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The 11th International Conference on the Inclusive Museum
Inclusion as Shared Vision: Museums and Sharing Heritage

University of Granada, Granada, Spain 6-8 September 2018

When “Others” Become “One of Us”:
Reflecting on Representation of Immigrant Cultures in Museums

Chen-hsiao Chai
National Museum of History (Taipei, Taiwan)
Abstract

Representation of different cultures and re-contextualization of material cultures in museum exhibitions have
been central to anthropologists’ museum studies. In this paper, the author will present three case studies regarding
South East Asian (new immigrants) cultural performances which she organized in the past in order to explore how
museums can serve as venues for representation of foreign cultures and the possibilities of re-contextualizing
foreign cultures in museums.

Historically, Taiwan has been known as a pluralistic immigrant society. Its residents and immigrant groups
over the years had included the indigenous communities, the Dutch and Spanish colonizers, the Chinese immigrants
in the Ming-Cheng Period, the Minan and Hakka immigrants during the Ching Dynasty, and the R.O.C. military
personnel and their families who relocated to Taiwan after the communist conquest of China after World War I1.
The waves of immigrants had contributed to the demographic features of Taiwan’s population and transformed
Taiwan into a culturally and ethnically diverse country.

The population of South East Asian immigrants in Taiwan had skyrocketed over the past 30 years as the
trend toward globalization expedited the flow of financial and human capital across borders. These “new residents”
have and will continue to change Taiwan’s demographic features, social structures, family ecosystems, and cultural
landscapes. They have created cultural stimuli and turned over a new leaf for Taiwan’s society by introducing their
native country’s lifestyles and cultural elements to Taiwan.

In this paper, the author will discuss three South East Asian cultural performances and exhibitions which she
designed for Taiwan’s National Museum of History. They are: “Treasures of Southeast Asia: Folk Artifacts of the
Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia” in 2007, “Welcome to the Museum, New Residents!” in 2015, “Old
Collection, New Connection: A Joint Program of NMH and NER” in 2017. The author will examine how these
cultural events created opportunities for participants to view “others” as “one of us.” She will also explore how
museums and “new residents” can engage in collaborative partnerships as they focus on “people” rather than

artifacts, “co-curation” rather than passive participation, “co-creation” rather than assistance.

Key words: museum and  “new resident” (new immigrant), cultural performance, museum practice, collaborative

partnerships, co-curation and co-creation.
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I. Foreword: Museum Visualization of “Otherness” and Representation of “One of Us”

Exhibitions serve as the primary channel for museums to demonstrate their institutional identity. The museum
defines its audience’s viewing experience by means of the systematic organization and display of objects and
images. Exhibitions are built upon the foundation of recognition, understanding, and representation. As a place that
catalyzes the connection between people, materials and social bonding, the museum plays a key role in visualizing

“otherness” and “displaying cultures” (Ames 1992; Clifford 1999; Hallam 2000; Simpson 1996; Stocking 1985).

Scholars devoted to museum studies assert that, as a cultural mechanism that defines communication, all
exhibitions in museums are inevitably tinged with cultural assumptions and resource limitations. The contexts for
displays vary in relation to the institution’s spatial-temporal backdrop and museum type. In other words, exhibitions
are not neutral in nature: no exhibition could ever represent a culture in full. Consequently, in essence, museum

exhibitions are diverse and contested (Lavine and Karp, 1991; Karp 1991).

Taiwan is defined as an immigrant society. The diverse ethnic makeup and cultural diversity can be contributed
to the influx of aborigines in the very early period; the Dutch and Spanish colonial periods; the Ming-Zheng Period,;
the large number of Hokkien arrivals in Taiwan during the Qing Dynasty; through to the military personnel and
civilians who moved to Taiwan when the Chinese Nationalists were defeated by the Communists in the Chinese
Civil War. The globalization movement in the past 30 years has facilitated the flow of funds and people; a great
number of immigrant workers from Southeast Asia have arrived in Taiwan to work and more and more Taiwanese
people have found a spouse from Southeast Asia, which has contributed to the drastic increase in “new immigrants”

from Southeast Asia living in Taiwan.

According to statistics from the Ministry of the Interior, as of June 2015, foreigners living in Taiwan (not
including individuals from Mainland China) numbered 775,000 individuals. 86% (approximately 666,500 people)
were from Southeast Asian countries. According to 2016 statistics, there were more Southeast Asian spouses of
Taiwanese becoming naturalized Taiwan citizens than any other group. In another words, new immigrants continue
to rewire the population make-up, social structure, family ecology, and the cultural face of Taiwan. They bring their

native lifestyles and cultural elements to Taiwan, breathing new life into and transforming this island.

