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U
nlocking museum archives with activist practices
In 2018 I was fortunate to coordinate the exhibition Arxiu desencaixat,1 which 
was open to the public between 15 February and 13 July on the ground floor of 
the Study and Documentation Centre of the Museum of Contemporary Art 
of Barcelona (MACBA). The exhibition was comprised of materials from var-
ious activist archives and documentation centres around Barcelona, includ-
ing Caladona, Casal Lambda (Armand de Fluviá) and independent curator 
Alex Brahim’s personal archive, among others. 

Arxiu desencaixat investigated and brought to light materials linked to the struggles 
of sexual dissidents from the second half of the 1970s to the present day. 
We chose the starting date of 1977, the year in which the first post-dictatorship sex-
ual dissidence demonstration took place in the Kingdom of Spain. It was staged in 
Barcelona, where some 4,000 people gathered on the Las Ramblas Boulevard, and 
where there were demands to repeal the Law on Social Danger and Rehabilitation 
(Ministerio de la Presidencia, Relaciones con las Cortes y Memoria Democraticá 
1970). I should point out that I use the word sex-dissidence, sexual dissent or trans-
feminism to refer to what is recognised as ‘queer’ in the Anglophone and European 
world, understanding it as a more radical aspect of current informal LGBT policies 
(Rivera and Jonhson 2015).
While Arxiu desencaixat was an exhibition, it was also a pedagogical process, a col-
lective study, borne of motivation to build networks and recover historical memory; 
and it functioned as a space for creative experimentation. The multifarious nature of 
the project expanded what in a strict sense can be understood as an ‘archive’. At the 
same time, we, the researchers, believe that insisting on calling it an archive not only 
expanded the limits of the archive concept but also served as an exercise of appro-
priation of a ‘defamation’—led by the project participants—of the more traditional 
definitions of an archive.2 
These materials’ existence and survival have generally been ensured through the care-
ful self-management of the same protagonists of these struggles. Access to the doc-
uments and their custodians enabled us to learn about, penetrate and reconstruct a 
plurality of biographies and stories which, individually and collectively, forge con-
nections that erode homogenous accounts.
While in principle I was given the role of commissioner by the museum’s head of 
public programmes, Pablo Martínez, I quickly decided to join the students of the 
museum’s Independent Studies Program who wished to volunteer. This manner of 
collectivising the project was highly intuitive, likely anticipating a certain implicit 
‘queer methodology’ and underlining a need to dismantle the role of the ‘commis-
sioner’—a term whose nomenclature and military genealogy inspired in me a sense 
of unease, and which I rejected. 

The word ‘commissioner’, whose ety-
mology refers to a ‘person with pow-

er’, was voluntarily replaced with ‘coordi-
nator’, whose etymological origin refers 
to a ‘person who arranges everything’. At 
that time, I did not consider that this se-
mantic alteration could suggest anything 
beyond my own imposter syndrome, but 
in hindsight, I believe that the choice in 
fact represented an alteration of the reg-
ulatory frameworks of the museum in-
stitution itself. As this project is related 
to queer policies and practices I found 
it essential to eliminate the figure of a 
person who holds power and replace it 
with someone with the ability to fix, re-
pair, or manage the political stories of 
the present. 

As Project Coordinator, I invited stu-
dents to create an archive, or mem-

ory space, around the struggles of sex-
ual dissidence in the city of Barcelona. 
Thirteen students answered the call3, 

most from Latin America, which some-
how led to a decentralised perspective, 
an approach lacking local knowledge 
and an irreverent one facilitated by the 
fact that the participants had no pri-
or engagement with this history. At the 
same time, being foreign also meant 
that for the students the project was em-
bedded research, offering the person-
al benefit of linking them to a new city 
through inquiry into its historical fabric: 
specifically one connected with sexual 
dissidence. 

The first scene of the exhibition saw us 
all gathered in MACBA classroom 1, 

examining items from the museum ar-
chive catalogued under the label ‘queer’. 
One of the documents we surveyed was 
the queer feminist tarot card deck cre-
ated by the Mexican queer feminist col-
lective Invasorix4, from which we drew, 
prophetically, a letter. Out came the ar-
cane of the tarot corresponding to the 

sun represented by Kathleen Hanna, 
who with her feminist and fanzine aura 
became the godmother of the proj-
ect (Fig. 1). The image accompanied us 
throughout the process and represented 
the exhibition in the brochure and public 
promotion. This first scene of the exhibi-
tion starred the same person who, as part 
of the electroclash band Le Tigre, starts 
the introduction of Ann Cvetkovich’s 
2018 book An Archive of Feelings which 
was an important reference for the en-
tire project.

