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Situated Museums? Scottish galleries 
and the decolonisation debate.
by Fedra Benoli
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This article analyses two exhibitions at the Victoria and Albert Museum Dundee (V&A 
Dundee) and the Scottish National Portrait Gallery in Edinburgh (SNPG) as they relate to 
the discourse around decolonisation.¹,²,³ This discourse, increasingly gaining traction in 
the British museum sector, investigates the effects of colonialism and its dissolution. These 
have impacted all aspects of society, and in the case of museums, their agency as knowledge 
producers and bearers of national identity has been investigated in order to understand 
how they contribute to the perpetuation or dismantling of colonialism. Scottish museums 
represent a unique case within this larger issue, as their imperial legacy remains to be 
thoroughly explored. Furthermore, their stakes in Scottish national identity and relationship 
to the United Kingdom as a whole has put them at the forefront of British politics.

To motivate and guide my analysis, I propose a theoretical framework drawing on Donna 
Haraway’s concept of “situated knowledges,”⁴ postcolonial theory and museology. In her 
1988 essay, Haraway defines “situated knowledges” as the alternative to objectivity, which 
she regards as unachievable given the hegemonic nature of male-dominated Western 
knowledge production.⁵ The claim to objectivity of the knowledge stemming from this very 
system is what Haraway terms as the “god trick,”⁶ the idea that looking at things “from 
above”⁷ will be more fruitful in achieving knowledge. Haraway argues that this mindset 
makes the process of knowledge-acquisition unaccountable and ultimately false.⁸ Under-
standings produced from a “positioned reality” on the other hand, acquired by “views 
from somewhere”,⁹ thus fostering a “collective subject position”¹⁰ are fundamental for the 
production of accountable, “situated knowledges.”¹¹ The partial perspective through which 
we produce knowledge must thus be recognised. I, therefore, must address my situatedness 
as an Italian, white woman, a leftist and an intersectional feminist.¹² Not laying open these 
influences in my perspective would render me unaccountable, unassailable and consequently 
flaw the knowledge I am producing. As for the exhibitions, their positioning is analysed 
thoroughly, and it is fundamental for similar reasons.

Museums, which have historically been educational tools for the “democratisation of art,”¹³ 
should also be accountable, honest and transparent in their positioning.When engaged 
by postcolonial theory, they are perceived in different terms within what Okwui Enwezor 
has called the “post-colonial constellation.”¹⁴ This concept encompasses the web of entan-
glements that constitute modern culture as being significantly influenced by the legacy of 
colonialism. Within this larger system, the “self-authorising”¹⁵ presence of museums, which 
gives them the liberty of determining what is considered art, plays a role in the building of 
a collective identity. Museums are also complicit in the system of coloniality, being objects 
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of reverence that contributed to the establishment of Western hegemony.¹⁶ As of now, these 
aspects, investigated by postcolonial theory, have still not been assimilated by international 
institutions and overarching bodies.¹⁷

Since it opened its doors to the wider public in 1852, the Victoria and Albert Museum (V&A) 
has been fundamental in shaping the modern museum.¹⁸ The newly opened V&A Dundee 
was very clear in its initial publication about the institution’s aim of creating a “third place”¹⁹ 
not centred on “looking at design,”²⁰ but rather offering a “communal”²¹ and “shared”²² space 
for doing any kind of activity. The V&A Dundee is, therefore, framed as “A Living Room for the 
City”, where the Scottish Design collection is tucked away into a far corner while the shop, 
restaurant and bar take up bigger spaces. According to the V&A Dundee, the museum of the 
future is a communal space where you can buy books, a coffee, or cocktails. The V&A Dundee, 
like all state-run museums, has the privilege of representing a supposedly undefined “we”, 
therefore projecting an aura of neutrality and non-partisanship.²³ In this vein, Clelia Pozzi 
has criticised national museums for silencing the perspectives of minorities.²⁴ These effects 
are, however, not addressed by the museum, which fashions itself as the latest version of the 
museal experience. Moreover, the V&A has been criticised for its director’s stance against the 
restitution of stolen artefacts to formerly colonised nations.²⁵