This study focuses on three case studies relating to new immigrant cultural performances in Taiwan that the
author has curated in her work at the National Taiwan Museum of History (Abbreviated as Museum of National
History below,) namely, Treasures of Southeast Asia: Folk Artifacts of the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and
Indonesia” in 2007; “Welcome to the Museum, New Residents!” in 2015, and “Old Collection, New Connection: A
Joint Program of NMH and NER” in 2017. The author has analyzed how modern museums can help to become

spaces where different cultures are reproduced as well as actualized. She has explored how the new immigrant
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cultural performances of museums have moved “from relics to people, attendance to participation, assistance to

collaboration,” and from knowing “them/others” to understanding the transformation of being “one of us.”

I1. Episode 1 of New Immigrant Culture: “Treasures of Southeast Asia: The Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand,

and Indonesia”

Under the Ministry of Education’s program of “Cultural Development of New Immigrants” From October to
December 2007 the Museum of National History held the “Treasures of Southeast Asia: The Philippines, Vietnam,
Thailand, and Indonesia” exhibition. The inspiration for this exhibition derived from the emergent social
phenomenon of “new immigrants in Taiwan.” This was the first time that one of the foremost Taiwan museums had
conducted an exhibition inspired by new immigrant culture. In this exhibition, we collaborated with national
museums of countries in South East Asia (Museum of the Filipino People, National Museums in Thailand, and
Museum of Vietnamese History in Ho Chi Minh City), as well as museums here in the country. We discussed the
theme of the exhibition, and overall interaction between local viewpoints and local observations. We invited new
immigrants in Taiwan to be exhibition consultants and collaborated with community college Vietnamese culture

societies. We also borrowed items to present in the exhibition such as Vietnamese pedicabs.

One of the first questions put forth was: why are the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia the
representatives out of the 11 countries in Southeast Asia? We found that whether related to work or marriage, most
Southeast Asian immigrants in Taiwan were indeed from predominantly Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and the
Philippines. As for geographic distribution, these four countries belonged to both mainland Southeast Asia and
island Southeast Asian; and when it comes to the historic developmental processes, as well as their own culture,
Southeast Asian countries are influenced by four major external cultural systems of China, India, Islam, and the
West. Therefore, this exhibition selected Vietnam, Thailand, Indonesia, and the Philippines to represent the cultures

of Southeast Asia.

Another question asked was: how do we exhibit regional cultures? Do we use countries as units? Or do we
focus on cultural phenomenon as the main foci? Based on the cultural flows and the cross-border characteristics,
National Museum of History divided the exhibition into three focuses. First, we used “the intersections where
civilizations meet” to discuss the current situation related to the four countries. Next, we highlighted the cultural
diversity of Southeastern Asian countries on the concept of “complex and diverse cultural features.” We then used
“Southeast Asian culture in Taiwan” to explore the lifestyle characteristics of new Southeast Asian immigrants in

Taiwan.

In other words, the exhibition began with an preliminary introduction on the four countries as individual units.
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We presented the history of the countries and their complex and contemporary outlook, diverse ethnic groups and
cultural references, filled with “foreign” elements and rich with “local” characteristics. As we look at Southeast
Asian cultures in a broader context, we then zoomed out from a “country” perspective and focused on the rich and
diverse elements of the countries with regards to daily life, religion, and art. The exhibition was then divided into

”

six major cultural themes of “dietary habits and livelihood,” “costumes and society,” “housing and crafts,” “actions
and transportation,” “dramas and performance,” and “religious beliefs and spirits” to compare the cultures of these

four Southeast Asian countries.

In the third component of the exhibition, we shifted our focus from Southeast Asia back to Taiwan to examine
Southeast Asian immigrants living here. We illustrated the community scope and lifestyle domains that reflect
Southeast Asian cultural characteristics in local Taiwanese society, to show how immigrants have moved to
gradually become “visible minorities.” Thus, the purpose of “Treasures of Southeast Asia: The Philippines, Vietnam,

Thailand, and Indonesia” was not only about knowing “them,” but about also understanding the transformation of

us.

I11. Episode 2 of New Immigrant Culture: “Welcome to the Museum, New Immigrant Viewers!”

In 1992, ICOM has established annual themes for National Museum Day on May 18", This is an annual event
in which international museum networks follow holistic themes. The theme for 2015 was “Museums for a
Sustainable Society.” Museums were asked to think about how they could develop sustainability awareness in the
eyes of the public, and how they continue to develop in a way that takes into consideration the vital roles of
different cultural systems. In order to reflect the continuous growth in the number of Southeast Asian immigrants
working as household helpers and laborers, the Museum of National History collaborated with the Chinese
Association of Museums to take the “Welcome to the Museum, New Residents!” as the theme of the annual
International Museum Day in Taiwan. We invited parents and children of immigrants to take advantage of the

museum’s resources, so as to provide a new boost of energy to sustainable social development.

