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Abstract
This paper presents a reflective account of the AHRC-funded Provisional Semantics 
project, which focused on how museums and heritage organizations might produce 
search terms, catalogue entries and interpretation using ethical and equitable 
practices, particularly in relation to the artworks and histories of racialized and 
minoritized people, and in the context of a digitized national collection. As the project 
developed, the emphasis shifted toward a more fundamental enquiry into whether 
these objectives were achievable, given the structural racism and colonial logics 
inherent in the museum project and its conventions, histories, and infrastructure. 
Through a critical discussion of the project’s three case studies, the paper considers 
the following questions: what happens when we change words and clean data as 
a putative solution to problematic cataloguing? Can museums genuinely, equitably, 
and ethically represent multivocality? Why is embedded change in attitudes and 
behaviors hard to achieve and slow to happen? And is sector guidance for research 
and documentation fit for purpose in terms of genuine knowledge co-production and 
engagement?
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  1.	 “Towards a National Collection”, Towards a National Collection, n.d., https://www.nation-
alcollection.org.uk/.

  2.	 It should be noted that several of the institutions receiving funds within the TaNC programme 
have Independent Research Organisation (IRO) status – an approach to ranking that allows 
museums and heritage organisations access to academic funding and partnership arrange-
ments. See IROC Independent Research Organisation Consortium, “IROC Independent 
Research Organization Consortium AHRC,” n.d., https://ahrc-iroc.org/; UK Research and 
Innovation, “Independent Research Organisations (IROs),” June 2022, https://www.ukri.
org/councils/ahrc/guidance-for-applicants/independent-research-organisations/.

  3.	 UK Research and Innovation, “Towards a National Collection – Opening UK Heritage to the 
World,” October 18, 2022, https://www.ukri.org/what-we-offer/browse-our-areas-of-invest-
ment-and-support/towards-a-national-collection-opening-uk-heritage-to-the-world/.

  4.	 Imperialist structures, tones and attitudes are those which relate to and support imperial-
ism. For a detailed discussion of both the ideological barriers and complexities of GLAM 
documentation practices and systems see Hannah Turner, Cataloguing Culture: Legacies 
of Colonialism in Museum Documentation. (Vancouver: UBC Press, 2020).

Introduction

This paper is a reflective account of Provisional Semantics: Addressing the challenges 
of representing multiple perspectives within an evolving digitised national collection 
– a two-year project, which ran between 2020 and 2022, and was led by Tate in part-
nership with Imperial War Museums (IWM), the National Trust and University of the 
Arts London. The project focused on how museums and heritage organizations might 
ethically co-produce catalogue entries and interpretation texts, particularly in relation 
to the histories and artworks of racialized and minoritized people. The project sat 
within a five-year, multi-project initiative devised by the UK Arts and Humanities 
Research Council (AHRC), titled Towards a National Collection—Opening UK 
Heritage to the World (TaNC), and still in process at the time of writing.1

With a budget of £18.9 million, TaNC represents a significant investment in UK 
GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives, and Museums) collections research, although 
its focus is more on digital infrastructure than on collections content.2 The stated aspi-
ration of the initiative is to explore the challenges of creating “a unified virtual national 
collection” and to support “research that breaks down the barriers that exist between 
the UK’s outstanding cultural heritage collections, with the aim of opening them up to 
new research.”3 This ambition focuses on the technical barriers between collections 
databases rather than the ideological barriers that are inherent in them, and depends on 
an underlying data mass of labels, catalogues, and collections documentation that is at 
once highly varied, incomplete, frequently impenetrable, and often imperialist in 
structure, tone, and attitude.4 However, it was precisely these overlooked aspects of 
the initiative that we focused on within the Provisional Semantics project.
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  5.	 Arguably this research should have been the precursor to the TaNC initiative, but the TaNC 
statements of purpose imply that the perceived barriers might be overcome by improve-
ments to technical infrastructure and digital access.

  6.	 There are numerous articles from the period 2020-2021 that exemplify this recogni-
tion, including Anny Shaw and Margaret Carrigan, “Reform or Reset? How Cultural 
Institutions Are Facing a Reckoning over Racism,” The Art Newspaper - International 
Art News and Events, July 3, 2020, available at: https://www.theartnewspaper.
com/2020/07/03/reform-or-reset-how-cultural-institutions-are-facing-a-reckoning-over-
racism; Will Gompertz, “How UK Museums Are Responding to Black Lives Matter,” 
BBC News, June 29, 2020, available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/entertainment-
arts-53219869; Nick Mirzoeff, “How Adopting Antifascist Practices Can Remake 
Cultural Institutions,” Hyperallergic, November 5, 2020, available at: https://hyperaller-
gic.com/571493/how-adopting-antifascist-practices-can-remake-cultural-institutions/. 
For a list of museum anti-racist statements see Johanna Zetterstrom-Sharp, “UK Museum 
Statements Made in Solidarity with Black Lives Matter, June 2020,” Google Docs, 2021, 
available at: https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/12O3kSEBe169mhsMDwYPs8_
XCh_mQNuNRhZJ68-DMWsc/edit#gid=0.%20See%20also:%20%20https://twitter.
com/i/events/1272488327984427008.

