008). With regard to Indonesia, such an image of historical Islam is 

even absent, while greatness is located in the pre-Islamic past.



304

Chapter 9

In line with this, the Rijksmuseum exhibits Hindu-Buddhist art from Indonesia, along with 

what are – according to the museum’s website – ‘the best possible examples of Asian art’ 

(Rijksmuseum n.d.). The statement ends with the disclosure that ‘the Rijksmuseum is the only 

museum in the Netherlands that collects Asian art - ethnology museums tend to concentrate 

more on culture’ (emphasis in original), thus making a strong contrast with the ethnology 

museums which show culture not art, and re-invoking nineteenth-century notions (see also 

Loeseke 2020).444
8 Put differently, to distinguish itself the Rijksmuseum is arguing that quality 

is not only to be found in the objects, but also in their curatorial interpretation, echoing the 

arguments made at the time of the division of the Royal Cabinet of Curiosities. Ironically, the 

Rijksmuseum is making this shift because the verdict on the place of these works in world 

art history has considerably changed since those days: originally collected as ethnographic 

specimens or antiquities, they are now seen as masterpieces in their own right.445
9

Approaching the Islamic

Since the 1960s, the debate in academia about the qualities and boundaries of the Islamic has 

been raging. In the field of museums and heritage the debate is defined by the relationship 

between religion and culture. A turning point was Marshall Hodgson’s Venture of Islam (1974) 

which proposed to make a distinction between Islam, the religion proper, and Islamicate, 

defined as ‘the social and cultural complex historically associated with Islam and the Muslims, 

both among Muslims themselves and even when found among non-Muslims’ (1974, 59). 

Although the term Islamicate in itself only recently gained traction, museum representations 

in the Netherlands have always been grounded in the idea of an Islamicate civilisation from 

which Indonesia is excluded. Museums presenting Islamic art, such as the Rijksmuseum and 

Kunstmuseum, follow common definitions in which art is seen through the lens of modernist 

European principles, privileging aesthetics over function and secularising the concept of art. 

Therefore, an Islamic work can be designated as such purely on stylistic criteria, regardless of 

its function, cultural or spiritual significance. As I have shown, such a position by default leads 

to the exclusion of much of Indonesian material culture.

Recently, Hodgson’s proposition and the sacred/secular binary has been contested by 

several scholars. Shahab Ahmed (2016) and Wendy Shaw (2019b; 2012) maintain that such a 

4448 A similar distancing from ethnology museums can be seen on the website of the Royal Asian Art Society: 
‘The generosity of affluent private donors, often collectors themselves, enabled the acquisition of a number 
of iconic pieces that immediately gave the collection an international appeal. In this respect, the collection of 
the KVVAK distinguishes itself from the collections of the various Dutch ethnographical (sic) museums. The 
collection is unique and for that reason, it is not accommodated in Leiden at the Museum of World Cultures, 
but in the most important art museum in the Netherlands: the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam.’ (VVAK n.d.)

4459 For an overview of twentieth century perceptions of South and Southeast Asian art, both at the Rijksmuseum 
and the Royal Asian Art Society, see Lunsingh Scheurleer (2014, 22–23).
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binary does not hold from a position informed by Islamic discourses and propose to take Islam 

not as an aesthetic, temporal, or geographic category, but as central in informing meaning in 

material culture. This position is criticized by Gudrun Krämer (2021), who argues that separating 

religion from culture is a productive analytical instrument, provided that religion is understood 

in its broader meaning of ‘a set or web of beliefs and practices guiding individual and possibly 

even collective life, which may or may not be tied to a community and a given clerical structure’ 

(2021, 17). The point, however, is whether such practices include figurative painting, or, to turn to 

Indonesia, wayang performances of the Mahabharata for example, and thus, should or should 

not be included in the Islamic.

This question is central to the representation of Indonesian Islam in museums. It can be 

argued that the restrictive role allotted to Islam in shaping material culture, which is the outcome 

of an interplay of historical processes, negates Muslim identity. In other words, the subordinate 

role given to Islam in interpretations of Indonesian cultures is a form of epistemic violence and it 

is structural because of its embeddedness in taxonomic structures and classificatory systems.

