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I
n 2008, the feminist critic Rebecca Machin argued that there were androcentric bias-
es visible in the displays of the natural history galleries at the Manchester Museum:

In most species, the ratio of male to female individuals is around 1:1. Therefore, if a mu-
seum were to seek to display a representative sample of biodiversity, one might expect it 
to display male and female specimens in similar proportions. The Manchester Museum’s 
displays tell a different story. Of the specimens displayed on the mammal gallery, 71% 
were male and 29% female […]. In the bird gallery, the distribution was slightly more 
balanced, with 66% male specimens and 34% female (2008, p. 57).

This quote has during the course of this project served as an eye-opener for various 
museum practitioners in Norway. It shows that a natural history museum also is a 
product of the patriarchal structures Western museums are built on. At the same 
time, it demonstrates how quantifying gives an immediate effect in revealing gender 
disparity. Amy K. Levin, who has conducted extensive research on museums and 
gender, evidences how women in the 19th century were excluded from the profes-
sional workforce in museums (2012). In Norway, the location of the investigation, 
women could not become museum curators before first being accepted into higher 
education institutions, and this did not occur before 1884 (Hagemann 2010). 
However, today in Norway, many women occupy key roles in museums. In fact, af-
ter museums were acknowledged as educational institutions in the early 20th cen-
tury, curation has since become a female-dominated profession at several museums 
around the world (Deepwell 2013). Nevertheless, directorships and museum board 
positions are still mostly held by men (2013, p. 66). Statistics released by the Arts 
Council Norway in 2018 reveal that museum boards are comprised of 47% women 
and 53% men, and that 67% of board leaders are men. Women, however, represent 
56% of total museum staff (Arts Council Norway 2019). These numbers show that 
although women are not equally represented in museums’ top positions, they make 
up a significant percentage of museum staff. They have taken positions as curators, 
educators, archivists, support staff, board members and some also as directors. These 
statistics presented positive developments in an institution where female employees 
have gone from occupying no positions to more than half in a little over a century. 
How can the claim that women and women’s histories are not sufficiently included 
in museum collections and represented in exhibitions be made, and that action is 
needed to redress such inequities?
In order to explore possible answers to these questions, this article first presents the 
Women’s Museum in Norway. This is followed by an overview of the Norwegian mu-
seum sector’s general organisation, including a short presentation of how this proj-
ect was made possible and its sources of funding. Thereafter, a broader discussion of 
There She Goes Again: A Project on Gender Representation in Museums’ Collections 
and Exhibition Practices and the projects and theories that have been important 
for its development are considered. Now is the midpoint of the project, which was 
launched in January 2019 and will finish in March 2021. A status report on the results 
and experiences gathered thus far, will be presented along with the remaining steps in 
the process and thoughts on how to move forward. Concluding remarks will reflect 
on the limitations and possibilities of working from within the museum sector while 
challenging museum practice. 

One small museum 
cannot compensate 
for existing gender 

representation 
imbalances within all 

of a given country’s 
museums. What the 

Women’s Museum could 
do, however, was give 
visitors the possibility 

of seeing an alternative 
version of history.
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The Women’s Museum in Norway

The Women’s Museum in Norway was 
founded in the town of Kongsvinger 

in the late 1980s, with the purpose of col-
lecting, studying and disseminating the 
history and culture of women. It had a 
clear feminist approach and an emanci-
patory vision ‘to contribute to a better 
development of society’ (Kvinnemuseet 
2020). The founders were influenced by 
emerging academic fields of women’s 
history (now: women’s and gender histo-
ry) and interdisciplinary women’s stud-
ies (now: gender studies), whose early 
common goal was to increase women’s 
visibility and status (Blazevic 2015, 
pp.  60–70). Very little women’s history 
was included in other museums at that 
time, and the founders were concerned 
about the possible negative effects of 
this absence. Would it bring society to 
believe that women had historically not 
achieved anything and thus were not 
important? 