Initially, we sought to explore how museums and heritage organizations might 
develop ethical, equitable, transparent, and multi-perspectival interpretations of 
collections objects in order to support a more diverse public to engage with a digi-
tized national collection. But as the project progressed, ours became a more fun-
damental enquiry into whether these objectives (both those of the Provisional 
Semantics project and TaNC itself) were achievable at all, given the structural 
racism and colonial logics that are inherent in museum conventions, histories, and 
infrastructures.5 This avenue of enquiry developed through three collections case 
studies, each based at one of our respective partner institutions. Although varied in 
content and context, all three collections were specifically pertinent to the histo-
ries and experiences of people from Asia, Africa, and the Caribbean and their 
respective global diasporas, and each uniquely exemplified the issues we sought to 
address.

The project was inevitably affected by its wider socio-political context, namely, the 
heightened public awareness, and media and institutional engagement with the idea of 
structural racism that occurred in 2020. Despite decades of anti-racist and anti-dis-
criminatory practice in the heritage sector, it shamefully took the demonstrations and 
protests of the reignited Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement to bring the explicit 
connection between the bastions of cultural heritage and systemic, structural racism 
into a more public and arguably mainstream discourse.6 Subsequent related critiques 
and challenges to institutional GLAM behaviors and practices amplified the subcon-
scious but systemic racism that was subtly at work within our partner institutions, 
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  7.	 While Provisional Semantics did not in fact receive public or media scrutiny, working on a 
project that addressed structural racism, albeit in a very specific area of museum practice, 
in an atmosphere of public criticism, government intervention and media critique inevita-
bly affected the direction of the work and impacted both our capacity to carry out research 
and the nature of the questions we wanted to address. See Pringle et  al., “Provisional 
Semantics: Addressing the Challenges of Representing Multiple Perspectives within an 
Evolving Digitised National Collection.” (2022).

  8.	 Eve Tuck and K. Wayne Yang, “Decolonization Is Not a Metaphor,” Decolonization: 
Indigeneity, Education & Society 1, no. 1 (2012).

  9.	 See Edwin Coomasaru, “Can Art History Be Decolonised?,” The Cambridge Humanities 
Review, Issue 17, 91–103 (2021); Jess Crilly and Regina Everitt, “Decolonise or 
‘Decolonise’?”, Narrative Expansions: Interpreting Decolonisation in Academic Libraries, 
Facet, 2022 Museums Association, Supporting Decolonisation in Museums (2021), 
available at: https://www.museumsassociation.org/app/uploads/2021/11/Supporting-
decolonisation-in-museums-final-version.pdf.

10.	 Walter D. Mignolo and Catherine E. Walsh, On Decoloniality: Concepts, Analytics, Praxis 
(Durham & London: Duke University Press, 2018).

underscoring the importance and urgency of the kind of reparative work we were 
attempting to engender through our research.7

We were also concerned and skeptical about using the terms “decolonization” and 
“decolonial” in relation to our research. The term decolonization was becoming 
increasingly popular within the UK GLAM sector at the time the project began, but its 
use diverged from the land-based challenges to settler narratives and behaviors of the 
decolonization that Tuck and Yang advocate for in their much-cited 2012 paper, and 
was closer to the metaphorical decolonization that they critique and reject.8 Debate 
over the use and overuse of the words subsequently surfaced repeatedly in relation to 
the academy and the GLAM sector during the course of the project, particularly in 
terms of its conflation with anti-racism, restitution, and repatriation, and also with 
equality, diversity, and inclusion work.9 In this context, as well as that of BLM 
described above, we attempted to foreground anti-racism and understood decoloniza-
tion, within the scope of our project, as an attempt to undo “the legacies and ongoing 
relations and patterns of power established by external and internal colonialism.”10

Below, we summarize and critically reflect on each of the three project case studies, 
and consider whether museums are able to equitably support and represent multiple 
histories, narratives, and perspectives; what happens in cataloguing practice when 
changing words and the cleaning up of records is employed as a solution to problem-
atic interpretative texts and labels; and ask why embedded change in attitudes and 
behaviors is hard to achieve and slow to happen in how we research and write about 
art and artifacts.
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11.	 For further detail on the propaganda value of these photographs, the British necessity for 
Indian recruitment and the military and political context in India at their time of produc-
tion in 1942 see Aashique Ahmed Iqbal et al., “Provisional Semantics: Context,” Imperial 
War Museums, 2021, available at: https://www.iwm.org.uk/research/research-projects/
provisional-semantics/context.

12.	 Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, “Surveillance,” in Post-Colonial Studies: 
The Key Concepts (Routledge, 2013) 253.

13.	 Imperial War Museums. “Recruiting For The Army In Northern India,” n.d., available at: 
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205637248

14.	 Ibid.
15.	 To see both the original and new captions and interpretation that were produced as part of 

the project see https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/205637248.

