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Publication: "Words Matter: An

Unfinished Guide to Word Choices
in the Cultural Sector”

The National Museums of

World Cultures in the Netherlands have published Words Matter: An
Unfinished Guide to Word Choices in the Cultural Sector. The
publication, available online, results from the awareness that the ways of
speaking about cultural objects in museums and society changes over
time. That words and norms around language are constantly in transition
can cause confusion and discomfort to those accustomed to these words;
this is also true within museums. But society changes, and language
changes with it. Our objects may be timeless, but the ways we speak
about them are not. But precisely which words are these? And, more
importantly, why are particular words understood as derogatory or
offensive, and by whom? These questions, as we have experienced in our
museum practice, often don’t have easy answers. Therefore, the museum
felt that it needed to offer exhibition makers, curators, marketers and
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educators more guidance on word use. As a result, "Words Matter"
includes a list of words, an explanation of why a particular word is
considered sensitive or contested, and alternative terms that may be used
in our museum practice.

Background

Recent controversy in the Netherlands surrounding whether museums
should change the titles of some of their paintings and refrain from using
discriminatory words in wall texts or catalogues is in part the lead up to
this publication. The emotionally and politically charged nature of
discussions in the media surrounding the proposed changes

should persuade anyone in doubt that words matter, that language
matters. This is not an issue for just a small group of experts, but it is
ongoing dialogue between colleagues, neighbors, strangers and friends. It
is a discussion that is embedded in a larger societal dialogue that debates
issues of citizenship, belonging and representation in The Netherlands and
beyond. In fact, when working with ethnographic collections today, one is
always aware of the shadows of colonial categories and the critiques

of words (and images) long held by those we try to represent. Indeed, it is
not just words that matter: the perspectives or the position from which
one writes or displays also matters. In this context, it is important to
interrogate our personal and institutional relationships to categories,
terminologies and meanings. To whom does language belong? In what
ways can language become more inclusive to those who have been
marginalized or excluded within our societies and institutions? Who is
included in or excluded from ‘modern’, 'non-

Western), ‘traditional’, ‘us’ and ‘them’? Is disability the right term to use to
describe people who are differently-abled? And what is the correct
pronoun to describe someone who self-identifies as transgender? The
publication "Words Matter" is the physical manifestation of the museum’s
long-term commitment to becoming a more inclusive institution and is the
result of multiple, long-term projects that aim to dissect and dismantle
some of the complex contested words, stereotypes and concepts that are
present not only in cultural institutions, but also the media and society at
large.

Further information
Words Matter: An Unfinished Guide to Word Choices in the Cultural

Sector can be downloaded for free at
https://www.materialculture.nl/en/publications/words-matter
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culture360.asef.org brings Asia and Europe closer by providing
information, facilitating dialogue and stimulating reflection on the arts and
culture of the two regions.
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This website was created and maintained with the financial s

support of the European Union. Its contents are the sole
responsibility of the Asia-Europe Foundation (ASEF) and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the European Union.
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