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Gender Studies and Challenges of Historical Exhibitions

"TONOMURA Hitomi

This article responds to the question posed by the National Museum of Japanese History: How is gender represented
in historical exhibitions? Adopting the perspective that the purpose of museum exhibitions is to serve and inspire the
public, the article considers how the museum can develop an effective way to incorporate gendered thinking and methods
as it plans its exhibition, represents its artifacts and narrates the materials. The article first clarifies the concept and usage
of the term “gender” and then introduces examples of gendered interpretations of archaeological findings and museum of
exhibitions.

The term “gender” cannot be easily translated into Japanese. Partly because there is no native Japanese term to trans-
late “gender” into, the meaning of jenda in katakana syllabary remains opaque. Moreover, in Japanese, jenda tends to refer
to a person’s individual identity, not transformaive social or institutional situations, making it difficult to incorporate gen-
dered thinking into effective social change toward greater gender equity.

After considering the theoretical advance made by the so-called gender archaeologists, the article turns to a quantita-
tive textual analysis of captions displayed at an Austrian exhibition and an innovative measures taken to expose the highly
gendered practice that was found at the Manchester Museum. According to the analysis in Austria, humans carrying tools
were typically assumed to be men, and women were involved only in a limited range of activities, with little contribution to
political, economic, and survival activities. In the case of the Manchester Museum, there were more exhibits of males than
females, and it was found and at both museums, that the stereotype modern gender roles were being socially reaffirmed
through the displays and captions.

Useful in addressing these issues is the concept of intersectionality, which goes beyond research frameworks such as
gender, class, and race to examine how power imbalances in certain social and political contexts are compounded. More-
over, to avoid importing stereotyped modern gender roles into exhibitions, it is essential that the number of researchers
who realize the importance of gender increases and that museums recognize the need to promote gender equality as

anorganization.

Key words: Gender and museums, representation, gender roles, intersectionality, gender equity
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In the words of international museum scholars, museums today aspire to “be socially responsible”
as they enrich the lives of individuals and provide services to their communitie(é). Historical museums
play a crucial role in disseminating knowledge to the public through mediated representations of
historical images and stories. They can serve as a forum for visitors to reflect on their own time and
society by engaging with artifacts and visual materials that were generated by the minds of the past.
By asking the question, “How is gender represented in historical exhibitions?,” the ongoing project at
the National Museum of Japanese History addresses a critical issue that is eminently relevant not only
to scholarly trends, but also to the social and political climate that prevails in J apa(rzl). But the answer to
this question is complicated. To begin with, the term “gender,” the central focus, is difficult to define.
Its meaning and use have been transforming since its entry into mainstream academic discourse in
the1980s. Moreover, we need to consider the meaning and application of the term “gender” when it is

transplanted to Japan and becomes “Jenda,” its Japanese-language equivalent.

o---What is gender, or jenda ?

“Gender” became a forceful concept in the vocabulary of anthropologists and other social scientists
in the 1960s and 1970s through the feminist movement and the rise of interdisciplinary women’s
studies programs across North American campuses. Scholars rigorously sought to differentiate
“gender” from “sex.” The latter was understood to be a biological characteristic that, in the 1970s, was
fixed for each person. In contrast, gender, as an identity, was socially constructed, perceived, and
alterable.

Prior to this development, “gender” may have been known mostly as a grammatical marker found
in languages such as French, German, Greek, and Lat1(131) Gender marks nouns as masculine, feminine,
or neuter. For example, in French, “le musée (the museum)” and “un livre (a book)” are masculine
and “la mer (the sea)” and “une fleur (a flower)” are feminine. In this linguistic formulation, gender of
the noun is fixed and immutable in that language. The system of grammatical gender reflects the
principle of duality or dichotomy that characterizes the Western philosophical and religious traditions.
Japanese and other East Asian languages lack grammatical gender. In what ways this factor reflects
or influences the general perception of gendered differences is a question that remains to be

investigated.