Disrupting the Imperial Gaze in Cataloguing Practices: 
IWM

The first of the three case studies, undertaken in collaboration with Imperial War 
Museums, focused on a selection of fifty-three photographs taken in India on behalf of the 
War Office in 1942 to document and propagandize the recruitment of Indian servicemen 
during the Second World War.11 The imperial gaze is inherent in many, if not all the pho-
tographs in the series and is further compounded by the original captions, written on the 
reverse of each image at the time of their production. As Ashcroft et al. (2013) explain, the 
imperial gaze “corresponds to the ‘gaze of the grande-autre’ within which the identifica-
tion, objectification and subjection of the subject are simultaneously enacted: the imperial 
gaze defines the identity of the subject, objectifies it within the identifying system of 
power relations and confirms its subalterneity and powerlessness.”12 We observed that 
these captions contained several problematic or offensive terms and narrative descriptions 
that were largely imperialist or racist in tone and attitude, including obviously pejorative 
terms such as “primitive,” as well as descriptions that seemed innocuous initially, but 
were revealed as problematic as the research progressed.13 For example, the description 
“The immemorial ox cart still holds sway in India, just as in Old Testament times” per-
petuates the highly questionable notion that India was undergoing a process of modern-
ization at the hands of the British army in service of the civilizing force of Empire.14 As 
such, the photographs were impossible to display or publish without interpretive interven-
tion underpinned by in-depth subject-specialist research, which the IWM had not been 
able to facilitate between the time the series of images were issued in 1942 and the start 
of the project in 2020. Our objective, then, was to enable future engagement with these 
photographs by generating new descriptions and contextual information to inform the 
catalogue record. It was crucial that these texts critically and sensitively addressed the 
photographs’ production history and use, the impact and legacy of the war effort in India, 
as well as the underlying context, purpose, and effect of both individual words and longer 
descriptions in the original captions.15
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16.	 Iqbal et al., “Provisional Semantics: Context.”
17.	 For further discussion on the phrasing of colonialist attitudes see Hodan Warsame, 

“Mechanisms and Tropes of Colonial Narratives,” in Words Matter: An Unfinished Guide 
to Word Choices in the Cultural Sector, 2018, 79–85, available at: https://issuu.com/
tropenmuseum/docs/wordsmatter_english.

When the project started, IWM could not offer relevant, in-house, subject-specific 
expertise and experience to support us in achieving this objective. Further we were keen 
to move beyond the institution’s usual research and practice methods by collaborating 
with individuals not already working within the museum in order to foster the re-reading 
of the images and texts that was required, especially in terms of addressing the inherent 
racism and imperialism contained within them. We briefly considered community 
engagement activity, including with Indian veteran groups and their descendants, as a 
method through which to evaluate the original captions and co-produce new interpreta-
tions informed by lived experience, inherited knowledge, or personal response. However, 
given that we were unable to offer accurate information about the histories and contexts 
depicted in the photographs, we determined that such an approach would be inappropri-
ate, and that we first needed to establish a critical and nuanced understanding of the 
photographs through collaboration with subject specialists with expertise in Indian expe-
riences of the Second World War. We therefore invited the historians Aashique Ahmed 
Iqbal, Diya Gupta, and Ghee Bowman to join us on the project and to undertake this task 
through collective discussion and individual research. Their brief was to examine and 
research the photographs and captions, not only as historical documents but also as 
objects of visual culture, and to produce new texts to describe and contextualize them. 
These new texts were to be presented alongside a range of additional critical reflections 
and contextual articles by the artist Annu Palakunnathu Matthew and photojournalist 
Jess Crombie. The aim was to offer an informed, co-produced, multi-layered, and multi-
vocal range of interpretations and resources which would embed criticality in the cata-
logue records and in the experience of IWM audiences engaging with the photographs.

One of the challenges we presented to the subject specialists was to identify the 
archaic and offensive terms found in the captions, to avoid their repetition when creat-
ing the new interpretation texts, and instead, to address the problematic, imperial or 
racist attitudes and framing from which such terms emerged. Although the specialists 
were largely successful in this endeavor, we observed that occasionally, certain 
phrases, such as “the bread basket of India” and “martial races,” were being uncriti-
cally incorporated in early versions of the new interpretation, especially in those 
authored by specialists without lived experience of the long-term impacts of colonial 
subjugation.16 In our view, this was evidence of how imperial concepts and attitudes 
reside in seemingly innocuous phrasing and descriptions, often appearing as benign to 
those raised or educated in a traditionally white British setting.17 That the veiled 
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18.	 This assertion is difficult to evidence but arises from multiple discussions and informal 
consultation over the period of the project with colleagues and across the sector. For fur-
ther discussion see Kathleen Lawther, “Documentation as a Site for Critical Decolonial 
and Anti-Racist Work,” in Doing the Work: Embedding Anti-Racism and Decolonisation 
in Museum Practice, ed. Anjalie Dalal-Clayton and Ilaria Puri Purini (Contemporary Art 
Society and Decolonising the Arts Institute, UAL, 2021), 56–69, available at: https://ualre-
searchonline.arts.ac.uk/id/eprint/18511/.

19.	 Anjalie Dalal-Clayton and Ananda Rutherford, “Against a New Orthodoxy: Decolonised 
‘Objectivity’ in the Cataloguing and Description of Artworks,” Paul Mellon Photographic 
Archive, December 2021, available at: https://photoarchive.paul-mellon-centre.ac.uk/
groups/against-a-new-orthodoxy.