In the second scene we decided to 
discard the term ‘queer’ due to its 

Anglophone associations, and because 
it seemed to us to be in conflict with 
the historical timeframe we intended 
to cover with the exhibition. In 1970s 
Barcelona, the term ‘queer’ did not hold 
the same meaning it does now, nor did it 
make much sense to project participants 
to use it.

Certain critical questions 
around the queer 

emerging from the South 
relate to a colonial 
consciousness that 

prevents the assimilation 
of a foreign concept 

without it being from 
a place of suspicion.
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Resistance to the ‘queer’ and the emergence of cuir and sex-dissidence

The resistance and conflict in rela-
tion to the word ‘queer’ within non- 

Anglophone sex-dissident activism is 
not a novelty. While there is an abun-
dance of material that addresses this ten-
sion, I feel it is necessary to briefly review 
some of these debates to contextualise 
them in this article. In the case of Latin 
America, the assimilation of the ‘queer’ 
has been questioned, whether as a word, 
category, form of activism, or identity. 
Falconi et al. argue that awareness of

what is conceptualised from the queer 
cannot and should not be isolated 
from the multiple and persistent forms 
of differentiation and social injustice 
[which encompass] the complexities 
of power dynamics, [given that] 
the queer is neither external to 
the legacies of colonial, post-colonial 
or neo-colonial historical processes 
or the persistent ways in which social 
violence is experienced and lived. 
(Falconi 2014, p. 11)

This underlines how certain critical 
questions around the queer emerg-

ing from the South relate to a colonial 
consciousness that prevents the assimi-
lation of a foreign concept without it be-
ing from a place of suspicion.

In Latin America, the word cuir is used 
to refer to the notion of the queer. It 

is phonetically and geopolitically de-
fined by establishing a resistance to the 
aseptic and uncritical importation of 
terms that do not consider the politi-
cal trajectories or the evolution of local 
sexual-dissidence activism (Davis and 
Lopez 2010; Rivas 2011).5 Yet correctly 
pronouncing or enunciating the word 
‘queer’ is not simply a question of pho-
netics, nor the difficulty of positioning 
one’s tongue; rather, it arises from the 
suspicion ‘of the queer as the model ref-
erence and reading parameter of critical 
practices and discourse in the sectors of 
the Latin American sexual periphery’ 
(Rivas 2011, p. 60). valeria flores revises 
cuir as ‘a sufficient practice to operate as 
a force of decentralisation and political- 
cultural estrangement, whose work in 
de- familiarisation is carried out not by 

means of defining, but through the chain 
of reappropriations that it generates’ 
(flores 2013, p. 58).

In many cases, translation problems do 
not necessarily relate to the search for 

a suitable word to represent the queer, 
but to the fact that finding such a word 
would mean in some way assuming ‘a 
political and performative practice that 
arose within urban centres of knowl-
edge’ (Sutherland 2009, p. 15). What 
has happened in Latin American con-
texts (and sometimes even in those of 
the Kingdom of Spain), is that the aca-
demic normalisation of the term does 
not have the same effect as it does in the 
Anglophone spaces. Given that it does 
not have a concrete meaning—and this 
is not meant in a pejorative sense—we 
may suspect that the term is used as a 
form of concealment (academic or insti-
tutional) rather than a recognition of in-
jury. Rivas notes: ‘Be that as it may, the 
market in the peripheral countries of 
South America usually translates prod-
uct names into English as an advertising 
formula to increase the symbolic status 
of the merchandise’ (2011, p. 68). 

Fig. 1. A tarot card from the INVASORIX (Mexican collective). A fragment of this image was used in the Arxiu desencaixat exhibition. 
© Lucía Egaña Rojas
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Accordingly, Nelly Richard invites 
readers to distrust the academic 

standardisation embedded in interna-
tional bibliographies where ‘queer the-
ory is today archiving all kinds of “rar-
ities” in the matter of sexual identities 
without concern for how the language—
which, in the name of the queer, archives 
the quirky and the divergent—is of one 
variety only and perhaps the least “rare” 
(or most traditional) of all: consecrated 
academic university language’ (Richard, 
in flores 2013, p. 61).