In contrast with the novelty of the V&A Dundee, the Scottish National Portrait Gallery in 
Edinburgh is a historical museum, founded in 1889 by John Ritchie Findlay. Its purpose has 
been the celebration of the Scottish identity, which is represented in renditions of influential 
Scots.²⁶ Institutions such as the SNPG find themselves in the middle of the decolonisation 
debate not so much for the origin of their artworks, but owing to the personalities hung 
on their walls. This is at the very root of the exhibition The Remaking of Scotland. Nation, 
Migration and Globalisation 1760-1860, a long-term display of portraits from the permanent 
collection selected for their affinity to Scottish innovation and progress.²⁷ This exhibition, 
though, does not simply look to celebrate great Scots and their achievements but draws the 
curtain of whitewashed history to reveal the controversial lives of the figures portrayed.

Understanding the museum as inherently controlled, biased and resulting out of consciously 
made decisions is fundamental for the extrapolation of an exhibition’s narrative.²⁸ The 
Scottish Design Galleries at the V&A Dundee constitute the permanent collection of the new 
museum.²⁹ Occupying the smallest space, they represent a staggering contrast to the airy and 
bright halls of the building. The display is modern and eccentric, apparently not adhering to a 
clear rhyme or reason. Given the sensibility of the garments to light, the lighting is extremely 
dimmed.³⁰ Interactivity with the exhibition is provided for by touchscreens and riddles for 
younger visitors. By contrast The Remaking of Scotland is more traditionalist, displaying 
paintings hung on mellow-coloured walls, busts on pedestals and objects in glass and timber 
display-cases. Both exhibitions are small but packed full of exhibits and the visitor takes a 
long time to go through them. They are celebrations of the establishment of Scotland as a 
global player from the 18th Century onwards.³¹  
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This was mainly thanks to the “gamble”³² made by Scots in signing the Act of Union in 1707 
that granted access to the resources of the British Empire, soon making Scotland heavily 
reliant on the West and East India Companies.³³

In the V&A, the display of objects tied to colonialism is suggestive of wider narratives within 
postcolonial theory. One instance of this is the Paisley shawl manufactured by John Morgan, 
which “imitates pines and sprig motifs of Indian Kashmir shawls,”³⁴ and is representative 
of the successful textile industry in Paisley during the 19th century³⁵. This Scottish village 
responded to the trend of high-quality shawls, made in Kashmir with the wool of sheep 
living in the Himalayas that was brought to Europe by the East India Company, and invested 
in the production of lower-quality reiterations of the traditionally male garment.³⁶ The 
symbolism of the patterns, representing fruitfulness as the “shoot of the date palm,”³⁷ can 
be traced back to Chaldea (Babylon) and to Indo-Persian art (“buta” or “boteh”, meaning 
flower).³⁸ The laborious needle technique and the material were omitted by the manufac-
turers to produce more cost- and time-efficient products.³⁹ The iconographic background 
is not mentioned in the exhibition, thus reproducing the significant cultural silencing that 
lay underneath the success of the Paisley industry and resulted in these shawls taking the 
name of the village. Naming the shawls after the town that happened to produce a “knock-
off” for less than a century ties into the “European gaze”⁴⁰ that determined the taxonomy of 
non-Western entities. This is an example of the appropriation and consequent simplification 
of non-Western objects by Western agents to be made appealing to the Western customer.⁴¹

Another object exemplary of this is the transfer-printed earthenware produced in Glasgow, 
which imitated native motifs of Southeast Asia and was sold in that same market as 
wholesale⁴².⁴³ This practice had opposite aims, appealing to the native, colonised market 
rather than the European customer.⁴³ The manufacturers in Glasgow – chiefly J.& M.P. Bell 
– combined the “exotic”⁴⁴ tastes of China, Japan and Indonesia with the two-colour print 
technique – rarely used in Scotland – representing dragons and other creatures and regis-
tering the pattern with foreign names, such as rice plates decorated with the “Makassar” 
pattern, named after the capital of South Sulawesi⁴⁵.⁴⁶ Constituting 40 percent of all wares 
produced by Bell by 1881, these and other patterns were registered by local toponymic 
names in the Patent Office in London, something that was not deemed necessary for products 
designed for the domestic and European market.⁴⁷ Thus something of a monopoly was 
created, which stopped the locals of the places that originally inspired these patterns to 
continue producing them.