20.	 La Tanya Autry, “Changing the Things I Cannot Accept: Museums Are Not Neutral,” 
Artstuffmatters, October 15, 2017, available at: https://artstuffmatters.wordpress.
com/2017/10/15/changing-the-things-i-cannot-accept-museums-are-not-neutral/ and Mike 
Murawski, “Museums Are Not Neutral,” Art Museum Teaching, July 31, 2020, available 
at: https://artmuseumteaching.com/2017/08/31/museums-are-not-neutral/.

racism in object descriptions may sometimes only be obvious to the people being 
described or the nations being characterized underscored the argument that museums 
are more likely to avoid the unwitting reproduction of problematic terms and concepts 
in new interpretation if they collaborate with individuals who can combine rigorous 
research with their own appropriate lived cultural experience.

Despite the initial difficulty described above, the subject specialists expertly created 
a range of interpretive texts and explanations that not only addressed the offensive and 
racist terms found in the original captions, but also elucidated the imperial ideologies 
from which such terms emerged, the historical circumstances in which the photographs 
were taken and the ongoing legacies of both in contemporary India and the UK. This 
vital combination was presented on IWM webpages alongside the original captions, 
allowing researchers and the wider public to understand and engage with the new texts 
in the context of, and in contrast with past, problematic collections information. The 
careful, transparent and detailed specificity of this work seemed to us to operate in stark 
contrast with some of the more wholesale and hasty efforts we have observed taking 
place across the UK’s GLAM sector to rename, re-describe and reinterpret cultural 
objects and artworks.18 As we have written elsewhere, we are concerned that problem-
atic terms are being systematically erased from and replaced in some collections cata-
logues, with little to no record of the changes being made.19 In our view, and in the 
context of the “museums are not neutral” campaign a wholesale and undocumented 
replacement of offensive, racist and imperial terms with those that are currently deemed 
decolonial or more politically correct, puts cultural institutions at risk of upholding the 
false sense of objectivity that they have been critiqued for promoting, with resulting 
object descriptions that are closer to the authoritative “neutrality” of traditional GLAM 
cataloguing than might be intended.20 Although problematic terms undoubtedly need to 
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21.	 National Trust, “The Clive Museum at Powis Castle - Wales,” n.d., https://www.nationaltrust.
org.uk/visit/wales/powis-castle-and-garden/the-clive-museum-collection-at-powis-castle.

22.	 Ibid.
23.	 James Stevens Curl, “Hindoo” and “Indian Style.” A Dictionary of Architecture and 

Landscape Architecture, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), 364, 382.
24.	 Archer, Mildred, Christopher Rowell, and Robert Skelton, Treasures from India: The Clive 

Collection at Powis Castle (London: The Herbert Press Ltd, 1987).
25.	 This occurs especially in the catalogue’s two main essays: “The British as Collectors and 

Patrons in India, 1760–1830” by Mildred Archer (pp. 9–16); and “Clive of India and his 
Family: The Formation of the Collection” by Christopher Rowell (pp.17–30). By contrast, 

be identified and addressed, this effort alone does not equate with removing the problem-
atic narratives, histories, and views from which such terms have arisen, and which 
remain inherent to and evident within the object being described. It is therefore essential 
that both language and context are addressed, as we did within the IWM case study dis-
cussed here. Racist pejoratives should not be the first information a viewer encounters, 
and preferred terms should be recognized and respected, but legacy titles and captions 
should be recorded in the interests of transparency and as testament to the attitudes of the 
time in which they were written.

Building Collections Knowledge to Address Colonial 
Legacies: The National Trust

The second of the three case studies in our project centered on the so called Clive 
Museum at Powis Castle, Wales, which is looked after by the National Trust.21 The Trust 
claims that “The collection of South and East Asian artefacts displayed in the Clive 
Museum at Powis Castle is the largest private collection of this type in the UK,” with 
more than 1,000 artifacts including weaponry, textiles and other decorative objects.22 
The collection was accumulated by the Clive family between 1744 and 1839, and its 
current display has been in place at Powis Castle since 1987 with limited interpretation 
or information about the origins of the production or provenance of the objects on show. 
Unchanged since it was first installed in the 1980s, the display of the collection is not 
informed by current research and promotes a romanticized interpretation of the Clives as 
collectors and connoisseurs. This is achieved through visual devices including: a grand, 
heroic portrait of Clive; adoption of the orientalizing, nineteenth-century “indo-gothic” 
or “Hindoo” style in the dressing of the late-twentieth century display cases; and hand-
written labels designed to suggest the curatorial involvement of the Clives.23 This is 
compounded in the accompanying catalogue, Treasures From India: The Clive 
Collection at Powis Castle.24 Published in the same year that the display was created, 
the catalogue presents a largely uncritical perspective on the British Empire and British 
conduct in India.25 As such, they do not reflect more recent GLAM and heritage sector 
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William Dalrymple gives a more florid account of Clive in his recent book on the East 
India Company’s role in the establishment of the British Empire in India: “It was not the 
British government that began seizing great chunks of India in the mid-18th century, but 
a dangerously unregulated private company headquartered in one small office, 5 windows 
wide, in London, and managed in India by a violent utterly ruthless and intermittently 
mentally unstable corporate predator - Clive.” William Dalrymple, The Anarchy: The 
Relentless Rise of the East India Company (London: Bloomsbury, 2019).