The figures and ‘standards’ that 
global queer theory offers to non- 

Anglophone regions led Larissa Pelúcio 
(2014) to argue: ‘Our “drag”, for exam-
ple, is not the same as in Chapter 3 of 
Gender Trouble by Judith Butler, nor do 
we exactly have the drag kings of Beatriz 
Preciado, nor can we speak of “homo-
sexuality” in the same way that Michel 
Warner does. Our closet is not the 
same as that of Eve Sedgwick, to quote 
here the fantastic quintet of queer…’ 
(pp.  13-14). In non-Anglophone spaces, 
it is possible that the queer causes an ob-
fuscation, a discontent or concealment, 
which flores perceives as the academic 
re- institutionalisation of readings of ar-
tistic practices through the metropolitan 
lens, which exerts new forms of interna-
tional dominion. Thus, flores opens an 
invitation to the ‘dispute of what is cuir 
as the place of non-conformity, with he-
gemonies not only in the sense of identi-
ty but in a geopolitical sense’ (2013, p. 55). 
In this regard, ‘an economy of represen-
tations’ should be taken into account, in 
which, as the Argentinian Mauro Cabral 
argues, ‘certain subjects are authorised to 

participate only as objects of study, called 
on to “give testimony”, but [are] unthink-
able as producers of theory themselves’ 
(Cabral, in Figari 2014, p. 71).

From Chile, the University Collective 
of Sexual Dissidence (CUDS) main-

tains: ‘[W]e reject the term “queer” as a 
word that gives absolute meaning to crit-
ical practices in the Latin American local 
space’ (CUDS n.d.), thus emancipating 
itself from the monopolising influence 
of the centre/periphery relationship. 
Nevertheless, in Richard’s words, it is not 
possible to consider a Latin American 
theory as independent from the concep-
tual frameworks of metropolitan dis-
courses (Richard 1998). CUDS activists 
believe that ‘placing Chilean sex-dis-
sident practices under the “queer” no-
menclature ignores the differential gene-
alogies of local processes that have not 
followed the same political, aesthetic or 
reflective paths of North American pol-
icies and theories. But at the same time, 
we want to commit ourselves critically 
to queer policies, because in these ideas 
we can foresee a change in the represen-
tation of subordinate bodies’ (Rivas and 
Díaz 2013). The word ‘dissidence’ emerg-
es as a term most linked to the collective 
CUDS: a radicalised counterpart to the 
term ‘diversity’, resisting the normalising 
genealogy that emerges from the policies 
of ‘sexual diversity’ or LGBT6 through 
same-sex marriage for instance.7 

In this regard, sexual dissidence mani-
fests as resistance to the neoliberalism 

of ‘pink marketing’, to heterosexualis-
ing patterns and to the normalisation 
of bodies. For flores, sexual dissidence 
is ‘the political and critical denomina-
tion that incorporates queer/cuir the-
ory as part of its conceptual apparatus 
for the analysis of sexual policies and 
sexual activism, which do not neces-
sarily or exclusively take gender identi-
ty as a driving force for political action. 
[…] singular, mobile and mutable form 
of theoretical- political- aesthetic practice 
of resistance and disobedience’ (flores 
2013, pp. 37-38).8 It will be important, 
where an attempt to adopt a theory from 
the global North fails, to understand the 
challenges of adopting theories devel-
oped by academics whose financial re-
muneration is far superior to the salaries 
of those in other regions.

Fig. 2. Materials at the Arxiu desencaixat exhibition. © Francisco Navarrete
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Out-of-place methodologies9

The exhibition Arxiu desencaixat sub-
verted the traditional museum exhi-

bition through its own material configu-
ration. We chose—in part to circumvent 
the administrative protocols of the mu-
seum—to only display reproductions of 
the materials. These were printed in co-
lour after high-resolution digitalisation. 
This meant that all the exhibited arte-
facts did not need to be held in display 
cases; instead they could be touched, 
manipulated, relocated, and even easi-
ly stolen (Figs. 2 and 3). These new cir-
cumstances for the materials put at risk 
certain traditional museum modes of 
action, which the same dissidents had 
already questioned—specifically, classi-
fication categories.

