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Abstract

The Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) in Doha, Qatar, the country’s most visited museum in 2022, has reimagined
its galleries. Despite the discursive significance of this museum and the application of museological tools in this
transformation, the museum has not yet been studied from the perspective of “New Museology.” This research
aims to elucidate the process of the museum’s discursive turn and to identify its constitutive elements. Accordingly,
the following questions are raised: 1) What changes has the reinstallation of the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha
introduced to the museum’s narrative discourse? 2) Which concepts of New Museology have been employed
to advance the museum’s discourse? This is a qualitative study that adopts the discourse-theoretical approach of
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, grounded in the paradigm of “New Museology.” The unit of analysis comprises
all eighteen redesigned galleries. Findings indicate that the museum, influenced by critiques and field research
conducted on both the collections and visitors over the past decade, has decided to transform its installation. The
museum has shifted its central signifier from “Islamic Art” (object-oriented), leaning toward a postcolonial space, to
the signifier “Islamic Civilization” (meaning-oriented), and, by employing an inclusive museology, has reconstituted
the notion of a unified ummah as an empty signifier. Consequently, this reimagining mobilizes three principal
tenets of New Museology, namely, inclusivity, accessibility, and diversity, which correspond, respectively, to three
discursive components: “the Islamic ummah as a global community,” “Islam as a rational faith,” and “Islam as a

religion of cultural diversity.”
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Introduction

In recent decades, the revision of displays and curatorial installations within Western museums of
Islamic art has gained significant momentum and diversification, particularly in the aftermath of the
pivotal events of September 11, 2001 (Reeve, 2019). Some scholars contend that the establishment and

subsequent transformations of museums in Muslim-majority and emerging nations, such as Qatar, are

driven by efforts toward legitimization and the construction of a cohesive national identity—an explicit
project of nation-building (Exell, 2016). However, these initiatives may concurrently be interpreted as
attempts to subvert Western-centric hegemonic readings and to extricate oneself from the persistent
grip of mental colonialism (Colonialism of Mind). The Museum of Islamic Art (MIA) in Doha,
although founded in 2008, undertook a profound redesign of its galleries and exhibition layout in 2022,
concurrently integrating over one thousand Islamic artifacts into both its active display circuits and its
reserve collections (Jodidio, 2008). While this metamorphosis unfolds within the broader framework
of cultural diplomacy, it nonetheless signals a nascent curatorial paradigm and a renewed museological

perspective for the region.

The primary objective of this study is to identify the discursive elements underpinning the redesign of the
Doha Museum (MIA) and to analyze the deployment of New Museology concepts within the broader
discursive context. In this regard, the principal research questions are as follows: What transformations
has the redesign of the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha effected in the dominant discursive narrative
governing its galleries? In the service of advancing which particular discourses have the tenets of New
Museology been mobilized within the Museum of Islamic Art in Doha? This research is conducted
using a qualitative methodology, relying upon Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) through a descriptive-
analytical approach. The requisite data will be gathered through library-based documentary research
(encompassing guidebooks, official museum statements, and macro-level strategic documents such as the
Qatar National Vision 2030), alongside a spatial analysis of the newly reconfigured gallery environments.
Sampling will be carried out purposively until the point of discursive saturation is achieved, with the unit

of analysis being the discourse produced and articulated by the museum itself.

Materials and Methods
This research is qualitative in nature and employs the discourse approach of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
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Mouffe. In this context, key concepts of discourse theory, such as “articulation,” “nodal point,” and
“floating signifier,” which are central elements of this theory, are utilized to analyze the museum’
arrangement and conceptual framework. To explain the museum’s discursive function, concepts related to
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New Museology, such as “accessibility,” “social museums,” “diversity,” and “inclusion,” are employed for
analysis. The data collection method is documentary, with note-taking as the primary tool. The research
population is the Museum of Islamic Art in Qatar, and the sample includes the museum’s galleries as a
whole, encompassing their arrangement and objects. From the total of eighteen galleries, five galleries
were purposively selected as the analysis sample. The mechanisms of display methods and the selection

of objects, in relation to the theoretical foundations of the research, are described in detail and examined.

Results

In 2022, the museum undertook a revision of its curatorial installation, grounded in Islamic museological
knowledge and informed by the discursive interpretation of its own curatorial trustees. This initiative
was predicated on field studies conducted in 2014, which focused on visitor behavior and engagement
patterns. This discursive shift signals the ascendant role of New Museology, and particularly the agency
of the audience, in the representation of the Islamic art narrative. Within this discursive turn, four core

concepts of New Museology, namely, 1) inclusivity, 2) accessibility, 3) diversity, and 4) representation,
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have been operationalized through their alignment with corresponding discursive constructs of Islamic
art: 1) the global Umma (Islamic community), 2) Islam as a rational religion, 3) Islam as a religion of
cultural diversity, and 4) the plurality of distinct Muslim nations. The operational instruments of this
museological discursive shift employ curatorial techniques such as the contextualization of displayed
artifacts and the integration of black-and-white photographic panels and interactive tables to enhance
accessibility. Collectively, these efforts aim to project a rational, non-violent narrative of Islamic
civilization from a globalized perspective. Along this trajectory, the museum mobilizes New Museology
components, including child-centered, hands-on interactivity, designated family accessibility routes, and
the simplification of complex Islamic civilizational and artistic concepts for non-Muslim demographics
to articulate itself as a peaceful institution grounded in an Islamic structure, thereby positioning itself in

direct opposition to the previous epistemological ruptures characteristic of earlier Islamic art museums.

Discussion

The Doha museum is itself a discursive construct that both embodies and is produced by this very
discourse. Since its inauguration, this institution has been articulating a new, coherent discourse through
the careful selection of aesthetically significant masterpieces representing the pinnacles of art, science,
and technology, combined with its specific classification system and the creation of a unique narrative of
Islamic civilization. The official statements, gallery descriptions, and texts on the Museum of Islamic Art,
Qatar’s website exemplify this discursive shift. These texts explicitly engage in the process of articulating

specific signifiers around a central nodal point. This articulation operates by linking various signifiers
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(such as “science,” “trade,” “unity”) to a central core, thereby presenting a particular narrative of “Islamic
civilization” as natural and inclusive. The resulting discourse emphasizes continuity, Islamic masterpieces,

and the encompassing nature of Islamic culture.

Conclusion

The findings reveal that the museum has consciously shifted the central signifier of its discourse from
“Islamic Art” to “Islamic Civilization.” While implementing state-driven identity construction, it has also
operationalized the principle of inclusivity. This newly constructed discourse utilizes the concepts of
New Museology, such as accessibility, inclusivity, and diversity, to build a comprehensive master narrative.
However, this very process simultaneously marginalizes peripheral voices concerning gender, women,
and ethno-religious conflicts. Consequently, the museum’s redesign must be interpreted not merely as
a scenographic change, but as a discursive instrument in service of Qatar’s macro-cultural diplomacy,

strategically leveraged through the framework of New Museology.
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Table 1. Themes, subject content, dramatic works, dominant discourse, and museum elements in the museum’s previous
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Table 2. Themes, subject content, dramatic works, dominant discourse, and museum elements in the museum’s relnstallation
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