SPEECH


THE JEWISH MUSEUM ASSOCIATION


JANUARY 20, 1991


	INTRODUCTION


I have the privilege of attending Indian Pow Wow's now, an event I would not have even contemplated in the past. Last month at a Pow Wow an Indian member of our delegation stood up and, as a gift to her hosts, said my name is �����������������, I am a member of the ������� tribe, I will speak to you in my native tongue. In that language my name is ����������� and now I will sing you a song of joy at our being together, a song of my people. I thought if they call on me, I will be able to say the same thing and in the same order. Let me introduce myself. My name is Elaine Heumann Gurian, I am a member of the tribe of Israel and I will speak to you in my native language �� Hebrew. In that language, my name is Mara�Tov bat Hanach vie Hannah and I will sing you the prayer of joy at our gathering �� the SHEHEHEYONU. But they did not call on me, for I am not an Indian, I am a Jew.








I am currently the Deputy Director for Public Program Planning for the National Museum of the American Indian, having been �� in previous incarnations �� Director of Education of the Boston Institute of Contemporary Art, Director of the Exhibit Center at the Boston Children's Museum, and the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Museums at the Smithsonian.
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�
My new position offers me an opportunity to view the process of formation of an ethnically focused museum from a particular vantage point.�� that of the inside/outsider. As a person deeply attached to my ethnicity, I feel that that attachment allows me to be connected to other groups in a sympathetic way. Those whose personal ethnic identity is fuzzy or who deem cultural identity as irrelevant would probably find this work irrelevant as well.








Yet I'm clear that I am not of these people �� I am a Jew not an Indian. I am also not a "wannabe". The Indian passions and their deeply held feelings are not mine. I am empathetic but not involved.








Whenever I am the focal point of an Indian's anger or when I am witness to situations that I do not approve of and which are antithetical to my belief systems, I am �� for the first time in my life �� curiously dispassionate. This isn't my fight, I remind myself. In the most fundamental respect this is not my museum. I am a mercenary, a hired gun. I refer to myself as the museum's auto mechanic. Now make no mistake about it, I take pride in my ability to be a good auto mechanic and I work hard to make this Indian institution the best place possible. But I am clear about what is and what is not my issue. I suspect that this position ��of curious detachment �� is even more true of our non�related visitors to our ethnic museums and should be remembered by us when we seek to explain ourselves to others.
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I am, however, neither immune nor anesthetized. My feelings get hurt when x am treated as a non�person sitting invisibly in a room, or when I am thought to be an even more pushy broad than usual because the culture I am emersed in is more sexist than I am used to. Nevertheless I find that my continued presence, my ongoing "thereness" eventually makes me a real person for my colleagues ��no larger, no smaller, no more fallible or infallible, and no more dismissable than anyone else. I work in a real life environment. I have become part of the team �� warts and all �� I am now among colleagues and friends. However, I cannot travel without an Indian companion to clear the way, to apologize or legitimate my presence. I must begin again every time I go out among strangers.








I love my job; it is fascinating, but in order to do it successfully, I must remain clear about who I am and who I am not. I am not the arbiter of the cultural material, I am one of the facilitators. It is a professional position that has its own value and its own rewards.





THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN


The National Museum of the American Indian is poised on the edge of doing business not as usual. In fact our rhetoric says that we will be "the Museum different". We are pledged to interview our constituency �� the Indians of this hemisphere �� and to ask them what kind of museum they wish to have. In answer to the questions we have already asked, we have heard that museums are irrelevant institutions to many Indian people, that museums have portrayed
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Indians inaccurately and that the need Indians have to tell the story of their ongoing history is to their own particular children. There is no "the Indians". There are many independent sovereign nations which need to save THEIR material and THEIR intangible culture for THEIR own needs and transformations. In some deeply held belief, some Indians believe that a national museum is not only irrelevant �� it is, frankly, none of our business. They wish to have their materials returned to use for their own purposes, functions and education. They wish us to help them document their existent traditions but not for the edification of others ��only for the edification of themselves and their offspring.








I wonder what would happen if the Jewish museums asked their own community what it is they wanted. Would Jewish museum professionals find that the Jewish population wishes that the notion of museum itself be redefined in order to be made relevant?








The Indians have told us that if we must have a museum, they wish it to focus on the multi�sensory spiritual aspect of the individual Indian cultures. They wish the sounds, smells and physicality inherent in their traditions be as present as the artifacts they have produced. This focus on other than objects makes producing exhibitions a new and relatively uncharted adventure.