It is common for archives that do not 
conform to traditional conventions to 

prompt tension when it comes to their 
classification. In turn, identity policies 
are updated, giving rise to new classifi-
cation categories, which, in turn, make 
it difficult for institutions and archives 
to adopt them. Certain tensions and 
conflicts arise as the absence of some 
nomenclatures can cause invisibility, as 
long as the museum archive does not 
categorise any material with the tag ‘les-
bian’, lesbians appear not to exist in that 
archive, even though there are materi-
als linked to their public cultures in the 
collection. Conversely, sometimes the 
archive and museum staff, influenced 
by heterosexual and heterosexualising 
perspectives, do not wish to apply cat-
egories of sexual dissidence to materi-
als, for fear of ‘offending’ the authors of 
the archive materials in question. These 

observations emerged during research 
for Arxiu desencaixat, which was high-
ly surprising to us all. We had not con-
sidered that the tags (nor the identities) 
‘lesbian’, ‘homosexual’, ‘trans’, etc. could 
possibly cause ‘offence’ to certain artists 
or authors.

Considering the context of such cate-
gories led us to ask ourselves wheth-

er it was really possible to find catego-
ries for the out-of-place, and whether or 
not it was necessary to have them, since 
their subversive nature is precisely what 
made them dissidents. We asked our-
selves, ‘What happens when labels con-
strict us or cause us to relive the stigma 
attached to a crime or disease? Is it pos-
sible to tactically reappropriate the cate-
gories, as was historically done with the 
epithet queer?’ (Egaña et al. 2018, p. 4). 
These questions and tensions became 
more evident during the research pro-
cess, and to the extent that we were fac-
ing the logic and classification needs of 
the institutional archives (Rawson 2017).

Arxiu desencaixat operated with 
bastardised ‘queer methodologies’ 

(Halberstam 2008, p. 35) in which ar-
chival practices, curatorship, artistic 
production, gender studies, sociolo-
gy, detective research, and the practice 
of ‘cruising’ were combined. By ‘cruis-
ing’ I refer to one of the methodologies 
we were able to develop collaboratively, 
and which was a quality that guided us 
in our often-casual encounters with the 
materials in the activist archives. This 
is what we called the ‘erotic criterion’: 
a way of selecting and linking materi-
als according to visual appeal, surprise, 
resonance with personal history, or cu-
riosity. The use of this particular meth-
odology meant that from the start the 
exhibition was articulated as a polyph-
ony of desires, criss-crossed by the dis-
covery of objects and materials, which 
other people had taken care of for years 
to preserve their own memory.

Fig. 3. Participants at the Arxiu desencaixat exhibition. © Francisco Navarrete

It is common for archives that do not conform 
to traditional conventions to prompt tension when 
it	comes	to	their	classification.	In	turn,	identity	
policies	are	updated,	giving	rise	to	new	classification	
categories,	which,	in	turn,	make	it	difficult	for	institutions	
and archives to adopt them.
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The erotic criterion as a means of se-
lecting materials overflowed into 

the use of keywords as a way of search-
ing and locating, and it accordingly sub-
verted the categorical logic of archives 
and museums. This selection criteria re-
quired immersion into the available ma-
terials and observing them from another 
perspective, as a practice that seeks with-
out knowing exactly what will be found 
in the process; a process open to casual 
encounters, in which, guided by attrac-
tion, contagion and direct contact, we 
generated desire. In this regard, the rela-
tionship between researchers and docu-
ments was not monogamous and closed, 
but one that was open to desiring, to the 
body, to the word and the memory of 
those who care for the archives, which 
blurred the individualised and individ-
ualising nature of investigative practice. 
The access to and search for materials 
was enlivened by our own erotic crite-
ria, negotiating with and allowing se-
ductive influence from the custodians 
of the archive. These included activists 
from Caladona, the Armand de Fluviá 
Documentation Centre, Alex Brahim, 
etc.—all of whom participated as kinds 
of living catalogues; as guides who were 
knowledgeable about the corpus we had 
begun to study.

As a collective research study, the 
Arxiu desencaixat project was a 

transformative experience—for us as re-
searchers, who as a result understood 
the city, its history and memory dif-
ferently; for the materials themselves, 
which were reprinted, re-created, and 
grouped together with other documents 
that obliged their reinterpretation from 
a different vantage point; and for the 
archivists, who understood their own 
archives in different ways than the re-
searchers did.10 This experience led us 
to consider that the most relevant as-
pect of access to these materials was not 
contemplation of an original historical 
piece, but above all bodily and emotion-
al ways of relating to these documents. 
In the exhibition, the fact that the mate-
rials could be touched, manipulated, and 
repositioned in some way recreated the 
experience of our search, while allowing 
visitors to approach the eroticism of the 
encounter with these material treasures, 
developing ‘body-to-body’ relationships 
with the documents and bringing one’s 
desires to the limits, including theft 
(Fig. 4).