26.	 There is currently some acknowledgement of imperial legacies on the Powis Castle web-
page: “The Museum shows how legacies of British colonialism continue to be visible today. 
Furthermore, the often-violent stories The importance of understanding how such precious 
objects came to be at Powis reinforces the need for new research into our colonial histories 
[sic].” but over the two years of the project we witnessed various iterations of this text both 
online and in the castle itself. National Trust, “The Clive Museum at Powis Castle | Wales,” 
n.d., available at: https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/visit/wales/powis-castle-and-garden/
the-clive-museum-collection-at-powis-castle.

27.	 Hafez (Ḥāfeẓ), Šams-al-Din Moḥammad, of Shiraz (ca. 715-792/1315-1390), is a cele-
brated Persian lyric poet. For an account of his life and works see “Hafez,” in Encyclopaedia 
Iranica, by Encyclopaedia Iranica Foundation, 2012, available at: https://iranicaonline.org/
articles/hafez.

attempts to place care and sensitivity at the center of the interpretation of cultural 
objects acquired through empire.26

Our objective, then, was to build knowledge around key artifacts in the collection 
with support from subject specialists, who could shed light on their cultural signifi-
cance, whilst sensitively addressing the corrupt and violent colonial contexts of their 
acquisition. In doing this, our aim was to create a knowledge resource from which the 
Trust could begin to develop new interpretation for objects in the Clive Museum that 
would center the cultures and histories represented through the objects, and crucially, 
decenter the biographies and activities of Robert Clive and his descendants. After 
exploring a range of potential objects to focus on, we selected an eighteenth-century 
collection of poems, or divan, by the fourteenth-century Persian poet Hafez—a figure 
who is still of cultural, philosophical, and religious significance across the world, but 
whose book in the collection languished at the back of a small display case, was pre-
sented back to front, and was identified only as a “Persian Manuscript.”27 To develop 
knowledge around the book, and to understand its display and interpretation to date, 
we devised a program of three workshops, involving different stakeholder groups who 
each held distinct types of knowledge and experience and produced markedly different 
conversations.

The first workshop involved specialists in Persian and South Asian literature and 
art history, who shared factual and historical information about the object, as well as 
how to understand its history and value to multiple cultures over different time peri-
ods. Their insights exposed both our own and the Trust’s ignorance of the object and 
its origins, as well as highlighting the Trust’s problematic interpretations of the book, 
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28.	 For more on the context and histories see Dalrymple, The Anarchy: The Relentless Rise of 
the East India Company and Tuli Partridge, “The ‘Complications’ of the Clive Collection: 
‘Conflict’, Culture Wars and Lut”.

29.	 For further discussion see: Ariella Azoulay, “Plunder, Objects, Art, Rights,” in Potential 
Histories: Unlearning Imperialism (Verso Books, 2019). Natasha Eaton, “Between Mimesis 
and Alterity: Art, Gift, and Diplomacy in Colonial India, 1770–1800,” Comparative 
Studies in Society and History 46, no. 4 (2004): 816–44; Natasha Eaton, “Coercion and 
the Gift: Art, Jewels and the Body in British Diplomacy in Colonial India,” in Global Gifts 
and the Material Culture of Diplomacy in Early Modern Eurasia, ed. Zoltán Biedermann, 
Anne Gerritsen, and Giorgio Riello (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017) and 
Bernard S. Cohn, Colonialism and Its Forms of Knowledge: The British in India (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996).

to date. The second workshop involved National Trust curators who critically reflected 
on the display and interpretation of the book in relation to practices and policies both 
within the Trust and across the wider sector. The curatorial staff provided close analy-
ses of how the language in documentation and interpretation had affected public 
engagement and understanding of the book and the collection and were able to reflect 
on practical changes for updating curatorial and cataloguing approaches within the 
Trust. And finally, the third workshop involved Powis Castle staff and volunteers who 
helped us to look beyond the interpretive texts and revealed how knowledge and oft 
repeated family anecdotes were uncritically presented to visitors.

Although some amongst the third group were concerned about the veracity of sto-
ries being told to visitors and expressed a desire to see new, unexpurgated interpreta-
tions of the collection within the museum, others were highly averse to decolonial 
approaches to history and were defensive of long-standing narratives that are increas-
ingly being challenged and problematized within the GLAM sector. This third work-
shop also revealed to us how some front-line visitor service staff and volunteers at the 
castle invoked a narrow definition of looting when communicating with visitors, 
which served to obscure the contexts and histories of colonial power and violence 
through which objects in the Clive Museum collection were acquired.28 Standard defi-
nitions of plundering or looting emphasize theft or the use of physical force in settings 
of war or civil disorder. This does not adequately account for colonial transactions that 
did not directly involve theft or force, but nonetheless arose in the shadow of colonial 
violence, mired in the sometimes subtle, but deeply problematic colonial power 
dynamics of the British Empire.29 However, that this was denied by site staff and vol-
unteers at Powis Castle, allowed us a clear understanding of how language can be 
employed by museums and heritage organizations, consciously or otherwise, to deny 
the violence and traumas of empire, the insidious relationships of power and influence 
between the colonizer and colonized, and the ongoing legacies of empire for contem-
porary audiences. We concluded that addressing gaps in knowledge about object 
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30.	 The Panchayat Collection was formerly known as the Panchayat Arts Education Resource 
Unit (PAERU).