Dichotomous thinking governed influential anthropological theories of gender. Sherry B. Ortner’s

classic formulation, “Is Female to Male as Nature to Culture?” explains “the universal devaluation of
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women” as a result of social perception that women are closer to nature than men, who are associated
with culture. Men are seen to represent the universal and the public sphere, while women are
relegated to the particularistic, marginal and the private spher(g. For women, “gender roles” were
often confused with “sex roles” due to the prevailing idea that “anatomy is destiny” and their role as
child-bearers. Women’s gendered roles, associated with nature, fit the existing hierarchy of social and
economic worth. Ortner’s formulation, widely accepted, nonetheless generated vigorous counter
arguments from post-structuralists, for example, who insisted that the notion of “culture” itself is

0)
constructed.

The 1986 publication of “Gender: a useful category of historical analysis” by Joan W. Scott brought
a new excitement to Western-language historical writing, which was experiencing a major shift toward
a “discursive tur(r61).” In 1990, the publication of Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble: Feminism and the
Subversion of Identity, importantly exposed the heterosexual bias in the existing concept of gender. In
association with the notion of sexuality and sexual identity, thebook dismantles the binaries of
heterosexism and reconceptualizes identity as a result of gender performativity. Previously, one’s
sexual identity was debated within a dichotomous framework of constructed versus essential, but in
the new way of thinking, the concept and practice of gender exceeds the binary and is understood to
be unrelated to the sex one is born with. “Male” and “female” are unstable discursive identities. It is
performative and transformative according to time and place. This line of thinking has helped to
spawn new vocabulary of gender and sexuality, such as Transgender, Third gender, and Exgender,
alongside LGBTQ. “Gender” in this conceptualization views human beings broadly, far beyond the

two limited categories of “women” and “men.”

Perhaps most useful for considering the question of how gender is represented in an exhibition is
the reminder by Toby Ditz who, in 2004, proclaimed that, until recently, the discussion of “gender”
was overly focused only on “women” as gendered being(g). Ditz explains this condition by tracing the
development of women'’s studies beginning in the 1970s. Initially, the vigorous scholarly movement
noted the absence of women in historical narratives and sought to remedy it by filling the gaping gap.
In this effort, historians “suppressed the gender of their male subjects.” Historical writings had
always showcased men’s power, authority, and privilege; men’s hegemonic position called for no new

examination. Ditz reiterates this position: men were seen as

universal human aspirations, not as gendered persons. Qualities that in retrospect might
have been attributed to the historical subjects’ gendered power and to their culturally

defined masculine identities were ‘naturalized so effectively’ in historical writing that they
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o)
‘seemed without names’ of their own.’

Historians of women only slowly came to recognize the need to deconstruct conventional history,
not only by “finding women” but also by reconceptualizing men, manliness, and masculinity, and by

exploring their privileged position in political, economic, and cultural structures.

In Japan in the last several decades, many disciplines in the humanities and social sciences, such
as history, sociology, law, linguistics, philosophy, art history, literature, and legal studies have adopted
gender studies as a significant method of investigation and analys(i]g). The development of gender
studies, however, has not been always smooth. First, whereas the Japanese language has no
grammatical gender, the term “gender” has remained a borrowed foreign term, gairaigo. Itis a term
in need of domestication to make it immediately intelligible. Written in katakana phonetics, “Jenda” is
without a generative ability to offer a clear epistemological authority of its own. “Jenda” may represent
ideas embedded in “gender,” but “gender” itself has undergone critiques and continues to transform.
It has been difficult for the term to acquire “full citizenship”, especially outside the small circle of
academic discussion. We can recall, about ten years ago, that the term “gender-free” (jenda furi) was

introduced and led to much media attention. It was interpreted as a parallel concept to “barrier-free,” a

an
term typically used for a space with no structural barriers.

The English term, “gender,” also functions differently from the Japanese term, “jenda,” in its ability
to explain a condition associated with it. In English, the term “gender” is often used in the present

progressive form, “gendering” or, more often, in a passive form, “gendered.” For example:

Formal authority is nearly always gendered male, even if a female occupies the position,
and housework is mostly gendered female even if a man does it. Gendering of poverty is a

predictable outcome when women lose insurance coverage for reproductive health.

Instead of a static identity, these forms show the process by which gender is discursively
determined. In Japan at this time, “Jenda” is closely aligned with a person’s identity, and it seems
difficult to express a social and political structure in gendered terms. It is regrettable that universities,
the political arena, corporate world, media, and most other work places rarely incorporate seriously
the concept of gender to describe their highly gendered climate or culture. This is reflected in the
World Economic Forum Gender Gap Index for 2017, which ranks Japan as 114th among 144 countries,

although the USA is unimpressive 49th, Perhaps equitable representations of gender or jenda in any

museum exhibitions hinge on the institutional climate that generates and supports sound gendered

448



[Gender Studies and Challenges of Historical Exhibitions]----- TONOMURAHitomi

perspectives in planning and installation, not to mention the visitors’ own conscious and unconscious

)
understanding of gendered meanings in society.