With regards to the practice of ex-
hibiting and archiving materials 

connected with dissidence, it is import-
ant to note that associated memories 
are formalised in very dissimilar ways, 
such as the way that difficult, dissident 
lives, emotions and relationships are part 
of what Cvetkovich calls ‘An archive of 
feelings,’ i.e. sets of elements that are ma-
terial and immaterial at the same time 
and which thus ‘incorporate objects that 
would not normally be considered ar-
chival, and at the same time, resist being 
documented because sex and feelings 
are too personal or ephemeral to leave 
records’ (Cvetkovich 2018, p. 324). Thus, 
these methodologies give rise to certain 
key questions, such as whether or not 
museums are able to deal with these af-
fective, sentimental, political, and even 
sexual issues, or do not wish to confront 
them? In short, do museums genuine-
ly want to participate in such debates 
and practices, or are they only willing 
to include new content to increase their 
‘political correctness quotas’ or their 
tokens?

Fig. 4. Arxiu desencaixat exhibition. © Francisco Navarrete
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Complex relations with institutions

Relations between activism and in-
stitutions have never been exempt 

from conflict, and I would like to address 
some of these in this section. Museums 
are institutions that benefit from social 
recognition, public and private funding, 
physical space, and historical traditions 
in Western culture, among other things. 
The publication in which this article ap-
pears is published by the International 
Council of Museums (ICOM), an inter-
national organisation with 44,686 mem-
bers in 138 countries. For ICOM,

Museums are democratising, inclusive 
and polyphonic spaces for critical 
dialogue about the past and future. 
Recognising and addressing the 
conflicts and challenges of the present, 
they are guardians of artefacts 
and specimens for society, they 
safeguard diverse memories for future 
generations, and guarantee equal rights 
and equal access to heritage for all 
peoples. Museums are not for profit. 
They are participatory and transparent, 
and work actively with and for diverse 
communities to collect, preserve, 
investigate, interpret, expose, and 
broaden understanding of the world, 
in order to contribute to human dignity 
and social justice, global equality 
and global welfare.11 (2019)

According to this draft definition, the 
museum institution represents an 

open, accessible space for emancipation, 
social welfare, and even social justice. 
However, these intentions have been 
widely criticised, especially from spac-
es of political activism that do not tend 
to be represented or sufficiently consid-
ered by these institutions. The majority 
of museums are dedicated to the conser-
vation not only of collections, but also of 
Eurocentric and patriarchally informed 
criteria, epistemes, and aesthetics. In ad-
dition, many museum collections in the 
global North, especially those relating 
to archaeology and history, are fuelled 
by cultural theft, racist constructions 
(Haraway 2019), historical disposses-
sion, and extractivism.

As Teo Pardo (2013) argues, activism 
such as transfeminism and sexual 

dissidence engage in political struggles 
based on dissent which aims to break 
with the dominant order and enter into 
conflict with the institutions that sup-
port them. The discourses that emerge 
from sexual dissidence debates and 
transfeminist movements, moreover, 
have the particularity of arising in spaces 
that lack institutional legitimacy, such as 
bars, assemblies, conferences, and self- 
managed spaces: spaces which, in aca-
demic terms, are not recognised as ‘reli-
able sources’ because the discourses that 
permeate them do not even have a spe-
cific authorship. A root problem emerg-
es: in the context of an article such as 
this one, legitimacy already has certain 
agendas and purposes that invalidate 
certain types of words and actions. In 
addition, there is the implacable north-
south relationship logic, which not only 
permeates the institutional aspect of 
museums, but also, as we saw earlier, de-
bates surrounding sexual dissidence. By 
this I mean that from an intersectional 
perspective (Combahee River Collective 
2012; Crenshaw 2012) there are discours-
es that—for a variety of reasons and con-
ditions—will be considered outside the 
limits of what is acceptable in terms of 
valid, verifiable and validating practic-
es. Writing about questions of museums 
and dissidence in an academic journal 
could in itself prove to be a practice of 
high political risk, since the content will 
be limited to certain exclusive academic 
formats. I propose extending these dy-
namics to museum territory, which, like 
systems of academic legitimation, ‘im-
pose a format, a methodological frame-
work, and this conditions what we look 
at and what we don’t, what we take into 
account, what we do… that is to say, the 
frameworks are also political, and when 
they are imposed, in general, they repro-
duce the system that feeds them’ (Pardo 
2013, p. 169). 