I argue that the net result of this combined museum narrative is alienation, in the sense 

of a hindered self-realisation, of museum audiences with Muslim backgrounds. In the current 

museological infrastructure there is no place where full recognition comes about.446
10 This is most 

evident in relation to Indonesian Muslims, who witness almost a complete lack of recognition 

of their heritage being shaped by Islam. Moreover, the representation of the Middle East and 

Indonesia through differently valued layers of history is a structural injustice because it supports 

patterns of discrimination. Museum representations of Islam and Muslims are happening in 

the context of a Europe where anti-Muslim racism and discrimination are widespread and the 

marginalization of Muslims is on the rise (Bayrakli and Hafez 2018). Without exception the 

museums discussed in this study intend that their presentations play a role in challenging 

prejudice and building bridges between Europe and the Muslim world. Yet in their efforts to do 

so, they are undermined by the concepts inherited from colonialism. As anthropologist Michael 

Herzfeld observes, this reflects ideological positions in our society at large:

Moreover, the very notion of a distinction between high and low culture betrays the insidious 

and continuing presence of attitudes that not only stem from the colonial past but also 

44610 When working as a curator at the Tropenmuseum (2001-2018), I was approached a number of times to lobby 
for the installation of Islamic art at the Rijksmuseum, whereas presenting Muslim cultures in non-art museums 
was seen as relegating them to second-class status (such pleas were also made in the newspapers, see Van 
Egteren 2009; Shabtay 2011 and my response, Shatanawi 2009). The reputation of the ethnographic museum 
as non-prestigious, as the ‘dustbin of history’, in itself a colonial echo, must have played a role here. Still the 
identification through Islamic art is a flawed one, as it extends only to a past and filtered Self and it is ultimately 
dependent on its ranking within the worldview of the national or universal museum where European culture 
is the benchmark.
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perpetuate its worst conceptual excesses in the guise of the class structures and global 

inequalities of the present. […] A society that can cheerfully continue to build art museums 

and ethnological museums as separate entities has perhaps not yet broken with the preju-

dices attendant upon global dominion. (Herzfeld 2007, 37)

On a structural level, dichotomous conceptual frameworks – art versus ethnology, culture 

versus religion, Asia versus Islam versus Europe – still pervade the arrangement of collections, 

and worse, they translate into the hierarchisation of people today.

Epistemic redress

If we look upon the hierarchisation in museums as a form of colonial injustice extending into 

the present, then we need to raise the question if and how repair and redress can happen. As 

Madelon Székely-Lulofs argued in 1949, the museum can only overcome its colonial history 

by directly facing up to it, with all the discomfort that entails, and aim to do better. Yet resisting 

colonial formations is by no means a matter of simply reversing the current situation. A starting 

point, I suggest, would be to look at objects in their permanent state of being in-between, being 

messy and unwieldy.

In chapter 8, I applied new conceptual approaches of Islam to Indonesian objects, in order 

to explore what decolonial re-readings of material culture could look like. From these findings it 

appears that a broader, and above all, more flexible understanding of the Islamic would enable 

a more variegated approach. Irfan Afifi (2019) and Shahab Ahmed (2016) argue that prior to 

the twentieth century, Muslims in Indonesia and elsewhere conceived of Islam in broader 

meanings than today. Yet museums use contemporary analytical tools, such as thesauri, to 

describe historical realities. The challenge they face, therefore, is how to represent historical 

Muslim conceptions, exemplified in museum objects, which may be very different from current 

understandings. This task is complicated by the divergent arguments of present-day Muslim 

audiences about the relationship between religion and culture. On one end of the spectrum, 

there are Muslims who mobilise a strict religion/culture divide to be able to distance themselves 

from certain negatively perceived practices, while on the other end Muslims emphasise the 

connection to create explicitly Muslim cultural expressions (Jouili 2019). Put differently, one 

Indonesian Muslim would want the museum to stop displaying wayang performance because 

it is un-Islamic and sinful, while another would insist on presenting it as intrinsically linked with 

Islam, and a third one would fully embrace the connections to Hindu heritage. These divergent 

conceptualisations put conflicting demands upon the museum, especially when museums 

opt for a community-based approach, as I experienced during my curatorial career (Shatanawi 

2012b). Pooyan Tamimi Arab (2021), who worked as assistant curator for NMVW in 2015-2016, 

also noted a tension arising from the NMVW’s inability to address the diversity and divergence 
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of the museum’s Muslim audiences. He describes the museum as stuck between nationalist 

demands to ‘integrate’ Muslims into acceptable cultural behaviour and a range of Muslim 

opinions of which orthodox voices are the most vocal.