The National Museum of the American Indian IS prepared to rewrite or expand the definition of museums as currently understood. We,
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the staff, are not at all tied to the Heye Foundation's previous history nor are we tied to the history of museums within the western tradition. However, I am not sanguine that we �� as well intentioned as we are �� know how to rewrite the definitions nor will we be able to image the alternative structures that would be more helpful to our constituency.








I do not know yet how to respond to the various things we are hearing but I am intrigued and pledged to try to decipher the requests and to suggest concrete alternatives that might work. I am sure that our museum �� when completed �� will not look as radical as we would wish because we cannot imagine an altogether new institution. But I am also clear that we will create incremental fresh structures that will appear self�evident to us as we go along and that the amalgam of small but inventive decisions will in the long run create an interesting and maybe prototypical institution for others to contemplate. If we can remain open in our thinking, realistic but radical in our solutions and unmired in either the aspirations of the traditional museum people or the wishes of the upwardly mobile funding sources we may be able to move the whole field forward.








When I was last involved in such an endeavor, it was because the Boston Children's Museum was small, insignificant and unselfconscious. The National Museum of the American Indian has none of these naive attributes and working issues out in the full
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�
glare of media and public funding accountability makes the task much harder.








This may be unkind but I suspect that if the Jewish museums adopted the task of creating institutions that were uniquely relevant to their needs rather than operating museums about Jewish things which assumed the current definitions of "museumness", they too would be engaged in building new and potentially more relevant and �� dare I say ��more interesting institutions.





WORRIES


What additional words of pertinence can I bring to you �� Jewish museum professionals working in your own Jewish Museums �� from this particular (and maybe peculiar) vantage of being a museum professional (but ethnic outsider) in the midst of a mission driven, ethnic ly�focused institution committed to give voice and power to its own community?








Let me tell you what I am worried about �� both for my project and for you.











I worry that:








� in our zeal to redress the past omissions of historic presentations, we create new distortions.











� we fail to illustrate balance and perspective by telling a
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�


�


one sided story,


We must be careful to include multiple perspectives and a sense of scale. No decision was ever unanimous nor was it as dominant as we would like. However the people we represent are often hesitant to include scale less it trivialize the issue and makes the event seem less heroic.


�	� romance colors our vision,


It is the wish of every constituency that their people are presented as always beautiful, honest, visionary and uncomplicatedly pure. Life was never like that for anyone. Do we have an obligation to present pride of past deeds with the warts remaining, or are we in complicity with our people by presenting history that is intentionally not only untruthful but also humanly unattainable?


_	� we, the museum facilitators, are potentially the victims and perpetuators of recreationism �� not only of history but of traditions.


Do we care that all things change, have always changed, and we are only a participant in the process?








� we become intentionally or inadvertently the teachers of artifact production and the instructors of technique.
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I love that particular role but in it is embedded the potential of the recreation of artifact for purposes other than intended as well as the glorious continuation of unbroken arts production. Do we need to show only the best objects so that only great material will serve as the primer to others?








� our sources are not always either representative or accurate but we sometimes use the information given to us because we are naive, the speaker is powerful or insistent, the information is currently politically "correct", it fits within our own current notion of what should have taken place, or because all other sources are dead or unavailable.


Are you an elder if you are merely old? Anthropologists have always worried about the problem of the efficacy of the informant but the problem becomes even more difficult when you are working from the inside because each voice must be considered as authentic as any other. How do you choose between voices without being accused of elitism or representing one clique over another?








� the belief in Spike Lee's slogan of YOU WOULDN'T UNDERSTAND that is, if one is an outsider you are excluded from understanding .


I believe the statement to be both true (in that members of an ethnic group do have basic shared assumptions that
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�


are unspokenly understood) and false (in that this remark is sometimes used to keep you, the outsider, unquestioning and defensive when the thinking presented is unclear or unbalanced).








_	� the museum translators will not sufficiently recognize nor respond to the "outsider" audiences who need ways of understanding the information being presented every bit as much as the insider.








� that the definition of who is and who is not ONE OF US is too restrictive and unnecessarily cruel in its application.


While being afraid of the Nazi's and their belief in the Aryan purity, how can I listen to conversations now about blood quantum?








� in declaring that each group has an internalized but coherent and quantifiable aesthetic �� one that is different from the eurocentric model which has so controlled museum choices in the past �� will we be able to set up and apply this culturally consistent sense of aesthetic success and originality when choosing objects to display? Will we become indiscriminate out of fear of being captured by someone else's coda?











that exhibition formats as we understand them �� even newly
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�
invented multi�sensory ones �� will not adequately explain other peoples interactions, motivations, and emotions and therefore the museum's pursuit is foolhardy,








that norms of behavior that are objectionable in one society are tolerated or even encouraged in another. One group's notion of violence, abuse, chauvinism is another group's sense of business as expected. It takes a long time to even explain ourselves to each other, a much longer time to be sympathetic to each other and an even longer time to like each other. To know each other is not to forgive each other





immediately.