The Women’s Museum opened in 1995 
after years of networking, fundrais-

ing, building a collection and finding a 
suitable building. The museum moved 
into the former childhood home of the 
avant-garde poet, Dagny Juel (1867–
1901). At the time Juel was nearly forgot-
ten, but thanks to the Women’s Museum 
her story was made visible again. Of 
course, one small museum cannot com-
pensate for existing gender represen-
tation imbalances within all of a given 
country’s museums. What the Women’s 
Museum could do, however, was give 
visitors the possibility of seeing an alter-
native version of history. It could serve as 
a source of inspiration and as a valuable 
resource for society as a whole. Thus, the 
museum began its work from two differ-
ent positions; while concentrating on 
the task of developing ‘a room of one’s 
own’ for women’s history, it also quick-
ly gained a public voice and encouraged 

change within the established museum 
sector. These dual, internal and external 
functions of the Women’s Museum can 
be related to the conclusion drawn by 
Kari Gaarder Losnedahl, the first scholar 
in Norway to specifically research gen-
der and museums. She argued that mu-
seums need to take two approaches to 
render their collections more gender eq-
uitable. First, to establish proper wom-
en’s museums where staff and visitors 
can focus exclusively on women’s histo-
ry and culture. The second approach is 
to change existing practices within es-
tablished museums (Losnedahl 1993).

The power of the margins 

From the beginning, the Women’s 
Museum in Norway worked close-

ly with other museums in the region. 
In fact, the drive for this new museum 
came from the established local museum 
in Kongsvinger which had worked sys-
tematically with local women’s history 
since the beginning of the 1980s (Stolpe 
2007, pp. 4–12). However, the Women’s 
Museum’s collaborations with other 
museums—including their audiences 
and supporters—have not been entire-
ly without friction. Regardless of the 
Women’s Museum’s efforts to take part 
in the communities and practices of con-
ventional museum institutions, it has of-
ten found itself at the margins. Namely, 
the focus offered by the Women’s 
Museum did not always correspond 
with the accepted norms that most mu-
seums follow. This observation echoes 
historian Ross J. Wilson’s reasoning in 

his introductory chapter in Gender and 
Heritage. Performance, Place and Politics: 
‘Gender appears fated to be regarded as 
a niche topic as assessments of power, 
discourse, identity, consumerism and 
authority have become the established 
fields of enquiry within heritage stud-
ies’ (2018, p. 3). This position should 
not, however, be regarded as exclusively 
negative, he holds. On the contrary, the 
position of the margin is very powerful, 
and by having such a liminal position, 
gender can challenge the ‘tyranny of the 
normal’, Wilson claims (pp. 6–8). 

A women’s museum is a radical proj-
ect that distances itself from the 

conventional Western way of thinking 
about museums and history, or from 
the ‘storytelling practice’ that femi-
nist theorist Donna Haraway challeng-
es (1992, p. 3). These radical ambitions 

have manifested themselves globally. 
Today there are nearly 100 women’s mu-
seums worldwide, with some favouring 
the name ‘gender museum’. In addition, 
there are currently 46 initiatives under-
way to open new women’s museums. 
What they all have in common is their 
recognition of a need for alternative 
spaces to engage with women’s history 
and culture. In 2008, 29 women’s muse-
ums met for the first time and formed a 
global network (Schönweger 2010). The 
International Association of Women’s 
Museums (IAWM) was established 
four years later. By 2019, the network 
counted around 60 museum members 
from all five continents (International 
Association of Women’s Museums 2019).

Today there are nearly 100 women’s museums 
worldwide, with some favouring the name ‘gender 
museum’. In addition, there are currently 46 initiatives 
underway to open new women’s museums. What they 
all have in common is their recognition of a need 
for alternative spaces to engage with women’s history 
and culture.
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A new museum network and project

Although the Women’s Museum 
was initially closely linked to the 

Kongsvinger museum, it soon gained a 
particular and independent role within 
the Norwegian museum landscape. Two 
years after opening, it was given the sta-
tus of a National Museum, joining a list of 
13 national Norwegian museums in total. 
In 2001, new reforms for all Norwegian 
museums were implemented. Their main 
goal was to forge stronger and more pro-
fessional institutions by consolidating 
numerous smaller museums with few re-
sources into bigger entities (Fossestøl et 
al. 2013, pp. 7-9, 38). Together with all the 
other museums in the Hedmark county, 
the Women’s Museum was consolidated 
into a single administrative unit, even-
tually called Anno Museum. Through 
these reforms, new ways of networking 
emerged. Several museums with nation-
al status became administrators of new, 
thematically organised networks. The 
Women’s Museum took an active role in 
convincing the authorities of the impor-
tance of a network for museums focused 
specifically on women’s history (Fig. 1). 
The Museum Network for Women’s 
History was established in 2004, with the 
Women’s Museum serving as adminis-
trator (Jacobsen and Aastebøl 2015, p. 9). 