31.	 The collection was used by the WOCI Reading Group in 2015: Tate and WOCI Reading 
Group. “Women of Colour Index Reading Group.” Tate, 2015, available at: https://www.
tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/women-colour-index-reading-group.

provenance and significance through close collaboration with subject specialists with 
appropriate lived experience could help to reduce the perpetuation of problematic, 
offensive, and colonial perspectives and interpretations.

Co-Production and Institutional Project Working: The 
Panchayat Collection at Tate

The third and final case study within the project focused on the Panchayat Collection 
held by the Tate Library. The Panchayat Collection was founded in London in 1988 by 
Shaheen Merali, Al’An de Souza, Bhajan Hunjan, Symrath Patti, and Shanti Thomas 
to respond to the underrepresentation of the art and exhibition histories of artists with 
African, Caribbean, and South Asian heritage within the British art sector and in wider 
histories of art in the twentieth century.30 Its initial impetus expanded to accommodate 
a widened transnational perspective, but the collection remains characteristic of its 
time, representing contemporary artists who produced issue-based work, with a par-
ticular focus on cultural identity. Although its structure is broadly in concert with tra-
ditional archives, some of its most important content includes flyers, pamphlets, and 
slides, which due to their ephemeral nature are not easily accounted for within the 
established cataloguing practices of a library and would perhaps be more appropriately 
preserved within more inclusive and flexible models of community archives. There 
had been some engagement with the material on its arrival at Tate in 2015, but cata-
loguing was incomplete at the start of the project.31 Because of this the collection was 
inadequately served by the library systems, which lacked the information and search 
terms that would enhance retrievability, and therefore rendered the items within it 
inaccessible and invisible.

Our objective within this case study was to develop knowledge of the Panchayat 
Collection, its history, contexts, and contents in close collaboration with its living 
founders and custodians, and with a selection of the artists whose work and practice 
are represented in the collection. Our aim in doing this was to make the collection vis-
ible, and thereby, to increase awareness and use of it by researchers and the wider 
public. Within this, we also wanted to surface the ethical challenges of developing 
knowledge about the collection with its stakeholders. This was particularly critical in 
the context of the history of the collection and its relationship to Tate. After the acqui-
sition of the Panchayat Collection by Tate in 2015, efforts to catalogue it had been 
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32.	 Tate, “Panchayat Collection Research Resource | Tate,” 2023, available at: https://www.
tate.org.uk/research/panchayat-collection-research-resource. This resource is the outcome 
of this case study and includes contributions from Said Adrus, Simone Alexander, Janice 
Cheddie, Jasmine Chohan, Alice Correia, Althea Greenan, Bhajan Hunjan, Rita Keegan, 
Shaheen Merali, Pitika Ntuli, Narendra Pachkhédé, Symrath Patti.

constrained by resources, funding and institutional priorities. Dissemination and 
access were therefore piecemeal and knowledge of the content of the collection within 
Tate was also partial and inadequate. Further, Tate had not successfully maintained the 
involvement of the collection’s keepers, Shaheen Merali and Dr Janice Cheddie, since 
its acquisition. Working relationships were consequently strained and in need of repair 
and reparation. Thus, when we asked Merali and Cheddie if they would be willing to 
produce a variety of materials that would create knowledge about, and insights into the 
collection, the ethics of co-production within the specific context of museums and gal-
leries as institutions came into sharp focus.

In particular, we observed that the project format did not serve equitable collaboration 
between the stakeholders and Tate. Attempting to build trust within a time and scope 
restricted research project was difficult, and the process of co-production of collections 
information often felt extractive when carried out in an institutional context. For example, 
recording personal accounts, documenting artistic practices, determining contractual obli-
gations, negotiating intellectual property rights, and agreeing on use, were typically 
imbalanced in favor of the institution, and not the individuals we were seeking to include 
through collaboration. These aspects of co-production, as well as the balance between 
cost and benefit to those positioned outside or adjacent to the institution, as both subject 
and object in the research process, required significant consideration and navigation, 
often exacerbating existing tensions rather than ameliorating them.