[ R— Rep resentation

The second challenging component of the initial question, “how is gender represented in historical

” o« ” «

exhibitions” is the notion of “representation.” Unlike the terms “women,” “men,” “rice field,” or

” «

“bone,” “gender” is not concretely visible. It is a concept and, as such, it can become intelligible to
exhibition viewers by a combination of factors, such as the character of the selected material, mode of
installation and, importantly, explanations in the accompanying captions. A particular installation’s
relationship to other displayed objects is also important because it necessarily takes place within the

space of the museum, which is limited.

It could be said that, in the broadest sense, all objects, including historical ones, are gendered
when they are made. We can consider the gender of the creator, for example. If the creator is female,
is the item female gendered? What if the object was created by a man but is clearly intended for use by
a woman? In asking “how gender is represented in historical exhibitions,” what we want to consider is
not necessarily the gender, as in male or female, of the object or installation, but gendered relations or
the distribution of power, taste, consumption, cultural authority, social recognition, or perhaps
spirituality. Installations offer a view of a multitude of patterns in the gendered dimensions of our
historical past, which in turn may stimulate the visitor’s imagination for alternative models and,
perhaps, reflection and insights into their present. Ideally, curatorial practices enable objects to impart
gendered meanings as a memorable, if unconscious, dimension for the complete experience of

visitors.

For all historical museums, it is easier to find artifacts that were created by men than by women.
In the case of Japan, compared to many societies, written and visual sources produced by women are,
relatively speaking, plentiful. But many more materials were created by men and show men’s
activities or depict women through a male gaze. The identity of the creator does not need to diminish
the possibility of gender-conscious analysis and representation. It is important to remember that men
are gendered; women are not the only ones who “represent” gender. Gender analysis often has
viewed women as its target. Instead, a gendered understanding of a historical context is relational,

and the absence of women in a particular setting is as much a source of gendered analysis as is the
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presence of women.

An example is the depiction of medieval battles. If a scroll painting shows only male fighters, what
gendered meanings does it generate? Why are women absent, or when they are depicted, why are
they not portrayed as productive members engaged in warfare, for example, as carriers on a
packhorse or suppliers of food ration? Would the inclusion of a woman in a task of procurement
reduce the masculinity that the scroll hopes to convey? How does the scroll shape an illusion of “man’s
world”?

Another example is the frequently displayed panels of men in alternate attendance (sankin kotai)
in the Edo period. I have yet to see an exhibit that shows, alongside the panel depicting men in
procession, the lives of women, other men, and children, back home while they managed the house
for an extended period, even as Chikamatsu Monzaemon wrote several plays on conditions in the
home. Did the war scrolls and paintings of processions accentuate the exclusive masculinity of men in
their relation to the particularly androcentric professions? Whether or not the depicted material
shows males or females, it is the curator who assigns the material gendered meanings through

notations or effective emphasis and placement.

Moving away from the Japanese case, I turn now to the recent gender-oriented research and
interpretive methods in the field of archaeology, which has been gradually transforming the
disciplinary practice by questioning various old theorigg? These ideas, I find, are relevant to historical
museums because they also exhibit archaeological installations in their prehistoric sections. Typically
called “gender archaeology,” they seek to criticize, for example, the ecosystems paradigm that ignores
gender, ethnicity, and other human characteristics by treating “all humans as largely interchangeable
producers and consumers of resources. Culturally specific details, including gender, were thought to
be inaccessible to scientific measuremeg%).” Similarly, another theory posits biology determined
gender roles; “sexing skeletons was simple and straightforward,” and “gender is unproblematic and
unworthy of special attenti(glri?” Instead, gender archaeologists posit that historical objects are
gendered even if “gender” was neither a concept nor a vocabulary then. Produced in time and place
different from our own, gender characteristics of displayed artifacts and their possible meanings diverge

from the patterns we are familiar with. In interpreting the past patterns, Alison Wylie warns that:

Modern gender mythology of women’s subordinate status appears in the way that women
are subsumed into male categories, the manner in which contemporary attitudes about
activities associated with women in ancient agrarian societies are projected onto the past,
and the unwarranted tendency to interpret all women’s roles in the past as inferior or

(16)
subordinate to those of men.