The Museum of National History worked with Taipei Botanical Garden of the Nanhai Academy, National
Education Radio, and other organizations and communities that new immigrants are closely connected with. These
included Taipei City Foreign and Disabled Labor Office, Wanhua District New Immigrants’ Hall, 4-Way News,
Brilliant Time Bookstore, Taiwan International Workers’ Association, TransAsia Sisters Association, The Pearl S.
Buck Foundation, and Southeast Asian grocery stores. We hosted photography exhibitions that highlighted
Southeast Asian cultures, guided tours in Southeast Asian languages, and held cultural experience events. We
invited new immigrants and museum attendees to learn more about the cultural traditions of Southeast Asia, and

experience the rich Southeast Asian cultural bazaar.
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The first part of the event involved a photography exhibition featuring new immigrants and visiting workers —
“Kaleidoscope Quadruplicate: Linguistically, Artistically, Pedestrian, and Vocally.” The exhibition gave us a
perspective of the new immigrants, so that we may listen to their voices about their own identity and their life in
Taiwan. The Museum curated culturally-inspired images of new immigrants taken in recent years, and with help
from the Taipei City Foreign and Disabled Labor Office (formerly known as Council of Labor Affairs) to organize a
poetry competition for foreign workers since 2001 - “Taipei, Listen to Me!” - a sounding board for Taiwan’s many
voices has been developed. In the poetry, we are given an insight into the workers’ ways of thinking, but a mirror is
also held up to ourselves. Furthermore, the first news media that voices the opinions of new Southeast Asian
immigrant workers in Taiwan, 4-Way News showcased the artistic energy of Southeast Asian immigrant laborers
in “the exhibition of Immigrant’s Whispers”. Likewise, “The Midway Home” laborers’ photography exhibition held
by the TIWA documented foreign workers’ courage and frame of mind in leaving their home countries and working

in Taiwan. In the “Sing 4 ways” television show, the real voices of foreign workers in Taiwan are heard.

The second part of the event involved The Museum of National History collaborating with the Taipei
Botanical Garden. The “New Immigrants: Trees from Southeast Asia” event was held, and this expanded our
definitions and knowledge of “new immigrants.” There are many old trees in Taipei Botanical Garden, many of
which were planted during the period of Japanese colonial rule. The Japanese collected seedlings in response to the
need of industries and business establishments for wood; or, ships that sailed abroad transported important plants
from the Indochina Peninsula including Vietnam, Thailand, Singapore, and Java; they sometimes traveled as far as
the Americas and Africa. Veteran volunteers and coaches helped to introduce the immigration history of old trees
such as fan palms, king coconuts, breadfruits, and linden trees that came from foreign countries and ended up

setting root in Taiwan.

The third component of the event involved The Museum of National History providing multiple Southeast
Asian language guides (including: Filipino, Vietnamese, Thai, Indonesian) for the museum, which helped to
introduce national treasures and relics. We invited National Education Radio, winner of the Golden Bell Award in
the educational and culture event host category, to host “Happy United Nations.” Vietnamese, Thai, and
Indonesian hosts served as “One-day tour guides” for the permanent exhibitions on the third floor of the Museum,
providing professional and attentive mother tongue tour services so that immigrants felt welcome in visiting the
Museum. Therefore, immigrants were invited not only to be spectators, they were also engaged as the Museum’s

multicultural guides through collaboration.

In addition, The Museum of National History also set up a cross-cultural exchange market in an outdoor area.
Visitors were invited to learn more about South East Asian cultures by taking part in South East Asian handicraft
sessions, and experiencing Southeast Asian cuisine, costumes and beautiful culture. New immigrants who do not
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come to museums often could learn how to use the resources there. On the day, we welcomed thousands of “new
immigrant” viewers to The Museum of National History. We viewed this event as only the start of collaboration
between museums and new immigrants; the museum will work to promote social sustainable development, starting

from friendliness, respect, and mutual understanding.