These two examples show how the Scottish Design Galleries do not shy away from exhibiting 
Scottish designs that were involved in colonialism’s hegemony but fail to account for the 
dynamics that allowed for such objects to become iconic for Scottish heritage. Visiting the 
exhibition, one would garner only the positive aspects of Scottish design history. Holding the 
visitors’ attention by way of almost over-stimulating them is a priority and the texts mostly 
engage with the design qualities, therefore avoiding a positioning.  
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The viewer is “god-tricked,”⁴⁸ and the misconception of the museum as neutral – which, 
according to Catherine Walsh, is one of the precepts that needs to be changed in order to 
construct a decolonial perspective in knowledge production⁴⁹ – is perpetuated.

The SNPG’s The Remaking of Scotland starts with a text that addresses how the period of 
transition from the end of the Jacobite rebellion up until 1860 resulted in a shift of the role 
of Scotland worldwide but that it came “at a great cost,” leading to “a legacy that we […] 
are still struggling to manage and understand.”⁵⁰ The exhibition thus looks to analyse a 
century when the Scottish diaspora moved beyond Europe, motivated by the principles of 
the Scottish Enlightenment, which can be seen as contradictory to the colonial practices of 
that time.⁵¹The movement’s preoccupation with philosophical moralism notwithstanding, its 
wide set of currents could both justify colonial practices or find them indefensible, depending 
on whether its principles of utilitarianism or moral righteousness are emphasised.⁵² In the 
exhibition, there are examples of depictions of slave owners like Sir Archibald Alison, an 
adamant defender of slavery, and Robert Cunninghame Graham of Gartmore, a figure that 
profited from slavery but who later as Whig MP presented himself as a defender of human 
rights.⁵³

The portrait of Graham by Henry Raeburn was bequeathed by the family to the SNPG in 
1984; it was described by Raeburn himself as “one of the best I have done”⁵⁴ and depicts the 
nobleman in the vestiges of the poet, holding a book and looking at the viewer⁵⁵. Raeburn, 
who was endearingly called “Doughty Deeds” by his family and Robert Burns, travelled 
to Jamaica to become a slave owner, having what the gallery describes as “liaisons” with 
slave women, resulting in children which he referred to as “a motley variegated race of 
different complexions”.⁵⁶ This part of Graham’s biography is reported by his descendant R. B. 
Cunninghame Graham in a tone mostly sympathetic with his intentions.⁵⁷ Graham was long 
considered a positive figure in the history of British politics and his portrait was loaned to 10 
Downing Street during Margaret Thatcher’s premiership.⁵⁸ Today displayed amongst other 
individuals involved in the Caribbean slave trade, it addresses the relationship of Scotland 
and the West Indies, a topic often ignored due to what Carla Sassi has called “acts of (un)
willed amnesia.”⁵⁹ Given that the history of Scottish slave ownership became obscured after 
abolition, it demarcates the ignorance around this issue. The period of silence between 1833 
up until the 1990s did not mean an end to Scottish activity in the West Indies, for the sugar 
industry continued to be extremely widespread even after abolition.⁶⁰ The newest schol-
arship has also sought to investigate the role of Scotland in imperialism specifically, because, 
according to T.M. Devine, a considerable amount of literature around “British” imperialism 
only considers England.⁶¹ This elision of the Scottish imperial experience becomes more 
significant when approaching the role colonialism played in “cultural self-representation,” ⁶² 
something that has been investigated to a greater extent in regards to the English.