450



[Gender Studies and Challenges of Historical Exhibitions]----- TONOMURAHitomi

In other words, assessing animal hunting as a more valuable economic activity than planting seeds
might be a reflection of the modern stereotyped view about gender roles, that men-the-hunter are
more powerful politically and more valuable economically than women-the-seed sower. Gender
archaeologists seek to deconstruct the stereotyped myths by introducing alternative interpretive

methods.

Austrian museums

As gender archaeologists have critically assessed existing interpretations of the past, some
scholars have studied prehistoric gender roles in museum exhibitions. Although these studies take
place in countries other than Japan, the kinds of questions they ask seem relevant to the assessment
of any exhibitions across cultures and time periods. One project in Austria looked at permanent

archaeological exhibitions by asking three questions.

(1) Do permanent exhibitions on pre- and protohistory in Austria raise gender relations issues?
(2) Do these exhibitions make statements about the roles of men and women in pre- and protohistory?
(3) How are these issues presented to the public? By what means? On what level? And in what

X .an
intensity?

The scholars in the project approached the study with certain hypotheses: that “gender related
issues are rarely explicitly addressed, but frequently implied and thus presented to the public. The
predominant concepts presented are ‘traditional’ gender relatior(llss.)” In research from 2009 through
2015, they documented and analyzed textual captions at eight exhibitions in Austria using the
quantitative content analysis. They applied a classification and coding system, and evaluated the
digitized text for the frequency of gender-related statements, the background reasons for why specific
statements were made, and if specific activities and aspects of daily life were linked to a specific
gendgz? They also coded text sections that provide no explanations for the identification of either men
or women for a specific activity or association with an item. An example is individuals with weapons

20)
who were consistently identified as male with no anthropological analysis or other scientific reasons.

In addition to texts, the researchers also analyzed images by asking how many men and women
are represented, what activities are depicted and how often, and who does what and how ofte(ﬂ.) They
developed a three part categorization scheme—subsistence, social life, and gender categories—and
linked each to various activities. “Subsistence” included, among various functions, agriculture
(harvesting, plowing); fishing; food production, preparation, and preservation; fetching water; trade;

transport; ceramic production; mining; hunting; and building and wood work. “Social life” included a
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large variety of activities such as art, being idle, ritual, emotions, discovery, eating, leadership,
personal hygiene, riding a horse, warfare, spending time together, talking, and serving. Gender
categories for linking the activities were child, female, probable female, male, probable male, and

unknown.

The images they analyzed featured 17 women, 41 men and 3 children. They found that more types
of activities were attributed to men than to women in both social life and subsistence categories.
Women were shown to be less active and had a narrower field of action. Some activities were done by
one gender only. Women-specific activities were some food production and serving. Men were
associated with a variety of tasks, such as agriculture (unspecified), fishing, mining, plowing, riding/

22)
driving, trading, and warfare.

In summary, the researchers conclude that their preliminary data confirms representations of
many stereotyped, or what are considered “typical,” gender roles today. But there were gender
differences. Men are represented more frequently undertaking the “typical” male-gendered activities
than are women, including mining, metal work, exerting leadership, and being competitive. Women
rarely were portrayed as taking “typical” female-gendered roles, such as weaving, or cooking. Rather,
women were portrayed as sitting, talking, and generally not being productive. Women are
underrepresented and held less importance in subsistence and craft activities, as well as in the
economic and political spheres. They engaged in a narrow set of activities and no images of strong or
influential females appeared. For visitors, women’s limited roles would give an impression that women

@
hardly existed.

The researchers answered the three initial questions by affirming that the exhibitions raised
gender-related issues, but in varying degrees depending on the museum. Whether or not the
exhibitions made statements about gender roles, researchers found that narrative-type exhibitions
offered more statements than non-narrative exhibitions, which avoided making statements. As for the
question regarding communicating gender issues to the public, researchers found that non-narrative
exhibitions made fewer statements than narrative exhibitions, but all in all, the messages, if any, were
rarely direct, but implic(ﬁ? In conclusion, the researchers determined that their initial hypotheses
were mostly affirmed, though with variations from one museum to another. The patterns they
discovered included stereotyped representations of women, and the lesser importance of women in

certain activities such as politics, economy, and subsistence activities.

