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Decolonising Collections is an emerging curatorial 
research network led by UAL’s Decolonising Arts 
Institute in partnership with the Arts Council 
Collection, British Council Collection and 
Manchester Art Gallery Collections, generously 
supported by the Art Fund Professional Network 
Grant scheme. The network has focused on two 
virtual connected research residencies, hosted 
remotely and digitally by the Arts Council Collection, 
British Council Collection and Manchester Art 
Gallery Collections.
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As the much beloved and beleaguered Eurovision 
returned to our screens this year after a year away, 
it seemed that life was imitating art. In place of the 
cancelled 2020 Eurovision, we were treated to the Netflix 
film ‘Eurovision’ in which a Brit played a Russian, an 
American and Canadian played Icelanders, and Graham 
Norton played himself. While the movie gave us the 
iconic ‘Jaja Ding Dong’, it also produced the hilarious and 
clairvoyant line, “But everybody hates the UK, so zero 
points.” The line that would go on to ring true the following 
year stuck with me because, in a competition where zero 
points are rare, it highlighted the presence of the UK 
through the absence of votes. 

The notion of overwhelming 
presence in the guise of absence 
is central to the construct of 
coloniality; it is no mistake that the 
term coined for this phenomenon is 
called “the hubris of the zero-point” 
epistemology. 

The three collections’ classification systems are all 
framed by absence. Manchester Art Gallery’s (MAG) 
taxonomical structure is founded in the imaginary 
absence of self. The Arts Council Collection is structured 
by the absence of a sense of self, and the British Council 
Collection by an absence of self-reflexivity. This absence 
is not an accidental or benign occurrence but is part 
of the long legacy of coloniality. In obscuring the self, 
it makes it easier to place said self in the cultural and 
epistemological centre, as the norm, the universal. 
The term ‘absence’ in this sense acts as an oxymoron 
because, in the absence of self in the classifications, 
museums/collections are indeed heralding their ubiquity 
and centrality, thus needing no explanation or definition. 
This is what Colombian philosopher Santiago Castro-
lcalls “the hubris of the zero-point” epistemology: the 
construction of knowledge from the perspective of an 
observer who “observes without being observed” 
or represented.1 

Introduction
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Uncovering “the hubris of zero-point” epistemology

Zero-point epistemology is central to coloniality; it can be argued 
that it is key to decolonial thinker Anibal Quijano’s colonial matrix of 
power, which suggests that coloniality reinforced in three main ways; 
hierarchies, knowledge and culture.2 

Hierarchies are established by ‘normalising’ a specific 
group of peoples, things, or ideas, and creating a system 
in which they are the benchmark against which all other 
peoples, things and ideas are measured. The privileging 
and production of specific types of knowledge creates 
a loop in which the continuous privileging of knowledge 
makes it ubiquitous and, in turn, reinforces both the 
practice of and belief in zero-point epistemology. Lastly, 
the imposition of culture in the colonial process is 
predicated upon overriding and othering non-Eurocentric 
cultural systems. 
To establish a framework through which the interpretation 
in museums and institutions could be critically examined, 
the following set of questions based on Quijano’s theory 
of coloniality were deployed, aimed at deconstructing the 
coloniality and power dynamics at play in the 
three collections:

Does this label/display establish 
hierarchies?

Does this label/display assign 
power to or privilege Eurocentric 
knowledge?

Does this label/display impose 
Eurocentric cultural norms?
Figures 1–4 in the accompanying document, illustrate 
how these questions were used to unpick the 
classification systems of the three collections.
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These breakdowns revealed a lot about the inherent coloniality 
embedded in the cataloguing system.

For MAG, the most glaring issue is what I earlier 
described as an absence of self. What this means is that 
the system employed by the institution has no official 
grouping to define or encapsulate the British, British 
culture or the broader ‘Western’ world and epistemology. 
To say that the classifications occur in the absence of 
the self is also to say that they occur in the creation and 
defining of the ‘other’, which is a much more familiar 
colonial pathway. By utilising the terminology of  
‘non-Western’ and ‘foreign’, but forging the use of 
Western, British, domestic or local, MAG is illustrating 
“the hubris of zero-point” epistemology. It can be argued 
that ‘foreign’ is also used to categorise non-British 
Western objects and thus my analysis does not quite hold 
up. However, the classification of ‘foreign’ is only used 
on objects classified as ‘Fine Art’ in the database, thus 
paintings, works on paper and sculptures.  
The objects that fall under ‘Fine Art’ fit the standard 
definition of Fine Art: 

Originally: the creative arts, including the visual arts, 
poetry, music, rhetoric, etc., whose products are 
intended to be appreciated primarily or solely for 
their aesthetic, imaginative, or intellectual content; 
(now usually) spec. the visual arts, esp. painting and 
sculpture, viewed in this way. Also: these arts as a 
subject of training, study, or examination.3

This definition provides two key points of interest: 
1) “products are intended to be appreciated primarily 
or solely for their aesthetic, imaginative, or intellectual 
content”, and 2) “spec. the visual arts, esp. painting 
and sculpture”. Both these statements are very 
specific understandings of art, tied into the Eurocentric 
experience and artistic practice. Thus, the very definition 
of ‘Fine Art’ is coloured by Eurocentrism and to apply it, 
or not, to non-Eurocentric creative practices is to fall prey 
to the Quijano’s third point on coloniality: culture. 