From this assertion, the totalising cul-
tural frameworks with which many 

museum institutions turn out to be 
complicit, complicates the definition of 
boundaries between ourselves and the 
institution, as even the ‘I’ and the ‘we’ 
are not clearly differentiated. 

What do we mean when we say ‘in-
stitutions’ in a context where social 

movements and academia have entered 
into a type of relationship characterised 
by two-way exchange? In this context, 
we cannot separate the parts so clearly, 
since we often inhabit both spaces, even 
on a daily basis, thus becoming part of 
that ‘problem’, which we continue to deal 
with.

Even so, for Pardo, institutions are 
‘the organisations that have the ca-

pacity to normalise behaviour in society’ 
(p.  169); as such, from a standpoint of 
transfeminist or dissident policies they 
can be differentiated into two groups: 
institutions that are museums, acade-
mies or public administrations; and the 
nuclear family, the Church, prisons and 
internment centres for immigrants. This 
separation/division has to do with the 
level of conflict caused by these institu-
tions within the dissident groups. While 
the first institutional block may hold po-
sitions that validate dissidences as legit-
imate spaces for political action in that 
they can be used for certain objectives 
(Diaz 2018, p. 156), in the second block 
there appears to be a consensus on the 
need to destroy them. For Pardo, how-
ever, it is crucial to note that ‘the aes-
theticisation of the struggles offered by 
the museums deprives us of the ability 
to challenge [and]… both museums and 
academia generate an elitist representa-
tion’ (Pardo 2013, p. 172) which thus eras-
es us, sexual dissidents, as an unrecog-
nisable mob and privileges the positions 
of authors and individuals. He further 
contends that these institutions often 
engage in exercises of appropriation in 
terms of political discourses and prac-
tices, and that since they occupy a posi-
tion of power (whether because they are 
paying monetarily or symbolically), they 
have the capacity to impose a pace that 
is impossible for general assembly struc-
tures to keep up with. 



162 | MUSEUM international

Even so, there are positions with-
in dissidence(s) that aim to occupy 

institutional space, given that, as Sara 
Ahmed (2017) points out, ‘A fantasy of 
inclusion is a technique of exclusion’ 
(p.  159). In other words, the fantasy of 
inclusion in certain institutions may 
perpetuate exclusion. And this hap-
pens in part because ‘representativeness’ 
works by erasing differences—by homo-
genising. In these terms sexual dissi-
dence, like its racialised counterpart, is 
able to operate within the Western and 
hetero sexualising context of museums 
as factories of otherness, based on the 
characteristics or identities of those who 
run the institutions, but who, in turn, 
are supported by centuries of white, 
Western, capable, cissexist and male his-
torical privilege.

In this context, many museums have 
been operating under the perverse 

logic of representativity which in real-
ity amounts to ‘tokenism’ (Uttal 1990): 
the inclusion of certain presences, or 
subjects, bodies, discourses and prac-
tices that are usually under-represented 
in order to give a certain impression of 
‘equality’. These tokens function as signs, 
indications, or symbols of such purport-
ed equality. But at the same time, they 
give an account of a larger, structural 
system which lacks the presence of miss-
ing subjects (often promptly included in 
response to political correctness, rather 
than to a genuine effort towards struc-
tural transformation). In other words, a 
token is included solely to fill an absence, 
rather than for its actual value. Including 
such a presence implicitly announces 
that the system has granted them the 
possibility of being there. As Ahmed 
(2004) notes, ‘non- performativity’ can 
occur when naming something (e.g. 
feminism or anti-racism), which does 
not make it true, and may actually be 
named that way in order not to make it 
true. The timely inclusion of tokens by 
institutions allows them to appear or to 
be considered critical, but they in fact 
represent the reproduction of racism 
and sexism by those who believe them-
selves too critical to do so: in short, the 
[museums] which through their own 
critiques, hide their sexism and racism 
(Ahmed 2018, p. 212). 