While the investigation of prehistoric gender representations at museums in Austria is locally
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based, the researchers nonetheless projected that similar patterns are likely seen internationally. This
is a supposition that could be explored, especially by museums located in different, and more
agriculture-based, ecological systems. How does a museum, such as one in Japan, which features a
prehistoric society, with historically powerful female roles in production, ritual, and leadership,

compare with the Austrian example in its gender representation in narration and images?

The Manchester Museum

I now turn to the case of Manchester Museum in the United Kingdom, which took dramatic
measures to correct its androcentric galleries and sought to transform them into more gender-equal
displays. This study differs from others because the subject of investigation is the natural history
galleries, and the installations being examined are those of non-humans, including mammals, birds,
and reptiles. This study is unusual in its consideration to implicity associate the contemporary
gendered representations of humans to those of other species in the museum. The goal of the
investigator, Rebecca Machin, was to eliminate “a feeling of disenfranchisement amongst female
visitors.” She emphasized that the role of the galleries is to inform and inspire visitors. For many city
dwellers, the displayed animals are the only opportunity they have to see animals, dead or alive.
Therefore, “there is a curatorial obligation or responsibility to explain the collections on display and to
encourage visitors to reflect on the extent to which displays properly represent difference and

(25)
diversity with respect to life on earth.”

Machin observed that most natural history museums do not show animal diversity by presenting
both the male and female of a species. All vertebrates have a clear male-female distinction, since both
sexes are needed for reproduction (with some exceptions). Sexual dimorphism varies among species:
in appearance and behavior, some differ greatly and others hardly distinguishable except for their
genitalia. These are evolutionary strategies that are linked also to their behavior, for example,
parental care of the young. When the male and the female are very different, both sexes should be
shown to visitors. But museums tend to show more male species than the female, as the following

analysis shows.

Machin was particularly concerned about the contemporary museum displays, which may

perpetuate the old-fashioned and sometimes outdated theories of human evolution and biological
(26)

determinism in explaining the social lives of animals. Consequently, she examined exhibitions of

animals, especially focusing on female, to understand what gendered stories were being disseminated.

The Manchester Museum is part of the University of Manchester in the United Kingdom. It has
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zoology galleries, which were constructed in 1882-1888 and retain its “Victorian grandeur despite
various updating of displays, most recently in 19&5217.)” The collections comprise over 600,000
specimens. The mammal gallery is on the first floor and the bird gallery is on the second floor, where
most specimens are preserved as taxidermy mounts and in osteological material. Many of the
specimens were acquired when the museum was founded, and the possibility of changing the content
is pursued only opportunistically. New displays may be difficult, but Machin asserts that the mode of
display and curatorial interpretation can be changéﬁ?

Machin’s investigation focused on mammal specimens and birds. She listed (1) the number of
female and male specimens on display; (2) the number of species represented by male specimens
alone; female specimens alone; juvenile specimens alone; both male and female specimens; male,
female and juvenile specimens; female and juvenile specimens, and male and juvenile specimens; (3)
positioning of male and female of one species when they were both present, and their postures; (4) the
information provided in interpretative text relating to gender, and the language used when referring to
female and male individueilzg? Her first finding was that the display ratio of male and female mammals
was 71% to 29%, hardly equal-gender representation. Only 6% were represented by both male and
female specimens. For birds, a male-to-female ratio was 66% to 34 %. For the mammal gallery, 61% of
species were represented by male specimens alone, while 11% of species were represented by female
specimens alone. 14% of specimens included both males and females. For the birds, 44% of species
were represented only by males, and 32% were represented by females alone. Males and females

(30)
together were displayed in 48% of the groupings, more than in the mammal galleries.