We found that limited project budgets and timescales, as well as our use of institutional 
employment contracts, impacted negatively on our attempts to form ethical and equitable 
partnerships and collaborations within the project. Time and resources to develop networks 
and relationships of trust with the appropriate prospective researchers and participants 
from the point of project conception is crucial. Maintenance of such relationships after the 
project’s end is just as important. That is, for ethics and equitability to be embedded in 
project design, it is essential to put in place measures to ensure that individuals and rela-
tionships continue to be supported by the institution and that research material will con-
tinue to be accessible to those involved and implicated, long after projects conclude and 
after researchers move on to other roles. Our contention is that one of the key ways to do 
this is to set down co-produced knowledge in the catalogue record. This fundamental work 
is typically side-lined in favor of digitization that privileges images and limited metadata, 
but in our view, cataloguing should be regarded as a core output for funded collections-
based projects. Without it, the actual and long-term impact of further collections research 
and the legacy of projects like Provisional Semantics is significantly curtailed.32
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33.	 Nelson Maldonado-Torres explains that “the decolonial turn.  .  .points to a family of 
diverse positions that share a view of coloniality as a fundamental problem in the modern 
(as well as postmodern and information) age, and of decolonization or decoloniality as 
a necessary task that remains unfinished.”(Nelson Maldonado-Torres, “Thinking through 
the decolonial turn: Post-continental interventions in theory, philosophy, and critique—
An introduction.” Transmodernity: Journal of peripheral cultural production of the Luso-
Hispanic world 1.2 (2011). Ivan Muñiz-Reed discusses the decolonial turn within curating 
in “Thoughts on Curatorial Practices in the Decolonial Turn,” On Curating, no. 35 (2017).

Discussion and Conclusion

Provisional Semantics set out to explore some of the ethical challenges that may emerge 
for museums and heritage organizations when attempting to co-produce collections infor-
mation and interpretation that relates to the cultural and material histories of racialized and 
minoritized people. This objective was premised on a general understanding that museum 
histories, conventions, and infrastructures are inflected by imperial logics and structural 
racism. The project was therefore angled toward a consideration of the current ideological 
barriers to equitable public access to collections, rather than on the technical barriers that 
might preclude the development of a future, unified national collection. Our three case 
studies revealed how language and semantics can serve to deny colonial power dynamics, 
the violence of the British Empire, and its long-term impact and trauma for contemporary 
museum audiences. The case studies also demonstrated how problematic terms and con-
cepts require a critical combination of thorough research, expertise and lived experience in 
order to be identified. Once identified, such terms require documenting and contextualiz-
ing to adequately address the colonial and racist circumstances in which many UK collec-
tion objects were produced or acquired. And finally, the project case studies highlighted 
how collaborative co-production of collections knowledge, informed by subject special-
ism, and lived experience, require time, resources, and alternative commissioning and con-
tractual practices if they are to be carried out ethically and equitably within the space of the 
museum. The speed and scale of technologically driven approaches are presented as solu-
tions to increasing and improving access to public collections (not least by the research 
focus and funding priorities of TaNC). However, our research within the Provisional 
Semantics project has led us to advocate here for a far more people-centered method to 
disrupt long-standing but problematic historical narratives and racial hierarchies within 
museums. Such a method requires a significant investment of time to listen, build relation-
ships, and collaborate to produce rich, multi-perspectival object descriptions, and, in our 
view, a more careful, or slower approach may aid in this effort.

The increasing scrutiny placed on how and what we catalogue within the context of 
the “decolonial turn” has coincided with the persistent drive within the GLAM sector to 
digitize collections images and information at scale, ostensibly to improve and democra-
tize online access through new technologies, on the presumption that more is better.33 
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34.	 “By seizing the opportunity presented by new digital technology, it will allow research-
ers to formulate radically new research questions, increase visitor numbers, dramatically 
expand and diversify virtual access to our heritage, and bring clear economic, social and 
health benefits to communities across the UK.” Towards a National Collection, n.d., avail-
able at: https://www.nationalcollection.org.uk/.

35.	 Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines Reinforce Racism 
(New York: New York University Press, 2018).

The TaNC initiative is part of this endeavor that valorizes the use of collections informa-
tion and the power of digital technologies to solve what are essentially complex socio-
political problems.34 However, the pace, scope, and resourcing of digital dissemination 
that has proliferated in documentation and collections management work does not, in our 
view, foster the in-depth, ethical and equitable knowledge production that we argue for 
in this paper, and may even be fundamentally incompatible with it.

When museums record information about art and artifacts in their collections 
management databases and catalogues, they organize that information within a 
standardized format, but often without reference to source, context, history, or 
authorship. When that information is subsequently published online for widespread 
dissemination, dislocation from source and context of that information increases. 
While object records with structured data potentially allow for faster search, more 
predictable retrieval, replication across multiple platforms, and use in data visual-
ization or machine learning, there remains the now well-established fact that the 
information and recorded data are not neutral or even accurate, and were created by 
human beings who are subject to bias, working within systems and institutions that 
uphold dominant and long-standing social and cultural hierarchies.35 Yet the prom-
ise of the digital for cultural heritage is predicated on the assumption that catalogue 
records are an accurate, rich and firm foundation. Without significant investment in 
cataloguing as core museum work that crucially involves a concerted effort to 
include nuance and debate within the catalogue record, the new technologies for 
engagement, dissemination, and inclusion that the TaNC initiative seeks to produce 
will continue to be based on a limited, partial and partisan version of collections 
information. As the Provisional Semantics research has shown, public collections 
require cataloguing practices that value depth, focus, context, and ethical engage-
ment over expediency, speed, and scale, and further, that such practices should be 
embedded as central tasks within organizations as opposed to separate and tempo-
rary project-based interventions. This approach is particularly critical in museum 
collections that contain work by minoritized and racialized makers, where a lack of 
institutional knowledge, interest and care is often evident within the record, and 
cements the longstanding neglect and marginalization of both makers and objects 
by public cultural organizations.