In the following years, awareness 
around Norway’s gender equality 

achievements steadily grew. Since the 
World Economic Forum published the 
first Global Gender Gap Report in 2006, 
Norway has been among the top five 
countries with the highest gender parity 
score (Global Gender Gap Report 2006–
2018). The country is often referred to as 
‘the land of gender equality’. Abroad, 
the Norwegian government has been 
promoting the country as an expert in 
gender parity since the 1990s (Danielsen 
et al. 2013, p. 30). But has this develop-
ment led to an increased focus on wom-
en’s history in museums? Research has 
shown that from structural and cultural 
standpoints, Norway does not have the 
sort of gender parity that many would 
like to believe it does. Moreover, very lit-
tle research to date has examined muse-
ums and gender in Norway (Brenna and 
Hauan 2018). Museologist Brita Brenna 
has argued that more research on muse-
ums within a Nordic context is needed, 
since museums and their practices differ 
widely among various geographical and 
cultural contexts (2009, p. 74). To better 
understand how museums in Norway 
focus on gender perspectives and wom-
en’s history, further studies are necessary. 

From the Women’s Museum’s stand-
point, it became necessary to con-

sider such questions scientifically. Mona 
Holm, the museum’s academic director 
and co-author of this article, analysed 
how three contemporary Norwegian 
museum exhibitions focused on gender; 
this resulted in a peer-reviewed article 
published in 2018. Her findings were 
quite sobering. Despite women’s and 
gender studies being present both with-
in the discipline of history and in inter-
disciplinary fields for over 40 years in 
Norwegian universities, ‘men were still 
presented as the naturalised represen-
tatives of the human being, and women 
were given much less value and space’ 
(2018, p. 133) (Fig. 2). Her findings in-
dicated that other Norwegian museum 
practices might show a similar level of 
disparity. 

Fig. 1. Young girl looking for her history in an exhibition about Norwegian democracy. © Bård Løken, Anno museum
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With Holm’s research serving as a 
background, this issue was raised 

at the 2018 meeting of the National 
Museum Network for Women’s History 
—the first meeting after the conscious-
ness raising #MeToo movement had be-
come a worldwide phenomenon. The 
network saw an opportunity to mobil-
ise because patriarchal power structures 
were again on the agenda. At the meet-
ing, members were asked to share their 
experiences with attempting to achieve 
greater gender parity within their own 
institutions. Their answers were not up-
lifting. Network members observed that 
gender-conscious approaches are rarely 
found in museum institutions, wheth-
er it comes to curatorial priorities and 
selection processes, exhibition plan-
ning or museum pedagogy. When gen-
der-conscious perspectives are present, 
these are generally arbitrary and depen-
dent on initiatives by individual staff 
members. While good intentions are 

occasionally present, these are often di-
luted over time and through the work-
ing process. Museum professionals who 
bring up the issue of women’s perspec-
tives and gender-conscious perspectives 
are frequently met with indifference and 
comments like ‘there she goes again’, the 
phrase adapted as the title for the pres-
ent project. 

Reflections from network members 
served as the starting point for this 

project. In addition to the Women’s 
Museum, six institutions within the 
network participate: the Norwegian 
Museum of Science and Technology, 
the Stiklestad National Culture Centre, 
the Museum of Oslo, the Norwegian 
Labour Movement Archives and Library, 
the Maihaugen Open-Air Museum, and 
Kilden, a national knowledge centre for 
gender perspectives in research. The 
new network project’s aim was to de-
vise a methodology to help Norwegian 

museums become more gender-demo-
cratic, both in terms of curatorial work 
within their collections and their ex-
hibitions. The project was accepted by 
the Arts Council Norway’s programme 
‘Museums and Their Societal Role 2018–
2020’ and was granted economic sup-
port of NOK 2.8 million (EUR 260,000).