It must be recognised that the very 
use of the term ‘Fine Art’ is buying 
into zero-point epistemology. 

Thus, the category of ‘foreign’—when describing non-
British fine art—is used on a set of objects that have already 
been framed by Eurocentric understandings, despite their 
geographic and epistemological origins. Thus ‘foreign’ 
means ‘not created in the United Kingdom’, but part of the 
Eurocentric art historical canon. 
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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.4

The above words demonstrate Arts Council England’s 
(ACE) commitment to reflecting the cultural diversity 
of Britain. For the most part, ACE has accomplished 
this through the range of British artwork that has been 
acquired for the collection, and the institutions and 
exhibitions to which the organisation loans. However, the 
categorising of the artworks suggests a disconnect in 
the diversity amongst the artists and artworks, and the 
prism through which they are represented in the wider 
collection. Pushes towards diversity and multi-culturalism 
have often been criticised for a ‘look different from me but 
think the same as me’ mentality. 

Attempts at diversity often do not 
take into account epistemological 
and ontological differences, which 
are rooted in far more than cursory 
cultural difference. 
This is especially true when the term ‘British’ is then 
applied as a defining category because, although—as 
identified by ACE—‘modern Britain’ is a very diverse 
place, at its core, Britishness is still very much defined in 
terms of zero-point epistemology, aka, white Britishness. 
Unconsciously, the Arts Council Collection reiterates this 
definition of Britishness as white despite the range of 
British experience represented in the collection.

This is evident in the distribution of artists throughout 
the collection’s 22 thematic categories, in particular, 
the categories of ‘conflict’ and ‘undefined’. These two 
thematic groups stand out amongst a list that mainly 
describes visual elements within a work, e.g. animals 
or boats. The artists whose works predominantly fall 
into the ‘conflict’ category mainly populate the areas 
of marginalised Britain, geographically (Scotland and 
Northern Ireland) and racially/ethnically. On initial 
examination, the sizeable category of ‘undefined’ 
comprises many works by artists of colour, for example, 
all three works that were loaned to the ‘Super Black’ 
exhibition. The theme for these works seems clear: 
Black British experience, and reflections on imperialism, 
marginalisation, and resistance.

From the outset, the term ‘conflict’ labels an artwork 
as contentious and ‘outside’ the everyday norm. Both 
these are incorrect. Most of the artworks under ‘conflict’ 
can, in fact, be read more as Resistance Art. Secondly, 
the subject matter they exhibit is not ‘outliers’ but talks 
to the everyday norm of certain British peoples or the 
everyday legacies of said conflicts, e.g. fear, racism, 
inequalities, etc. The term ‘conflict’ suits if viewing the 
British experience through the white British lens, which, 
although not free from hardship, has a much narrower 
concept of the word befitting being part of the more 
dominant colonial force. The everyday ‘conflicts’ depicted 
are seen as such because they occur in opposition to 
zero-point epistemology; they are the small and great 
struggles against hegemony that non-white and non-
English Britons still face in the present.

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

In the Arts Council Collection’s thematic system, 
‘undefined’ acts as a less problematic word for ‘other’, 
and ‘othering’ is a key part of the colonial process, 
made even more worrisome by the presence of so many 
BAME artists within the category. Fundamentally, the 
‘othering’ occurs because the zero-point epistemology of 
Britishness lacks the linguistic and conceptual framework 
to see these works beyond the established boundaries. 
The thematic groups of the Arts Council Collection are 
meant to operate on a broader, visually representative 
level; however, it has to be questioned how useful 
these categories are if they still leave a huge part of the 
collection as ‘undefined’ and, in doing so, reproduce 
colonial structures.

The Arts Council Collection does 
not have an absence of self, but 
a misunderstanding of the self it 
proclaims to be.

Regarding the British Council Collection, I took a slightly 
different approach. Like the Arts Council Collection, this 
collection primarily utilises descriptive themes to classify 
its various artworks; unlike the Arts Council Collection, it 
does not have an ‘undefined’ category. It was important 
to investigate the British Council Collection from the 
viewpoint of its core purpose “to support stronger links 
between the United Kingdom and other countries, and 
to encourage collaboration and partnership between the 
UK and international institutions and artists”. The British 
Council Collection’s more outward-looking remit provides 
an interesting lens through which to view the self. As 
Eurocentric epistemology and coloniality is rooted in the 
dichotomy of the self/other, the British Council’s remit is 
centred on representing and promoting the self, not only 
as defined in contrast to the ‘other’, but also within the 
physical space of the ‘other’.