As mentioned above, these tokenistic 
positions are preceded by a struc-

ture that is established and occupied 
by homogeneous people and bodies, 
revealing gaps and absences (women, 
sex- dissidents, people of different eth-
nic and racial backgrounds, people with 
different physical capabilities, etc.). But, 
rather than filling gaps with token ex-
amples, these structural absences need 
to be questioned, as they show an un-
equal distribution of rights (or privileg-
es). Therefore, a solution would not be 
to incorporate or invite a sex-dissident, 
migrant, or person of colour to perform 
a one-time activity, but to incorporate 
them into institutional structures, in-
cluding them in decision-making and 
in positions of power, as people who are 
in some ways uncomfortable, question-
able and incomprehensible for museum 
institutions. 

How can museums adapt their bu-
reaucratic logic to incorporate par-

ticipants—in this case sexual dissidents 
or migrants—beyond an interest in in-
corporating debates, content, cultur-
al production and questions emerging 
from these specific communities, and 
do so in a way that is structurally pro-
found and not extractivist? What hap-
pens when a person does not use the 
same name as the one on their identity 
card? Can they access museums, librar-
ies, and archives (Rawson 2017)? What 
happens if a person is not in a stable sit-
uation or lacks identity documents: how 
do they get paid? What about casual 
workers who need to be paid at the time 
they complete a job, rather than three 
months later as is often the case with 
the cultural institutions of Kingdom of 
Spain? What happens to people expe-
riencing precarity and marginalisation, 
those who have no fixed address or fixed 
identity? Institutions should reflect on 
these problems and issues in order to 
implement genuine structural changes.

What happens to people 
experiencing precarity 
and marginalisation, 
those	who	have	no	fixed	
address	or	fixed	identity?	
Institutions	should	reflect	
on these problems 
and issues in order 
to implement genuine 
structural changes.
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Drawing from my own experiences, I have tried to address some 
of the complex relations between sexual dissidence and museums. 
However, while I believe that they are neither monolithic nor closed 
structures, I do maintain that museums stage and reinstate power 

relations that tend to reinforce inequality. To think that sexual dissidence 
activism might engage with a museum institution on equal terms would mean 
putting under a meritocratic and individualising perspective all the aspects 
of this problem—which is much more complicated. Nevertheless, and as Dean 
Spade (2015) notes, if what we seek is a transformation that is not only symbolic, 
but reaches those who suffer the most radical manifestations of violence, we must 
transcend the policies of recognition and inclusion to seek deeper mechanisms 
of transformation and social justice (p. 43). Perhaps this leap outward allows 
us to open up space to think, together with Stefano Harney and Fred Moten 
(2017), forms that go beneath what museum and academic institutions frame as 
thought and knowledge. To recognise in these self-instituting practices gestures 
(Egaña 2021) that exist both in the present and the future of the institution. 
These parainstitutional practices, in referring to historically strengthened 
institutional hegemony, apply a mixture of critical questioning and destabilising 
parody to reappropriate the museum format and rhetoric; but in so doing they 
shift the focus to structures that are external to the institution. 
Finally, I would like to mention two examples of self-instituting practices that, 
using the figure of the museum as a vessel, diverts focus from white, heterosexual 
Europeanness to elsewhere. The first example is the MAMI museum11 which, using 
futurity as a speculative exercise, imagines a future without patriarchy, collecting 
feminist expressions that oppose resistance as part of a political archaeology of 
the present. And finally, the case of the Transvestite Museum of Peru,12 an exercise 
critical of the declassification of the heterosexual history of museums and white 
Europeans, which traces certain memories of transvestitism and sexual dissidence 
that colonial history erased until it became an exotic rarity, a product of its sexual 
extractivism. Through these examples, I have sought to expand practices and 
relationships beyond institutions, to destabilise the rhetorical power dynamics 
that perpetuate its violence, and, acting as a fugitive who is both an outsider 
and insider, to venture a bit outside of the institution’s regulatory frameworks 
to question its limitations. 



164 | MUSEUM international

The original pre-peer reviewed version 
of this article, in Spanish, appears 
in the Supplemental tab of the published 
online English version.