� in our rush to redefine who should and should not have access to collections and who should control and own same, we will have violated a trust placed on us implicitly by future members of the very same groups.








� when redefining museums and cultural centers in currently new and useful ways we will have invented institutions that will remain useful only transitorily while the world moves along with some other need.








� this pride and self esteem born of knowing one's past simultaneously breeds intolerance for others and justification for future violent action against them. Focused institutions
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�
�� either racially, nationalistically or culturally �� have been used in the past to justify war and aggression; not only self esteem.





SUMMARY


I am either participating in a great adventure, out of which the next generation of relevant social institutions will be born or I am participating in a return to isolation and the creation of a new physical justification for hate.














CMy hope is, and has always been, that to be responsible we must support all kinds of institutions simultaneously. We need single focused institutions that explore the multi�facets and interrelationships of a specific culture or subject as well as institutions that concentrate on integrative overviews. We each personally need to know our particularized story and yet to live and work together in a heterogeneous world with respect and acceptance of the other. Our well being is dependent on the pride and exploration of our own patrimony AND on a belief in tolerance for others and the importance of the common good. Rational men and women will have to prevail, people who believe in balance, in complexity and in the belief that each of us is entitled to take up equal space, time and attention. Without the concurrent commitment to integrated and harmonious as well as to separate and glorious all is lost.
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REMARKS �� The Canadian Museum Association


October 14, 1993


ELAINE HEUMANN GURIAN


Deputy Director for Public Program Planning


National Museum of the American Indian








Thank you for inviting me here and allowing me to eaves drop on your conference. Before I tell you what I have noticed and what I think it portends for the future, let me introduce myself more fully. I am a 53 year old upper Middle Class Jewish Woman nowborn in New York City of German Jewish Immigrant Parents now living and working in Washington Dc.








I tell you these things because in today's world in order to assess the validity of anyone statements we believe we must understand the underlying assumptions, the language use, the methods of discourse and these can only be ascertained by knowing specific parts of the speakers personal history. We have given up believing in "objective" reporting and hold that all presentations are shaded by personal experiences based on age, gender, ethnicity, religion, and class therefore I feel it is important to reveal it all to you immediately.








In our parents generation it would have been considered very bad form to reveal such personal things to strangers.








I have been engaged for a long time in working with different groups of people each of whom are not of my own tribe and I have found that if z immediately tell them who I am, our discourse is





�
more open, friendly and honest. I do not know exactly why that is but I believe that they axe relieved that I have an ethnicity too, I know who I am and that I am not interested in becoming or pretending to be them. I am not a "wannabe".











My position as Deputy Director for Public Program Planning of the National Museum of American Indian offers me an opportunity to view the process of formation of an ethnically focused museum from a particular vantage point �� that of the inside/outsider. As a person deeply attached to my ethnicity, I feel that attachment allows me to be connected to other groups in a sympathetic way. I am or have been an advocate of the "multi�cultural" thinking. I have believed in equity, in power sharing at all levels, in the need for people to tell their own story and in multiple perspectives. Yet today I am more cautious about the future than ever. For I find that somehow in our rush to address past inequities we are in danger of allowing the process to become strident and entitled. The pendulum has swung from Right to Left without ever pausing in the reliable middle. I find I have become, to my surprising self assessment, both more radical and more conservative at the same time.








This has been a lovely conference. All the arrangements functioned, the people spoke intelligently, the crowd was small enough to get to know each other and the appointments were all comfortable. Congratulations to all involved.











Yet we have come together at a time of moderate distress and





�
disquiet. Things do not feel right. It is hard to understand why since we are currently not at war, we are all relatively well fed and well dressed and we are devoted to the interesting work we do.








Your presenters of your conference struggled (ever so politely) with the ambiguity, lack of clear direction and definition that they see all around them. Everyone has a yearning to make things clearer and more definite. Your conference participants struggled with how to solve the issues at hand and if not how then how to assign blame to the culprits. For example is it the fault of the Wasp, the government policy or the multi�cultural groups for the lack for cohesiveness that the country now finds itself in.