IV. The New Immigrant Cultural Trilogy: “Old Collection, New Connection: A Joint Program of NMH and
NER” and the Special Exhibition

Based on the experience of what takes place on International Museum Day, we have discovered that new
immigrants are not only potential targets of participation in museum cultural events, but that, through collaboration
with the museum, they can also become the “cultural partners” of the museum. Differing from most new immigrant
cultural events that are limited to a period of time and certain location, and which it can be hard to see the long-term
benefits of, the Museum of National History curator team came up with an innovative idea of combining the
characteristics of museum cultural performances and the far-reaching “anywhere and anytime” presence of
broadcasting. We invited new immigrants to participate in this program, and they collaborated with museum
research personnel in discussing the initial event content, putting the positive synergy to the test, and to provide

museum services that are more suitable for new immigrants.

Since January 2017, the Museum and National Educational Radio’s “Happy United Nations” joined hands to
launch “Old Collection, New Connection: A Joint Program of NMH and NER” for one year. We invited new
immigrants from Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, Myanmar, Indonesia, Malaysia, and Mainland China, and used
museum relics as the medium for communication as we crossed different cultural contexts, meeting on air every
Friday evening. With museum collection pieces as the catalyst, we reached out to the new immigrants with open
arms as the staff and new immigrants worked as “hosts and guests” to explore heartwarming tales in old relics,
promoting mutual cultural understanding and respect. In another words, we tried using museum relics as
intermediaries for human interactions, using the visual experience of viewing museum relics to spark personal and
collective memories and emotions, and create realness and a feeling of being present that are different to broadcast
events recorded in studios. With this lively, innovative outreach program, we engaged in cross-cultural
communication and exchange and were able to replace the emphasis on objective knowledge transfer of museum

relic research.

The recordings of the project were all carried out in the exhibition hall of the Museum by the research staff,

and the hosts of “Happy United Nations.” As an example, the theme of the first episode was “The Luggage of a

Museum” which took as a theme the antique relic boxes which had been used to transfer belongings to Taiwan. We

discussed how the migration and flow of museums is like the common experience of moving of people. Moving

and flowing are part of the lives of contemporary humans. Whether we are local residents or foreign immigrants,

“immigration” has almost become our collective social experience. This experience is deeply rooted in our life atlas.
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When we are immigrating or moving, a lot of things cannot be brought. This, what should we bring, and what
should we not bring, and how do we bring it anyhow? Our luggage usually contains daily necessities, or the
treasures that are the most precious and emotionally valuable to us. In the museum’s exhibition hall, participating
immigrants in “The Luggage of a Museum” shared their own migration experience, itinerant memories, and

deep-felt sentiments, all of which were deeply touching.

Other than listening to warm stories inspired by the cold relics in a radio program, The Museum also organized
a special exhibition by the name of “Old Collection, New Connection.” This was another attempt at displaying
immigrant-themed radio productions in a 3D form. Exhibitions of Southeast Asian coins, Indonesian shadow
puppets and Vietnam betel nut lime pots were put on display. The themes were “Seeing Money, the Eyes Open-
Currency Culture, “Replicated Childhood- Shadow Puppet Culture,” and “Red Lips and Black Teeth- Betel nut
Culture.” Through the eyes of new immigrants, we promoted cross-cultural comparison, exchange, and

communication.

In “Currency Culture” theme, we explore the sentiment that most people consider the talk about money lacks
class, hurts feelings, or pertains to greedy men that “stink like money.” However, The Museum has collected many
Southeast Asian coins, and these not only can be used as media of exchange and trade, but they also symbolize the
clout of a nation, and even play the roles of “national calling cards.” Which national icons are on the bills? What are
the totems that represent national historic culture? What are the special numerical passwords? Through the new
immigrants sharing numerous national currencies, we were inspired to open our eyes, and see the cultures,

historical remains, cultural symbols, and values, “Bills are not just bills.”

Secondarily, in the “Shadow Puppet Culture” component, we are aware that each Southeast Asian country has
the traditions of shadow puppet performances. There are some similar foundations and versions; take the two Indian
epics Ramayana and Mahabharata for example. However, in different countries, the performances are different. As
an example, the Indonesian Shadow Puppet Wayang Kuilt’s origin is related to traditional voodoo beliefs. Shadow
puppets are thought to be the bodies of ancestors, and shaman play the communication roles between the deceased
and those who are alive. Shadow puppet events are rituals rich in color and that are related to eliminating disasters.
New immigrants share the shadow puppet traditions of their countries, and show that these rituals are more than just

an accessory to religions or festivals, they also have tourism values.