Notes
1 The project name is in Catalan because 
we work with materials from a context 
in close proximity to Barcelona. By keeping 
the title in this language, we seek to relocate 
what is most universally described as queer, 
interpreting the concept as a series of issues 
that do not fit (this is one of the meanings 
of the word desencajado).
2 While it is true that there are a number 
of ‘other’ ways of labelling archives that 
do not conform, such as counter-archive 
(Kashmere 2010) or anarchive (‘Anarchive 
– Concise Definition’ n.d.), we decided 
to retain the term ‘archive’ because sexual 
dissidence may also make use of the term, 
even if in a way that deviates from concepts 
that have at times become normative.
3 Julieta Obiols, Vatiu Nicolás Koralsky, 
benzo, Diego Posada, Javiera Pizarro, 
Héctor Acuña, Juan David Galindo, Lina 
Sánchez, Lior Zisman Zalis, Itxaso Corral, 
Isamit Morales, Alexander Arilla and 
as external participant to the PEI, Camila 
González S.
4 The tarot deck can be viewed at MACBA’s 
archive: https://www.macba.cat/es/a12181
5 The word cuir was not only used 
in the monograph issue of the 
magazine Ramona ‘Micropolíticas 
Cuir: Transmariconizando el Sur 
(Cuir Micropolices: Transhomosexualising 
the South)’ (Davis and López 2010), 
but also by valeria flores (2013) and a series 
of Southern Cone authors. It was also used 
in an event at the Reina Sofia Museum in 
Madrid between 15 and 19 November 2011, 
‘La Internacional Cuir (The International 
Queer)’. Although a neo-colonial 
tone emerges from this event, since 
it represents a moment when the Madrid 
museum grants visibility and legitimacy 
to the South (the programme of videos 
on display is mostly materials from Latin 
America) it also expresses resistance 
to colonial epistemology in its presentation 
text: ‘The queer/cuir variation referred 
to in the title of the exhibition has two 
journeys the geopolitical inflection 
toward the south and from the peripheries 
(see issue 99 of Argentinian magazine 
Ramona), which seeks to give visibility 
and establish alliances between the 
different micropolitical practices which 
are a counterpoint to colonial epistemology 
and Anglo-American historiography 
that, until now, had dominated visual 
representations of feminist and gender 
studies’ (Prospectus The international cuir, 
November 2011, MNCARS). 
6 I use the acronym LGTB, and not the one 
adopted by the journal (LGBTQI+), because 
this is the one that was used in debates 
around civil union in the so-called Chilean 
territory.

7 It should be mentioned that in the 
Chilean context and as a result of political 
pressure from official LGBT groups, same-
sex civil unions have been allowed since 
2015, but at the same time abortion remains 
illegal under all circumstances. One of the 
organisations that has most promoted the 
idea of the homosexual normalisation bears 
the almost caricatural banner of ‘equals’ 
(Iguales).
8 flores also proposes a cuir map of 
the interior of Argentina, designed to 
address unequal access to distribution to 
make the material contexts of the subjects 
themselves visible. This map ‘would have 
to begin by designing new coordinates 
that question the capital-interior axis 
on which the founding of Argentina rests, 
upon which another series of hierarchical 
binarisms (civilisation/barbarism, modern/
backward, etc.) collapses. This marking 
and demarking operation involves 
a dispute against the naturalisation 
—depoliticisation—of unequal access 
to a voice in public circulation and 
the invisibility of individual and group 
creators. It is a miniscule decolonising 
practice that moves from the selfinvisibility 
of the subject of enunciation and makes 
visible the materiality of the contexts 
of production.’ (flores et al. 2014, p. 22)
9 Many of the reflections in this section 
were developed in a previous article which 
we published in collaboration with certain 
students who participated in the Arxiu 
desencaixat project (Egaña et al. 2018).
10 This is the case of Mercé Otero, of 
Caladona, who stated that in our search she 
was able to reinterpret certain materials 
from the archive as ‘queer’ for the first time.
11 The 2019 definition which is still 
under review can be consulted at https://
icom.museum/es/recursos/normas-
y-directrices/definicion-del-museo/ 
[Accessed March 2020].
12 One case of a speculative museum is 
MAMI, an art and archaeology a museum 
which I have the pleasure of running 
and which functions as a digital space. 
See: https://museamami.org/
13 Campuzano (2009) describes the 
project in these terms: ‘The Transvestite 
Museum began in 2003 with the purpose 
of articulating the memory of transvestism 
amid prejudices and definitions of third 
parties, as well as the commonalities 
and differences between the diverse group 
of people who call themselves transvestites. 
Its sources are diverse (anthropology, 
art, history, law, press, testimonies) 
as are its dissemination strategies […] 
The Transvestite Museum has been 
presented as a show, performance, protest, 
book, or conference. Examination of its 
sources and formats enables a multifocal 
approach to transvestism which is also able 
to reconsider, consistent with its purpose: 
spanning the intangible transvestite 
and Peruvian’ (p. 81).
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