Fig. 2. Male chefs play the main role in the kitchen area in the exhibition ‘Tråkk’ at the Norwegian Forest Museum. 
© Bård Løken, Anno museum
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Methodology development: four key phases

The project There She Goes Again 
consists of two parts. The main 

goal is to develop the aforementioned 
methodology to help museums achieve 
greater gender balance within their col-
lections and exhibitions. The Women’s 
Museum is responsible for its develop-
ment, with the Museum Network for 
Women’s History forming pilot groups 
to test and evaluate the new methodol-
ogy (Fig. 3). The second part consists of 
eight smaller women’s history visibili-
ty projects. In this article, the develop-
ment of the methodology is the focus, 
and it has been divided into four phases. 

In the first phase, which was completed 
in autumn 2019, a survey was conduct-
ed on the status of gender parity in the 
Norwegian museum field. Phase one 
yielded important findings around the 
representation of gender in museums’ 
collections and exhibition practices. This 
information was crucial to the rest of the 
phases of the research: the development, 
testing and implementation of methods 
designed to ensure stronger gender bal-
ance in museum practices.

This project takes a hands-on ap-
proach to museums’ daily work 

practices, but internal structural fac-
tors are also vital to implementing the 
proposed methodology. For museum 
professionals to succeed in integrating 
more diverse gender perspectives with-
in their workplaces, they need support 
from both museum directors and gen-
eral management. This observation ac-
cords with earlier experiences from re-
search on Swedish museums (Grahn 
2007; 2018), and from the Sweden-based 
JÄMUS-project, presented later in this 
article (Hauptmann 2014). 

Theoretical sources 

Wera Grahn, a leading contemporary 
scholar specialised in gender and 

museums, has analysed several Swedish 
museums’ exhibitions, researching their 
representations of gender and diversity. 
She has developed strategic advice for 
promoting change in museums’ per-
spectives and practices around gender 
issues (2007; 2018). In her chapter ‘The 
Politics of Heritage: How to Achieve 
Change’ (2018), she lists three key con-
ditions necessary for achieving such a 
shift, namely: 1. the support of upper 
management, 2. advanced knowledge of 
gender studies among museum staff and 
3. a general research-based focus at mu-
seums. Grahn highlights the complex-
ity of gender studies and the necessity 
of academic study when she observes, 
‘you must most likely have been study-
ing the subject in order to grasp the area 
and to be able to see the possibilities of 
different perspectives and to make ap-
propriate choices’ (2018, p. 259). In this 
project it has become clear that Grahn’s 
first key condition, to have the support of 
upper management teams, is necessary 

to implement a long-term strategy for 
improving museums’ gender perspec-
tives. In accordance with Grahn, femi-
nist theory and gender studies also in-
spired the development of this project, 
however, working closely with museum 
practitioners has demonstrated the im-
portance of developing a set of tools that 
can be useful for the majority of museum 
staff, including those who do not have 
advanced knowledge of gender studies.

In correspondence with Grahn’s vision, 
it would be ideal to have all museum 

professionals formally educated in gen-
der studies. But day-to-day conditions 
at museums reveal a different reality. As 
historian Randolph Starn argues: 

Outsiders do not need to worry about 
such mundane matters as budgets, 
security, staffing, storage, or plumbing. 
They are free to treat museums as 
subjects and objects of higher criticism, 
political agendas, narratives about 
the past, and visions of the future 
(2005, p. 70). 

Bringing insights from academic stud-
ies—including feminist theory and 

gender studies—together with more em-
pirically informed approaches would be 
valuable. Theoretical approaches with-
in the field of museology have notably 
been helpful to the project, allowing it to 
apply insights from academic studies to 
the practical, everyday work of museums 
(Macdonald 2011).

Fig. 3. Members from the Museum Network for Women’s History studying The public I, an exhibition about women in public space 
at the Norwegian Women’s Museum. © Thea Aarbakke, Kvinnemuseet
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Museology is known for its interdis-
ciplinarity of more conventional 

disciplines such as art history, cultur-
al history and anthropology, as well as 
more recently postcolonial and feminist 
theory. In the past two decades, several 
textbooks, written by both practitioners 
and theorists, have been published in 
which museum theory and museum 
practice are intertwined. Several of these 
favour a processual knowledge perspec-
tive (Macdonald 2002; Maurstad and 
Hauan 2012; Dewdney et al. 2013) adopt-
ed from science and technology studies, 
amongst others (Law 1999; Latour 2005). 