In answer to these questions, I propose not to replace one set of fixed notions with another, 

i.e. not to simply transfer Indonesian collections to the domain of the Islamic, but rather argue 

for a more flexible approach. This approach, for which I use the term ‘contingent taxonomies’, 

involves an open-ended making and remaking of object interpretation, allowing for relational and 

polyphonic meaning-making. Contingent taxonomies emphasise the conditional and position 

museum documentation as adaptive and actor-centred (cf. Marstine 2011). As contingent 

taxonomies are situational, they aim for the accommodation of incongruous perceptions: 

between past and present, Indonesia and the Netherlands, and between different actors. In 

the museological literature, multi-perspectivity is often connected to giving expert communities, 

those who have experiential knowledge of the collections, authoritative power over exhibitions 

and collection documentation. Yet, like any community, the expert communities of the Islamic 

collections are characterised by internal ‘difference, diversity and disagreement’ (Ahmed 2016), 

making it necessary to allow for conflict and dissent as much as consensus. Moreover, given 

the structural nature of colonial knowledge, change can only be sustainable if it follows from 

redress at the level of the collection and classification systems. As Srinivasan et al. (2010, 747) 

put it, ‘no matter how much museums allow multivocality to express itself at the level of the 

exhibition, it is at the level of the catalog that the enduring identity of the objects exists, and it 

is at this level that multivocality must be incorporated.’

The notion of contingent taxonomies is just as urgent when it comes to reconsidering the 

walls between the various institutions and rethinking their collections. The statement on the 

Rijksmuseum’s website reveals what is at stake for museums on the art side of the scale to 

undo the dichotomy between ‘art’ and ‘ethnology’. When status and prestige is derived from the 

affiliation with art as the highest form of human expression and privileged over other readings 

of material culture, it is difficult to abandon Eurocentric histories of interpretation.

The objects discussed in this study can be approached through different lenses: Islam, 

ethnology, art, colonialism, biography. Yet by no means is the object confined to any of these 

meanings. Indeed, the in-betweenness of these objects demonstrates how knowledge and 

perception of material culture are continuously in flux, yet it also makes a sharp contrast 

with the rigid museological classifications of the past and present. When historical collecting 

practices dominate galleries, the idea of the museum itself prevails over other interests, as art 

historian Hans Belting (2007, 170) has argued. Still, there is a detectable movement towards 
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the undisciplining of the representation of Islam in museums.447
11 Increasingly, the traditional 

parameters of the field of Islamic art are being stretched through the expansion of temporal 

borders and the inclusion of hitherto neglected geographical regions, including Indonesia. This 

goes hand in hand with the study of material culture that was formerly excluded from the 

discipline. But, more than that, decolonisation requires objects to fluidly move between different 

registers of meaning-making. This involves non-linear and open-ended classification as much 

as cross-disciplinary curating that challenges and ultimately aims to dissolve categories such 

as ‘art’, ‘archaeology’ and ‘ethnology’. Such boundary work is more than just an exercise to 

update or correct museological discourse, it is a necessary starting point to create a more 

inclusive narrative. Ambitions to make museums places of identification and belonging for 

Muslim audiences cannot simply be placed on top of older collections, when the historical 

categories embodying racial and cultural hierarchies are left intact. It is the idea of the museum 

itself that has to change.

44711 An example is The Albukhary Foundation Gallery of the Islamic World, which opened in 2018 in the British 
Museum. The presentation breaks the disciplinary boundaries by showcasing medieval Islamic artefacts and 
contemporary art alongside objects from the ethnographic collections. The area covered stretches from West 
Africa to Southeast Asia, from the seventh century to the present day.