Dalal-Clayton and Rutherford	 235

36.	 Kimberly Christen and Jane Anderson, “Toward Slow Archives,” Archival Science 19, no. 
2 (January 1, 2019): 87–116.

37.	 For a brief discussion on the origins of the Slow Movement see Jeremy Huggett, “Is Less 
More? Slow Data and Datafication in Archaeology,” in Critical Archaeology in the Digital 
Age, ed. Kevin Garstki (Los Angeles: UCLA Cotsen Institute of Archaeology Press, 2022), 
97–110. 

38.	 See Geoff Andrews, The Slow Food Story: Politics and Pleasure (London: Pluto Press, 
1992), available at: http://oro.open.ac.uk/48332/. 

39.	 Huggett, “Is Less More? Slow Data and Datafication in Archaeology.” 99
40.	 Recent examples across the sector include Wayne Modest, ed., Words Matter: An 

Unfinished Guide to Word Choices in the Cultural Sector, 2018, available at: https://issuu.
com/tropenmuseum/docs/wordsmatter_english; Marenka Thompson-Odlum and Laura 

In the comparable field of archival work, but seeking to remedy issues similar to 
those we identify above, Kimberly Christen and Jane Anderson asked in their 2019 
article “Toward a Slow Archive,” “How do we recognize and rebuild archival prac-
tices, structures, procedures, and workflows that allow for relational, reciprocal, 
respectful, and restorative connections to knowledge, kin, and community within 
their [own] frame?”36 Their answer is to employ a slow approach, as advocated for 
more broadly within the “Slow movement.”37 Slow is perhaps best known in rela-
tion to food, and specifically a rejection of fast food and industrial scale food pro-
duction, as well as taking time to appreciate and understand sources, ethics, and 
impact.38 The relation of the slow movement to a people-centered approach to 
museum cataloguing, and particularly in the context of the Provisional Semantics 
case studies, is apparent. Ethical and equitable co-production of collections infor-
mation needs to be conducted at a speed that is appropriate to the specifics of the 
people, histories, objects, and collections in focus and as Jeremy Hugget suggests 
“it entails resistance across the range of dominant neoliberal rhythms and values 
and critiques our practices and ethics.”39

Ascertaining where collections information and data comes from, who created it 
and why, and understanding its lifecycle and impact, is just as important in cataloguing 
as it is in food production. As Christen and Anderson assert, by slowing down, and by 
placing value on slowing down, a space opens out in which we can consider how 
knowledge production operates in public collections, and how it is presented, contex-
tualized, and used. Further, they argue that an approach in which listening, decentering 
colonial attitudes, and acting ethically is emphasized, disrupts the embedded struc-
tures of ownership and attribution, and instead allows complex networks of relation-
ships between people and objects to surface. These principles can be applied within a 
rethought cataloguing practice that is considered, reflective and careful, and it is 
encouraging that this has begun to be recognized in recent cataloguing guidance pro-
duced for libraries, archives, and museums.40
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Van Broekhoven, The Pitt Rivers Museum Is.  .  . (Pitt Rivers Museum, 2019) for museum 
practitioners. For archives see Alicia Chillcot, “Towards Protocols for Describing Racially 
Offensive Language in UK Public Archives,” Archival Science 19, no. 4 (2019): 359–76 
and Lisa Kennedy, Finding the Words: Addressing Language in Archive Collections as 
Archivists, Heritage Professionals and Volunteers (Bath and Colonialism Archive Project, 
2022), available at: https://bathandcolonialism.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Finding-
the-Words-booklet.pdf. And for libraries see Cataloging Ethics Steering Committee, “A 
Code of Ethics for Catalogers,” Cataloging Ethics, 2021, available at: https://sites.google.
com/view/cataloging-ethics/home.

41.	 For an excellent discussion of the practicalities of this approach and a synthesis of relevant 
key learnings in other contemporary research projects, see Caroline Lenette, Participatory 
Action Research: Ethics and Decolonization (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2022).

Digital dissemination and technological developments based on GLAM collections 
information and catalogue records undoubtedly have benefits in terms of widening access 
to cultural heritage (though perhaps only to those who have access to and an inclination to 
use digital technologies). However, if we pause and redirect our focus from mass aggrega-
tion, artificial intelligence, and short-term efforts to remove problematic terms from collec-
tions databases, to carefully examine and slowly catalogue our collections with and in 
support of the people represented in them, we can begin to achieve the widened engage-
ment that initiatives such as TaNC seek to engender.41 The benefit of the Provisional 
Semantics project was that it simultaneously allowed us the time and space to test out slow 
approaches that are not always employed in core work, and the importance of embracing 
the wealth of messy, human-centered knowledge as part of a radical rethinking of collec-
tions cataloguing.
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