Investigating this remit alongside 
the extensive catalogues of 
exhibitions put on by the British 
Council globally illustrated a notable 
absence of self-reflexivity, which is 
essential to the decolonial process.
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Interestingly, the initial exhibition that triggered this 
interrogation was one of the few British Council 
exhibitions held in the UK. The purpose of ‘Passports’, 
held at the Whitechapel Gallery, London, in 2009, was 
to give the UK public an overview of the artworks that 
have been collected in their name, and their history. 
The exhibition title derives from the ‘passport’ that 
accompanies all of the Collection’s artworks, and 
identifies the artist, title, material, dimension, purchase 
price and the exhibition and travel history. In the time of 
Brexit, the changing of UK passports from red to blue, 
COVID-19 vaccination passports, and debates and 
protests about freedom of movement, the exhibition 
title shone like a beacon—especially as, in the exhibition 
foreword, Martin Davidson writes, “The works and the 
exhibitions they form part of are a unique reflection on 
the way we see ourselves and how we relate to others, 
bringing alive the shared culture and values of the UK 
for audiences overseas… we were charged with making 
connections between people to counteract the rise in 
nationalism across Europe”—the irony being: What is 
more nationalistic and authoritative than a passport? 

For anyone growing up in St Lucia, the journey to the 
US took several stages; firstly, one had to call the US 
Embassy in Barbados to set up an appointment, paying 
US$160 for the interview and processing, book a return 
flight to Barbados (upwards of US$200), and sometimes 
accommodation, and then return triumphant—and 
hundreds of dollars out of pocket—or return dejected, 
and still hundreds of dollars out of pocket. However, the 
same passport gave us visa-free access to the United 
Kingdom. Nonetheless, in the past month alone, I have 
witnessed the successful and unsuccessful struggles of 
my EU and Global South friends and colleagues trying to 
gain access to the UK for work and studies, including a 

colleague who is categorised as stateless, so does not 
have a passport—a legacy that he inherited, and has also 
passed down to his own child, through no fault of their 
own. But, here was a collection of artworks, ‘passport’-
holders in their own right, that had no such struggles. 
In a way, the artwork and exhibition did exactly what 
it set out to do: it represented how British identity is 
seen, the strength of the UK passport, which affords its 
citizens much more freedom of movement. Of course, 
that ‘strength’ of sovereignty is not a coincidence or 
happenstance, but very much a product of colonialism 
and, currently, a neo-colonial flex.

The exhibition essays do recognise 
issues around globalisation and 
cultural identity; however, the 
premise is fundamentally flawed 
and, once again, reveals zero-point 
epistemology:

… a running tension between the pursuit of 
modernity on one hand, and a native specificity on 
the other—between the competing pressures of 
globalisation and cultural identity… how societies 
balance the claims of the past with those of 
the future; how certain regions of the world can 
‘modernise’ without ‘westernising’; and how art and 
education can contribute to building trust between 
people without threatening to destabilise 
the existing order.5
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The “pursuit of modernity” already frames the cultural 
trajectory of various cultural groups as linear and one-
directional, the direction and end point being defined 
by Eurocentrism ideals. As decolonial theorist Walter 
Mignolo describes, coloniality is the darker side of 
Western modernity; the two are interlinked.6 The so-
called “pressures of globalisation and cultural identity” 
presupposes those cultures are static and that current 
globalisation is the only impetus for change.7 This 
assumption is also based on a fixed idea of cultural 
‘authenticity’ and ignores the fact that cultures have 
exchanged ideas and changed, multi-directionally for 
eons. That notion of cultural ‘fixity’ is often marked 
by European ‘contact’ with global cultural groups—
the point in time when the glass case is lowered over 
said people and objects, and deemed traditional and 
authentic representations. Lastly, to “modernise without 
westernising” is a term often touted but very rarely 
unpacked, especially as the very idea and benchmarks of 
modernisation are formulated and dictated by Western
ideologies—thus these two concepts are not mutually 
exclusive. Embedded in this very statement is the 
apparently unshakeable belief that ‘modernisation’ is the 
only way forward, the only imagined future. I would argue 
that non-modern thinking exists and continues to exist, 
and is not a place of ‘barbarism’, but a space of hybridity, 
where the dualism of modernity is decentred.

The ‘passport’ in its current iteration is a product and 
tool of modernity, as it is dependent upon a Western 
understanding of ‘nation states’, and thus steeped in 
colonialism. Passports are objects of borders, objects 
of inclusion and exclusion, and thus, while used in the 
exhibition as a celebration of the global nature of British 

art, this is from an understanding of the passport as an 
object of power. To many of the countries in which British 
Council artwork is exhibited, a passport is a roadblock, 
especially as the UK has set quite stringent travel and 
visa restrictions upon many of those nation states.
‘Passports’ is indicative of a wider issue surrounding 
British Council Collection exhibitions where, while well-
intentioned and supposedly all about presenting the 
British ‘self’, the self is often absent. The huge role 
played by Britain and the British Empire in shaping, 
making and remaking these concepts of modernisation, 
westernisation and globalisation is ignored. 

These exhibitions often highlight 
these societal issues and 
disconnects, without situating 
the ‘self’ in the framework, thus 
coming across as paternalistic, 
and altruistic with a saviour 
complex, instead of openly 
declaring and unpacking 
complicity.
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