Museological practices such as collec-
tion management and exhibition pro-
duction are understood as ones that af-
fect the narratives museums produce. 
These aforementioned studies offer 
meta-perspectives on museum practices 
while reflecting on how changes in prac-
tices meaningfully affect how museums 
produce knowledge. 

Ideas and writings from both practi-
tioners and theorists offer inspiring ex-

amples of how museum profesionnals 
can articulate the challenges they en-
counter on a daily basis in their work-
places, as well as offering them pos-
sible ways to reflect critically on their 
own practices. These are keys to imple-
menting change within museums; they 
are also keys to the development of this 
project’s methodology. To achieve such 
change, museum practices, artefacts and 
technologies, in addition to an overall 
focus on gender perspectives must be 
considered. 

Similar projects

Over the last decade, a handful of in-
spiring projects and networks fo-

cusing on women’s history, museums 
and gender, and feministic strategies in 
museums have been initiated by muse-
ums and universities, sometimes in col-
laboration with one another. Three of 
them have been of particular interest 
for this project. They all approach their 
research questions by investigating spe-
cific collections and exhibitions within a 
Nordic context in order to give hands-on 
examples for museum practitioners and 
enable them to work with women’s and 
gender perspectives in their day-to-day 
museum practices. 

The Västergotlands Museum in 
Sweden launched, in 2004, a proj-

ect whose aim was to develop methods 
for making issues of gender visible in 
the museum’s photo database: Outline of 
Cultural Materials, an international da-
tabase developed in the US in the 1950s. 
For several years the museum’s conser-
vators and registrars had been strug-
gling when it came to classifications 
of their photographs. Their questions 
were the following: What does the pho-
to database show? Whom does it show? 
And what can the database tell us about 
Swedish society over the last 150 years 
(Sunnevång and Wahss 2005)? They 
found that Outline and its list of key-
words for describing photos was insuffi-
cient, revealing outdated gender norms 
in their choice of words. For example, 
it contained keywords such as ‘nuclear 
family’, while under the keyword ‘cou-
ple’, only pictures of heterosexual cou-
ples were found. The Västergötlands 
Museum’s project underlined how the 
tools used to register collections in 
turn influence how museums’ collec-
tions are understood. According to the 

Västergötlands Museum’s registrars, the 
Outline database’s list of keywords re-
flects a conservative, gender-normative 
and traditional view of women/girls and 
men/boys. In their project they worked 
with Outline’s list of keywords, added 
new ones and changed some of the old, 
all to make gender more visible in their 
photo collections. Their project shows 
examples from a photo database, but it 
is possible to adapt the same method to 
other parts of the collections when reg-
istering, such as objects and art works.

With the support of Sweden’s gov-
ernment, the Swedish History 

Museum initiated the project JÄMUS in 
2011; its objective was to develop meth-
ods toward representing gender more 
equitably in exhibitions and collections. 
The JÄMUS project had an intersection-
al perspective and a focus on equal rep-
resentation in relation to identity, power 
structures and human rights. To evalu-
ate the discrimination of specific groups, 
researchers considered questions of gen-
der, gender identity, sexual orientation, 
ethnicity, religious beliefs, age and phys-
ical disabilities (Hauptman 2014). Their 
research on Swedish museums’ focus on 
gender representation revealed inspir-
ing projects within national institutions. 
However, their investigation demon-
strated that very little of the museums’ 
work on gender was visible, whether on 
their websites or in official strategic doc-
uments. One of the project’s final prod-
ucts was a textbook targeted towards 
museum practitioners. In the book, 
they shared examples of how to imple-
ment gender-balanced perspectives in 
museum practices (Hauptman 2014). 
Reading and evaluating their research 
has helped to build a solid foundation 
for this project. 