What is the reason for this numerical imbalance? One reason is historical. When the two sexes’
size and color vary, typically the male is larger and more colorful. This factor affected how species
were collected and placed in museums in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Hunters found
the bright colors and the large size of the animals to be more attractive and were more likely to hunt
and collect the(rsrll). Hunting male specimens was more challenging and thus affirmed hunters’
masculinity more than hunting female specimens. According to Donna Haraway, who studied Carl
Akeley’s African Hall in the American Museum of Natural History, the animals collected and displayed
there reflected “the perceived masculinity of the (white) men involved” and “the perception that the
male specimen [was] the true exemplar of specig?” The Manchester Museum’s mammal display has
22 mammals collected by Lord Egerton (1874-1958), who hunted avidly in Africa. Of 22, only 4 are
female. We might say today’s museum collections are, to an extent, depositories of past values that
sought the bigger and brighter games, from lions, tigers, and elephants to gorillas. Moreover, as
Machin notes, if the male specimen is seen as the true sample, the female specimen is a deviation

from the standard male. This perception fits the notion of the dichotomous paradigm in gender
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studies that the male represents the universal and female the particular or marginal.

If the sexual dimorphism of a species makes the male and the female strikingly different, both
sexes should be displayed. The nyala, a type of antelope, fits this category. Although a male and female
pair had been on display in the past, now only a male was displayed. Machin decided to bring out a
female specimen that was in storage. Now visitors could “realize the intraspecies diversity of Nyalas

and other antelopes.” Female nyalas have white stripes whereas the males are plain.

©Getty Images ©Joel Sartore/ National Geographic Photo Ark

The dominance of male representation of species in the antelope case not only called for bringing
out the female specimens to a temporary display case but also another form of dramatic intervention.
Machin and others covered up all the male specimens with white sheets, leaving visible the only
female Kirk’s dik dik, one of the smallest antelope species, which was accompanied by a male
specimen. Machin saw no reason why this female was displayed alongside the male, because there is
little sexual dimorphism in this species. It is explainable only by its miniature size that took up little

(33) 38
space. With sheets in place, they wrote an explanation for this intervention.

The bird gallery had a much larger ratio for displaying both male and female specimens. The
question was how they were displayed. Machin looked closely at the birds’ positions in the case.
Males were positioned higher than females in 74% of the displays. Males also tended to be more erect
and in a dominant posture. Curators were not always responsible for the positions of the birds.

Sometimes the taxidermist shaped the female bird in a subordinate position, looking down toward the
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ground, for example. Machin placed white circles on the glass in front of the obvious examples, in
(35)
order to draw attention to the particular display patterns.

Captions posted at the entrance to the mammal gallery also were found to be problematic: the text
promoted stereotyped roles of male and female specimens. Machin offers examples of statements
such as “The more powerful males have harems” and “Males with a territory have harems of about 50
femalgg).” Statements such as these imply that females have no agency in the formation of the harem,
which is the result of a courtship process. There is no explanation as to how females view the male,
other females, or the group. In order to correct the imbalance in representations, the gallery
intervention took the form of a label text on the glass in front of the tiger exhibits. The text stated:
“Males compete for females, and the successful ones are often two cooperating males that are
probably related.” In addition, “Both sexes hold territories which they mark by scent and by

6%}

scratching trees. The males’ territories are large and often include the territories of several tigresses.”

The additional text provided some agency to the female tigers.

Machin examined the wording regarding parenthood in both mammals and birds galleries. Bird
galleries often used the neutral word “parent.” In the mammal galleries, “female” and “mother” were
used interchangeably, but the word “father” never appeared in either gallery. Although the parenting
role of certain species was noted, the “parent” was never noted as “father” even if the specimen was a

male.

Moving away from mammals and birds, a section of the museum that featured human biology and
evolution also showed gender-differentiated treatment of men and women. Machin found that only
13% of the pictures of humans were females; early human species were all men. The section on Homo
erectus showed three men holding spears by a fire and a woman sitting by the cave wall. Next, the
picture of homo sapiens neanderthalensis featured two women with children and five men returning
from hunt. The “man-the-hunter” image has received much criticism from anthropologists and
archaeologists alike, but is perpetuated as fa(cg? In the display of modern humans, most of the khomo
sapiens are male, and the anatomical drawings are all male, except the female reproductive anatomy,

(39
that is, the diagrams of uteri and mammary glands.