The final installment was related to “Betel nut Culture.” We started off with the stereotypes that the “red lip
groups” who chew betel nuts in Taiwanese society are seen as “low class” people. In comparison with smoking and
drinking, chewing betel nuts has a more negative moral association. However, the cultural traditions of chewing

betel nuts are seen across Southeast Asia, the Indian Ocean, and Pacific Ocean regions, as well as in the aboriginal
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society in Taiwan. This tradition is shared by royal families and ordinary people, for whom betel nuts are daily
necessities. New immigrants have stated that in some regions, they see the people who chew betel nuts and have red
lips and black teeth as symbols of beauty, as betel nuts make their bodies stronger. In addition, betel nuts are
precious gifts, and some of the best treats for VIPs. In social events, mutual sharing and giving shows the kindness
of hosts and respect for the VIPs. In weddings, the grooms and brides give each other betel nuts, which symbolize
loyalty for the marriage. Betel nuts are also mediums between humans and supreme beings. They are gifts given

when humans worship gods and spirits. All of these examples work to challenge our stereotypes of betel nuts

Through the participation of new immigrants, the museum established a “reception room” for collaboration.
We invited new immigrants to use Chinese and their mother tongues to guide the viewers to think in new
perspectives, and fresh ways of thinking. This allowed viewers to enter familiar but also different and interesting
cultural backgrounds, thus broadening their vision. In other words, be it radio programs, or themed exhibitions, they
are not entirely introductions of museum relics; instead, real museum objects are used as intermediary to spur
experience-sharing by viewers and exchange of sentiments,and help to create an understanding of different cultures
and mutual respect. Museum relics are not just singular objective objects, but rather, by rearranging the cultural
contexts of relics and viewing them from the perspectives of cultural comparison, we will benefit from diverse

knowledge and emotional communication and sharing.

V. Conclusion: From knowing “them/others” to understanding “us”

When it comes to museums, the presentation of different cultures and re-contextualization of material culture
has always been a crucial topic in museum research. As such, going to museums to observe different cultures has
usually been seen from the perspectives of “others.” What we care about, is the understanding of “our” cultures and

realness.

In recent years, the author of this paper has used the case studies of new Taiwan resident-related exhibitions
and performances she has curated in recent years, to illustrate that new immigrant cultural performances are a
process of moving from knowing “them/others” to understanding “us.” | Treasures of Southeast Asia: Folk Artifacts
of the Philippines, Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia was based on the policy of “developing new immigrant
culture.” The exhibition emphasized “intersection where civilizations meet” and “complex and diverse cultural
features” to show the diversity of Southeast Asian countries. “Southeast Asian cultures in Taiwan” shed light on the

lifestyles of new Southeast Asian immigrants living in Taiwan. Through the exhibition of “diverse,” “complex,”

“local,” “foreign,” “civilian,” and “compatible” Southeast Asian cultures in Taiwan, we can represent the change

from “them” to “us.”

Secondly, when we held the “Welcome to the Museum, New Viewers!” as part of the 2015 International
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Museum Day theme events, we made use of Southeast Asian cultural image exhibitions, multi-language tours,
music performances, cultural market, and lifestyle experiences. We connected the museum and its events to
sustainable social development and guided new residents and the general public to learn more about cultural
traditions with Southeast Asian characteristics, and experience an emotionally-enriching day at a Southeast Asian
cultural bazaar. We also invited the hosts of National Educational Radio, “Happy United Nations” program from
Vietnam, Thailand, and Indonesia, to serve as “one-day tour guides.” This gave new residents an opportunity to go
to the museum, and make good use of museum resources both as viewers and collaborators in a constructive,

collaborative project.

Furthermore, the Museum collaborated with National Educational Radio’s “Happy United Nations” program
on the “Old Collection, New Connection: A Joint Program of NMH and NER” project. We used museum relics to
connect with the experiences and sentiments of new residents. We explored warm stories from cold relics, and
promoted mutual cultural understanding and respect. “Old collection, new connection” was an attempt to present
new immigrant themed radio broadcasts in a 3D form. This allowed viewers to see the old relics through the eyes of
new immigrants, and promoted cultural comparison exchange and communication. This project and exhibition not
only display the feasible strategy for contemporary museum Southeast Asian cultural performances of “relics to
people,” “from attendance to participation,” and “from assistance to collaboration,” it has also helped to enact the

transformation of museum cultural representation from knowing “them” to understanding “us.”

The number of new immigrants in Taiwan is growing continuously. They have integrated the lifestyles and
cultures from their home countries into life in Taiwan. They are not the distant “others” any longer; rather, they
have already become an important part of “us.” They have transformed Taiwan’s diverse society and culture. In
recent years, The Museum of National History has continued to develop cultural exhibitions that use new residents
as the main subjects, that continue to try and develop the collaboration methods of museums and new residents, and
that bring them closer to us. Not only are they the new viewers of museum, they are also our faithful partners in

cultural empowerment.
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