In Norway, Kunstmangfold (Art Diver
sity and Gender Equality Network) was 

initiated in 2016 by art historians Ulla 
Angkjær Jørgensen and Sigrun Åsebø. 
These scholars aimed to create a plat-
form through which Nordic museums 
and art historians could discuss methods 
for incorporating more diverse perspec-
tives on gender, specifically with respect 
to curating new exhibitions and exist-
ing collections (Art Diversity 2020). The 
network has since organised academ-
ic conferences, and the founders have 
published research in peer-reviewed 
journals. In addition, Jørgensen curat-
ed the exhibition WOMEN FORWARD! 
A Meeting Between Two Generations of 
Voices in Art (2015) in collaboration with 
the artist Birgitte Ejdrup Kristensen. The 
platform has proven quite valuable for 
exchanging experiences and thoughts 
on exhibition production in art muse-
ums. Since There She Goes Again aims 
at developing a method for all museums, 
including art museums, it has been im-
portant to look into other projects that 
have worked specifically with art muse-
ums, such as Kunstmangfold.

[Over the last decade, inspiring 
projects and networks] approach 
their research questions by 
investigating specific collections 
and exhibitions within a 
Nordic context in order to give 
hands‑on examples for museum 
practitioners and enable them 
to work with women’s and 
gender perspectives in their 
day‑to-day museum practices.
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Mapping gender in Norwegian museums 

The first phase of the main project 
was to thoroughly study the status 

and presence of perspectives on gender 
in Norwegian museums. This was nec-
essary to ascertain whether the experi-
ences of the network’s member institu-
tions and the findings of the few recent 
research projects (Brenna and Hauan 
2018; Holm 2018) were genuinely rep-
resentative. Research was conducted in 
three different areas: 1. museums’ stra-
tegic documents, 2. museums’ practices, 
and 3. museums’ self-reflections. 

The first area consisted of a study of 
Norwegian museums’ own collec-

tion management plans, allowing an 
evaluation of how and whether they in-
corporated gender. In total, 19 plans were 
analysed. 

The second area, related to practices, 
was partly carried out by MA stu-

dents in museology at the University 
of Oslo. Their object of study was 
the presence of gender and women 
in  DigitaltMuseum, an Internet-based 
platform for the dissemination of muse-
um collections in Norway and Sweden. 
DigitaltMuseum offers the public remote 
access to collections. To date, 274 muse-
um collections are represented in this 
database, which includes a total of near-
ly two million objects, more than three 
million photographs and 70,000 art-
works. The ‘practices’ component of the 
project also included a critical analysis of 
gender within a handful of museum ex-
hibitions at institutions across different 
regions of Norway. 

The third and last part of the mapping 
phase concerned the institutions’ 

self-reflections. This was carried out 
through a digital questionnaire called 
a ‘QuestBack’ in which the respondents 
could opt to remain anonymous. The 
questionnaire was sent to the leadership 
of 62 museums; 23 of them submitted 
responses (Haugen and Pedersen 2019). 

In December 2019 the Women’s 
Museum published the findings in 

the report ‘A Feeling of Focus. A Report 
on Norwegian Museums’ Gender Pers
pectives in Dissemination and Collection 
Management’ (En følelse av fokus. 
Rapport om norske museers arbeid med 
kjønnsperspektiver i formidling og sam-
lingsforvaltning). Although examples of 
museums working strategically to im-
prove gender balance in their collections 
and exhibitions were found, this was not 
widely observed. All three research ar-
eas pointed in the same direction. The 
network members’ own experiences and 
findings from previous research (Brenna 
and Hauan 2018; Holm 2018) were thus 
confirmed: there is a considerable gen-
der gap in Norwegian museums. Men 
are still considered as the universal sub-
ject, while women are frequently under-
stood in narrowly gendered terms, or 
put into the ‘diversity’ category. 

Often women are left out entirely, mis-
placed or forgotten in museum ex-

hibitions, the report notes (Haugen and 
Pedersen 2019, pp. 34–35). Meanwhile, 
results from the third, ‘self-reflection’ 
part of the mapping phase show that 
most museums are conscious of how 
their collections misrepresent women, 

yet deal with the problem in varying 
ways. From research area one—muse-
ums’ strategic documents—only four of 
the collection management plans men-
tion gender or women explicitly. Even 
so, several museums responded that 
they ‘felt they had a focus’ on gender 
in all their practices and that this fo-
cus made up for a lack of more formal 
policies (2019, p. 32). Quite a few mu-
seums also said that they believed gen-
der equality was ensured through a high 
number of women occupying staff posi-
tions within their institutions. This cor-
relates with one of the key findings: there 
is a common belief within the museum 
sector that gender balance among staff 
means gender equality in institutional 
practices.

