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Figure1. 
Deconstructing notions 
of hierarchy, value and 
outdated connoisseurship
in Manchester Art Gallery 
classification system. Foreign

       Non-Western

European/ 
Eurocentric/ 
White

Africa

The objects are often
stated as simply from
‘Africa’.

East Asia and South East Asia

These objects are often
defined by region, dynasty 
or kingdom and are 
also searchable through 
unique ‘Subject’ headings 
e.g. Jaipur ware or Qianlong

Geographic/racial/
ethnic categories 
conflated.

Euphemistic for 
non-White

Centres White Britishness as 
both the ethnic & cultural norm.

*Within the ‘Collections Group’ 
category there is no British
heading in relation to 
Arts & Crafts, it is assumed 
to be the norm.

• Privileges and re-enforces 
Eurocentric notions of taste and 
connoisseurship, thus re-creating 
same knowledge systems.

• Also conflates place, culture, 
ethnicity and provenance, which 
leave no room for pluriversality and 
transnationalism.

• Re-enforces false hierarchy and 
linear progression of man from 
‘savage to civilized’ that was 
developed during the 19th century.  
A hierarchy that placed White  
Europe at the pinnacle, and rate 
certain Asian societies as above 
African ones.

Hierarchy

Knowledge
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Figure2. 
Deconstructing notions 
of hierarchy, value and 
outdated connoisseurship 
in Manchester Art Gallery 
classification system.

Fine Art

             Craft and 
        Design

European/ 
White
(British and
Foreign)

Antiquities (Roman, 
Greek, Egyptian). 
Although technically in 
Collection group ‘Craft 
& Design’ they are not 
tagged as ‘Foreign’ or 
‘Non-Western’.      

Majority of the 
‘Non-Western’
collections are 
categorised 
as such.* 

Re-enforces and reiterates 
the idea of a ‘canon’ and 
linguistically places these 
objects and by virtue ‘non-
western’ cultures in an 
imagined ‘inferior’ position.

A series of suppositions are made:
• The omission of ‘Foreign’/ ‘Non-

Western’ tag aligns with co-option of 
these ‘civilisations’ to the European 
narrative, including the British narrative, 
this especially key when discussing 
ancient Egypt which is located on the 
African continent. Categorising it as 
‘non-western’ would remove it from the 
European historical narrative.

• This omission thus also places these 
artefacts in the non-existent ‘British’ 
category. More importantly, this co-
option reiterates the idea that ancient 
Rome, Greece and Egypt were 
Eurocentric and erases/ignores the 
vast reaches of these empires and the 
multiple cultures that came under their 
umbrella.

Hierarchy Knowledge

*I am aware that the majority of the Craft and Design category is British, 
but this is exploring the placement go ‘Non-Western’ objects.
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Figure3. 
Deconstructing notions 
of knowledge, Tea Station 
label at MAG.

Display Label

Trading Station How hot drinks shape our lives Hot drinks were a 
luxury 400 years ago but are now daily essentials. In 2018 over 5.7 
million tonnes of tea, 8.7 million tonnes of coffee and 56 million 
tonnes of sugar were exported worldwide. 7% of Britons drink hot 
chocolate daily. 

Metric units are used here with 
the supposition of universality. 
This perceived universality is as 
part as of the colonial system as 
tea and coffee. Using ‘tonnes’ is 
meaningless to most people and 
difficult envision, using a more 
embodied terminology 
would be better.

These drinks were founded on the slave trade and colonialization: 

The language of ‘founded’ is too 
passive and truncates the cyclical 
involvement of White British 
consumers with the slave trade and 
colonization. There were not just 
‘founded’ on the slave trade and 
colonization, but they also were 
the part of the impetus for these 
institutions and sustained them.

Trading Station explores their hidden histories through Manchester 
Art Gallery’s collections. 

Hidden histories is a term now often 
used, however it also suggests 
a passive happening instead of 
deliberate obscuring. The term 
in general is a euphemistic way 
of referring to histories that were 
actively marginalised and obscured 
to promote the narrative of the 
dominanct cultural force. 

Coffee and sugar were grown by slaves in the 18th and 19th 
centuries in the West Indies and Java. 

Use the term ‘enslaved people’ in 
order to humanise them. Slaves 
perpetuates the idea of people as 
objects/commodities and does 
not acknowledge that this was a 
condition enacted upon them, not 
a choice. Furthermore, every other 
group mentioned gets a cultural 
or ethnic designation in the label 
except for enslaved Africans. 

Brazilian coffee, dominant from the 1830s, depended on slave 
labour and Brazil was the last country to abolish slavery in 1888. 
Slave owners were compensated after abolition, but former 
slaves received nothing.

Compensated by whom? The 
British government. These needs 
to be explicit to drive home the 
overall complicity of the scheme. 

The British established tea plantations in colonial India in the 
1850s, where workers endured conditions akin to slavery. 
Shamefully, today many tea pickers in Assam, India still 
endure similar poverty. 

This statement significantly narrows 
the geographic and global field 
of the oppression and difficulties 
wrought by the legacy of tea trade. 
It re-enforces the stereotype of tea 
and India, when most tea imported 
into the UK today comes from 
former British colonies in Africa 
who face similar conditions as the 
Assam tea pickers. 

The Gallery’s collections were not assembled to tell the story of 
hot drinks. They reflect the interests of privileged European 
collectors of silverware and ceramics. We invite you to add 
comments and objects, to tell global stories and explore issues 
that our collections do not address. If you would like to offer to 
lend an object to this exhibition, for a minimum of six months, 
please email enquiries@manchesterartgallery.org for information.
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Figure 4. The Arts Council 
Collection classifications and 
themes deconstructed

The Acquisitions Policy is executed on an 
‘equal opportunities’ basis for all visual 
artists, and consistent with the Arts Council’s 
published policies on cultural diversity and on 
arts and disability. Committee members must 
consider a range of works for acquisition
which reflects and supports the diversity of 
modern Britain.

Hierarchy 
[Classifications/Themes]

Conflict 

Undefined 

These two thematic categories 
standout amongst a list 22 which 
mainly describe the visual elements 
within the piece, e.g. animals or 
boats. 

These themes in general are 
unhelpful and don’t reflect one of the 
driving forces of contemporary art; 
social commentary.

Knowledge

Erasure & ‘Danger of the Single Narrative

The predominance of BAME artists in the ‘undefined’ 
field belied the notion of ‘equal opportunities. 
Furthermore, equality does not mean equity. The broad 
heading of undefined does not offer equality to all 
artwork, nor does it negate problematic classifications, 
but instead erases marginalised narratives from under-
represented groups within contemporary art.

The term ‘conflict’ from the outset labels the artwork 
as contentious and ‘outside’ the everyday norm. Both 
these things are incorrect. Most of the artwork under 
‘conflict’ can in fact be read more as Resistance Art. 
Secondly, the subject matter they exhibit are not 
outliers but talk to the everyday norm of certain British 
peoples or the everyday legacies of said conflicts, e.g. 
fear, racism, inequalities etc.

This is a sizeable category, yet upon cursory examination 
a large number of works by artists of colour fall into this 
category. For example, all three pieces that were loaned 
to the Super Black exhibition. The theme for these three 
pieces seems clear Black British experience, reflections 
on imperialism, marginalisation and resistance.

The artists in this category predominantly populate the 
areas of marginalised Britain; geographically (Scotland 
and Northern Ireland) and racially/ethnically.
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