The Manchester Museum’s project has exposed a number of issues in its representation of
mammals, birds, and humans. The project focused on gender inequity, which was found in the
numerical proportion and modes of display of male and female specimens, for example. The disparity

began with the collection of mostly large male specimens in the late nineteenth century, at the height
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of Western imperialistic ambitions and colonialism, which was accompanied by vigorous assertion of
white men’s masculinity. The modern androcentric view dictated the comparative weight given to the
male and female species and their relative positions and postures within the display cases. Modern
stereotyped gender roles governed the depiction of men as hunters and women as children’s
caretakers. The Museum served the public by reaffirming the “traditional” gender roles through the
displays and explanatory texts. These stereotypes fit remarkably well with the concept of gender

binaries, which was the mainstream paradigm discussed in Sherry Ortner’s article, mentioned above.

[ 3 Rr— COllClllSiOIl

Exploring new ideas

‘While gender is the focus of this symposium, another mode of inquiry, “intersectionality,” has been
developing rapidly in various academic disciplines, from history and law to anthropology and political
science. It is a useful conceptual tool that helps to sharpen one’s approach to historical materials
anywhere, despite its origin in the United States. The term was introduced in the late 1980s in
practice-oriented feminist critiques of the social and legal realities of the United States. In her 1989
article, “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of
Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics,” Kimberle Crenshaw spelled out
how “the tendency to treat race and gender as mutually exclusive categories of experience and
analysis” results in marginalizing black women in both. She explains that past practices have viewed
social subordination and disadvantages as occurring along what she calls a “single categorical axis,”
that is, either race or gender. These practices have “erased black women in the conceptualization,
identification and remediation of race and sex discrimination by limiting inquiry to the experiences of
otherwise-privileged members of the grougf)’)’ In this way, “intersectionality” initially addressed the
problem of the marginalization of black women within the study of gender and of race, each of which
tends to target the dominant group—white women in gender studies and black men in race studies—
as the main focus of analysis. In other words, both in gender studies and race studies, the particular
conditions of black women are subsumed under the larger analytical framework built on the
experiences of the dominant group. Since the introduction of this idea, “intersectionality studies” have
flourished in academic disciplines and in political practice, and become relevant in other contexts that
include other marginalized racial or ethnic groups, such as Latinas, Native American women or Asian

women. For example, historians have examined how race and gender interact with class in the labor
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market, the state’s regulatory rules toward ethnic groups, modes of reproductive and family
formation, discriminatory work place culture, and so on. Some consider it in the context of
international relations, such as colonialism, imperialism, and neoliberalis(;lrll). Despite debates over the
exact meaning and utility of the notion, “intersectional” thinking has fostered consideration of multiple
overlapping dynamics of power imbalance in particular social and political contexts. Relevant to any
country, “intersectionality” can help to reveal the dominant perspective that may subordinate certain
groups within the well-meaning studies of gender, race (or ethnicity), or class. In museum
installations, the incorporation of clearly articulated intersectional thinking may broaden the

understanding of gender dynamics in the character of the exhibited materials.

Correlations between museum representations and workplace gender equity

Both the Austrian museums and the Manchester Museum’s examples serve as a fair warning to
any museum to reflect on its displays. As long as gender equity is not a definitive concept in the
established operations of a museum, it is too easy to slip into the pattern of modern stereotyped
images of gender roles. It is possible that perceived gender roles for pre- and proto-history may differ
from one country or culture to another. For example, Japan’s prehistory offers archaeologically and
textually certifiable female chieftains, and hunting animals might have been less valued in a society
with sea long coasts. This could mean exhibitions of Japan’s prehistory would not suffer from the
kind of gender disparity Machin revealed. On the other hand, it is not the past that determines how
gender comes to be displayed. It is the gender-consciousness of the curators and others who produce

the exhibitions.

Gender archaeologists see a direct relationship between the mode of interpretation and the
gendered inequity in their workplaces. According to Kelly Hays-Gilpin, as late as in the 1960s, the
discipline saw women as distractions in the masculine activities and social-setting of excavations.
Many universities had no women archaeology professors as late as the 1980s and enjoyed what Joan
Gero calls (in the context of the United States) “white, middle-class males’ domination of the
profession of archaeolog;fgg Therefore any transformation toward more gender-oriented archaeology
would occur only when there was a critical mass of gender scholars in their institutions. Needless to
say, this need is not specific to the discipline of archaeology but relevant to all academic fields,
including history. In conclusion, one might answer the original question, “How is gender represented
in museum exhibitions” by acknowledging the need to foster gender equity in work place in order to
offer stimulating representations, which can inspire the visitors instead of accepting “traditional”

stereotypes.
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