The results of this investigation pri-
marily point towards a need to raise 

awareness related to gender represen-
tation in museums’ practices. This can 
partly be attributed to Norway’s status 
as ‘the land of gender equality’, because 
many assume that the work of parity has 
already been achieved. The findings fur-
ther point to a need for a methodology 
that offers museums clear suggestions on 
how they can work to increase the visi-
bility of women and gender-related ques-
tions, both with respect to the manage-
ment and dissemination of their existing 
collections, and to the implementation 
of more deliberate policymaking around 
collections. Finally, museums need to 
work to formalise and implement con-
crete measures for gender parity in their 
strategic documents and among their 
own museum administrators/leaders. 

Awareness as a first step

As of spring of 2020, phase two of the 
main project was entered and the 

methodology is currently being devel-
oped. The information gathered during 
phase one and published in the report 
A Feeling of Focus (Fig. 4) has been vital 
to the project’s development. From the 
aforementioned report, it was learned 
that many museum professionals believe 
their museums have a focus on gender 
parity in their practices. However, the 
analysis demonstrates that their feeling 
of gender parity is not reflected in the 
actual exhibitions and museum collec-
tions. It was demonstrated that aware-
ness has to be the first step in develop-
ing a methodology for improving gender 

representation in museums, before be-
ginning phases three and four, testing 
and implementation. Time, or rather the 
lack thereof, is a major issue within the 
museum sector, as Starn (2005) point-
ed out earlier. To reach those museum 
professionals who initially showed no 
interest in gender studies or those who 
wish to participate but do not have the 
time to fully engage in the complexity 
of gender issues, a set of working prin-
ciples to raise awareness was proposed. 
These principles should be both acces-
sible to all employees and easy to imple-
ment in museum workers’ day-to-day 
work schedules. They are based around 
four points: 1. quantifying, 2. visualising, 

3. asking questions and 4. employing 
structural strategies. These tools can 
help museum professionals to better see 
and understand how women’s history 
and the representation of women have 
a tendency to disappear; recognising 
this is the first step towards change. The 
strategies described below are designed 
to allow participants to arrive themselves 
at an awareness of gender imbalances, 
through a process of investigation.
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1. Numbers don’t lie 

Quantifying is a very efficient strategy 
that measures equality or inequali-

ty between two or more units. The lin-
guist Helene Uri has studied the repre-
sentation of gender in the Norwegian 
language. In her book Who Said What? 
Women, Men and Language (Hvem sa 
hva? Kvinner, menn og språk), Uri re-
veals that women are under-represented 
in Norwegian newspapers compared to 
men, by a common ratio of around 1:3. 
In one of Uri’s experiments, she mea-
sured how much time male and female 
members of the Norwegian Authors’ 
Union spent speaking in public at the 
union’s annual meeting. Among the 150 
members present, the gender balance 
was fifty-fifty. Uri’s impression after the 
meeting was that women and men had 
been participating equally. However, 
after she added up the numbers, they 
showed that men had spoken 66% of the 
time, while women had only taken up 
about 33% of the total amount of speak-
ing time (2008, p. 148). The most sur-
prising finding in Uri’s research was that 
the ratio 1:3 is frequently repeated in a 
variety of media and is often perceived 
as an equitable ratio by both women and 
men. Uri argues that because we are ac-
customed to inequality in the represen-
tation of men and women, we believe 
that they are equally represented, even 
when they are not (2018). By quantify-
ing, it is possible to reveal gender bias-
es that are shared by most people, inde-
pendently of their gender. 

2. A visual intervention

At the Natural History Department of 
the Manchester Museum, the previ-

ously cited Machin conducted an inter-
vention in the mammal gallery, where an 
antelope case was on display. She cov-
ered all the male specimens with a white 
sheet. This left one small female speci-
men for everyone to see (2008). Cloaking 
sections of the exhibition space to better 
visualise the biases that informed them 
proved an efficient way to demonstrate 
gender imbalances in representations of 
antelopes within the natural history gal-
leries at the Manchester Museum. The 
gallery intervention model can also be 
applied to art museums and cultural his-
tory museums and might be presented as 
an internal workshop or as an exhibition 
concept designed to make visitors aware 
of curatorial blind spots.