Scottish colonial history has been misrepresented in the past, when a national narrative 
developed that saw the context of the Scottish presence in Jamaica to be circumstantial, 
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imposed on them by the Acts of Union (1707) and the battle of Culloden (1746), events that 
were seen as a disruption of national Scottish history.⁶³ Michael Morris sketches three trends 
that motivate the unwillingness of some Scots to accept their role in colonialism: ”temporal 
distancing,”⁶⁴ which sees the facts of slavery as historically distant and thus irrelevant; 
”equivalent victimhood,”⁶⁵ emphasising the past hardships of Scotsmen, for instance the 
Highland Clearances; and lastly an attempt to “relativize slavery”⁶⁶ with the sufferings of the 
Scottish working class. However, the University of Glasgow in 2018 has published a report 
admitting the role in slavery of a considerable number of their alumni and staff – among 
them Robert Cunninghame Graham.⁶⁷

The Remaking of Scotland also includes artworks that highlight different experiences of 
the Enlightenment beyond military and colonial careers in the Companies. Example of this 
is the portrait of Elizabeth Hamilton, also by Raeburn (c. 1812)⁶⁸, a writer famous for her 
moralist, satirical accounts of Indian and British culture that stemmed both from Romantic 
orientalism and feminism.⁶⁹ In her fictional account, she openly criticises the limited role of 
women in British society at the time and underlines the “danger of making blanket general-
isations about other cultures.”⁷⁰ The link between Indian and British culture is also evident 
in the George Willison portrait of Mohammed Ali Khan Walejah, Nawab of the Carnatic 
(1777)⁷¹. The governor, who was an ally of the East India Company, is dressed in traditional 
clothes, but the surrounding architecture is European and reminiscent of typical depictions 
of powerful leaders. The Remaking of Scotland as it has been sketched so far, is rooted in the 
contradictory tensions that constitute Scottish heritage today. The display, which at first 
glance comes across as a gallery of mostly white, noble, rich men, offers a multi-dimensional 
account of the century following the end of the Jacobite cause, laying the facts for the visitor 
to interpret and decide on their own. Even if the exhibition does not proclaim an explicit 
stance, the visitor is at least presented with the most vital facts. There has been however a 
critique of the exhibition for its complete emission of the Highland Clearances.⁷² This shows 
that even if an exhibition seems to be extremely honest, not hesitating to show controversial 
topics, it can still silence other stories.

In the SNPG’s exhibition, there is a development towards a more nuanced account of the 
Scottish Enlightenment that is responsive to the decolonial debate. The only suitable strategy 
decided by the gallery for the reframing of these figures is through the label texts, which 
according to Tony Bennett represent the bridge between the “visible” and “invisible”⁷³ in art 
museums. The text is thus the tool most suitable for conveying meanings that are not explicit 
to the visitor. Throughout the establishment of the SNPG’s collection, each portrait was 
representative of iconic and role-model-like figures of Scottish heritage.⁷⁴ In the case of The 
Remaking of Scotland, the celebratory nature of the depictions is, therefore, contrasted with 
the questionable behaviours described in the label texts.
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Looking at the exhibition strategies, the Scottish Design Galleries at the V&A seem to be more 
distant from the decolonisation debate by comparison. However, the museum has engaged 
the scholarly discourse by hosting a workshop in August 2019 by the Transnational Scotland 
Project, which offered an arena for the discussion of the colonial ties as present within the 
Scottish Design Galleries.⁷⁵ It is also important to underline that the V&A Dundee is a new 
museum that, although it has been widely criticised, nonetheless offers a new cultural arena 
for Dundee, a city that has been invested in an effort to establish itself as a city of culture for 
Scotland.

This analysis of two Scottish galleries has sought to unfurl the entanglements represented by 
objects displayed in the context of the museum, a dynamic and ever-changing institution. It 
has, however, only afforded a glimpse into the decolonial debate, a topic of increasing impor-
tance that has been gaining media, political and cultural attention. This shows how important 
these discussions are not only for individuals directly linked to the museum industry but also 
for the wider public. In the context of national identity, the objects present in both exhibitions 
discussed are invested with a significance. This significance is based on the idea that objects 
of our past are representative of a trajectory connected with ourselves as present subjects.⁷⁶ 
This idea is deeply embedded in both the V&A and SNPG exhibitions. Museums, formerly 
space- and time-machines engaged only in the conservation of the past, are now perceived as 
political agents that cannot afford to be disengaged from their context. Revealing the partial 
perspective that museums offer in their situatedness is just the first step towards a more 
accomplished decolonialisation of this institution.
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