3. The power of questions

As Grahn has underlined, if questions 
about gender are not asked when rel-

evant, no answers relevant to gender will 
be offered (2007, p. 17). For example, the 
Bechdel Test is an effective and easy one 
to apply to films. The test was developed 
from a phrase coined by US cartoonist 
Alison Bechdel and is used to analyse 
gender representation in the film indus-
try. To pass the test, a given film must 
depict: 1. at least two female characters 
who 2. talk to each other about 3. some-
thing other than a man. In addition to 
being a tool that renders unconscious 
gender biases visible, the Bechdel Test 
is easy to remember. Will this project be 
able to develop a similar test or formu-
late questions to detect whether exhibi-
tions make one gender subordinate to 
the other—a problem the Bechdel Test 
has illuminated so efficiently? It is still 
an exemplary model, but it remains to 
be seen whether it would be possible to 
implement a similar litmus test capable 
of measuring the more complex practic-
es found at museums. 

4. Structural strategies

To develop a methodology around 
gender representation in museums, 

consultations with skilled curators and 
collection managers who have years of 
experience with similar projects were 
made. These professionals made three 
important suggestions that will be ap-
plied to the research going forward. 
First, perspectives around gender need 
to be formalised in strategic documents, 
such as acquisition policies and collec-
tion strategies. Staff members at muse-
ums where themes around gender and 
women’s history have been prioritised 
often highlight the importance of hav-
ing a director who both supports such 
work and is personally engaged in it. 
However, this is rarely noted in strate-
gic documents. It is thus important to 
formalise a focus on gender issues in 
these documents, especially since di-
rectors regularly change. Secondly, nev-
er underestimate a simple tool such as a 
checklist when you have a busy sched-
ule. Even senior curators with years of 
experience curating exhibitions need to 
be reminded of equal gender representa-
tions. Finally, to have an impact, it is vi-
tal to work on several levels: national, re-
gional and local, as well as international. 
When curators and other museum pro-
fessionals lack support within their own 
museum management, help and sup-
port can be found elsewhere. In Norway 
the Museum Networks exists, of which 
both the Museum Network for Women’s 
History and the Museum Network 
for Diversity are members. The Arts 
Council provides funding to projects 
that are relevant to museums’ societal 
roles. At a global level, the International 
Association of Women’s Museums can 
facilitate an exchange of ideas and prac-
tices between members.

Fig. 4. Facsimile from the report A Feeling of Focus, 2019, phase 1 of the project 
There She Goes Again. © Petra design/Kvinnemuseet
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To challenge museums’ ‘tyranny of the normal’, as Wilson phrased it, 
it is likely necessary to include external perspectives. While external 
expertise is welcomed in challenging established norms at museums, 
for the purposes of this project the focus has been on change from 

an internal perspective. Although the authors work within the museum sector, 
the Women’s Museum has often found itself at the margins in relation to 
conventional institutions. However, the Women’s Museum is not content with 
remaining at the margins, and does not believe that women’s history and gender 
belong outside of the category of ‘normal’. Nevertheless, gender is still treated 
as a marginal topic in today’s heritage sector and even in a ‘land of gender 
equality’ like Norway. Grahn’s urgent call to incorporate problems of gender into 
museums’ daily work through staff education in gender studies and extensive 
knowledge of related theoretical issues is an inspiration. However, to be able 
to implement change, the starting point has to be grounded within the realities 
of contemporary institutions. Working within the museum sector and using 
colleagues and the Museum Network of Women’s History as test pilots serves 
as a constant reminder of current museum structures that must be operated 
within when developing a methodology. 
Addressing awareness of gender parity at an early stage is required for success 
in broadly including museum professionals in the important work of striving 
for equality. Tools such as visual interventions and questions are an effective 
way of introducing staff to the problem of gender imbalance in collections 
and exhibitions, allowing them to explore such questions by themselves 
in their own ways. It is important that museum management be active 
and supportive, but if they are not, collaborators can also be found in other 
partners, such as professional networks and governmental cultural policy 
institutions. Although the main project is focused on museums’ everyday 
practices, the research results to date suggest that strategic work at a national 
and regional level is necessary, in addition to developing a toolkit for hands-
on museum work. 
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