Let me start with the good news. Lise Bissoneete and Gerry Weiner spoke of the new relevance of museums in the portrayal of culture and every one was appropriately congratulatory about the transformation of museums from dusty relics of the past to vibrant places of the present. There were many examples of the new importance of the visitor and the dynamic ways that they can be engaged with. The museum is becoming a lively place and the visitor is much better treated. I concur with this assessment and suggest that we should pause and congratulate ourselves. This new found relevance is the result of hard work and long struggle by many people who are in this room. This transformation can been seen in the community programs described by Kevin Neary and new ways to interact with visitors described by Carol Bergeron, the acceptance of always involving community people in the production








F,





�
of their own exhibitions as described by Carole Theissen , the creation of community controlled cultural centers as exemplified by Davina Hunt, the need for self assessment as described by Peter Ames, the inclusion of learning styles in exhibitions as described by Joanne Sparks and many other strategies. Each of them has moved the museum from the formerly controlled bastion of the few to the more widely, if imperfectly. controlled institution of the present.








However I continue to find us spending time in definitional discourses such as what distinguishes museums from our closest competitive institutions, can or should we use methodologies in our presentations that the so called disney land sector uses, what is the nature of authentic material and when can we use reproductions and still be a museum, what constitutes real evaluation and when is more casual evaluation ok, etc? I have heard each of these discussions during the three days. These kinds of questions comes from the hope that some closer attention to orthodoxy will offer us some solace and safety rather than this discomfort that we all feel amidst the blurring of definitional lines.








Yet what is happening and what will continue to happen is that definitions and boundaries are blurring and what is unique to and expected from museums is all changing. Philip Morrison once told me that in the immediate future we will all give up believing in the authenticity of the object. It is hard to believe but authenticity and originality may not be the deciding issues about the definition of museums. if that is the case do we continue to





�
have a function. Further I believe that the issue of repatriation, about which I heard curiously little in this conference will change us from "safety deposit boxes" of the present to "lending libraries" of the future. In fact we have much evidence in the new ways that the Native community is dealing with ceremonial and sacred material held in our institutions that the future holds many new models of collections use and care that will blur that part of our museums as well. We will not only believe in "I own it" or I give it back and now "You own it". but there will be a proliferation of models like "We both own it", "I own it but lend it to you" "You own it but you ask me to take care of it" "I own it but you use it in your traditions and return it to me in an altered state.", etc. The list of alternate permutations to the now most common model of museum ownership with occasional static display is quite long and the adoption of these alternative models will change one of the basic tenants of museum �� that of preservation �� into a new and very dynamic part of the museums interfaces with its community.








However I was interested in how pessimistic some of your main speakers were about the future. I find myself quite pessimistic as well and that about America and the world not just Canada. I believe that we can have an effect on the future and even on the future of peace in the world if we begin to concentrate on three quite old fashioned ingredients �� the first is to that we must begin to soften our specific cultural agitation enough to believe in the value of the other and the right for it to exist. We must





�
embrace each other, talk seriously of the common good and the need to love each other. In order to do that we will have to believe in the value of moderation and the centrist political position and thirdly we need to accept the notion that multiple even conflictual answers and the complexity and intractability of problems is a natural state. The world will be safer if we all begin to believe in "both\and" rather than "either/or". We must give up the notion of the best answer and the orthodox unitary solution.








Let me elaborate:


WE NEED TO EMBRACE EACH OTHER. There has been much discussion during this conference about mufti�culturalism �� a term that has specific political meaning 3.n this country �� which I will not pretend to understand. And they has been much discussion about whether it is the specific policy of the Canadian government which is pushing the country apart. I wish it were so simple for if the policy were to blame than the repeal of the policy would make the Canadian world more unified and less stridently secular. From an American vantage point where there is no such legislation but where there is growing intolerance one for the other, I see it is the attitude we need to collectively change rather than the policy alone. We need to love each other and recognize that each of us is entitled to take up an equal amount of human space and have equal access to privileges of citizenship.








Why has the impulse to redress identifiable injustice become strident entitlement and intolerance of the other. Why have we,





�
each of us, become so distrustful of the other. We have somehow given up the notion of collective responsibility for the society in which we all find ourselves and have retreated to our boundaries where we can live in cultural isolation and make unkind remarks about the others. Last night I postulated that to hate may be genetically easier than to love. War and the Holocaust may be the natural order of things not an apparition. That would explain the ease in which we dismissed the human qualities of the Iraqis in order to turn them into fitting enemies and the ease by which we went to war and then declared victory in our recent past.








It may be that the responsibility of civilized humans is to go against nature and to love one another as a matter of political imperative. We may have to resist the human urge to define the issues so that one is either inside or outside. By extension we may have to give up thinking that things are definable and may have to become more at ease with tendencies and affinities rather than absolutes. I found Peter Ames insistence on the terms indicators rather than measure helpful.








That segues into my next point that we need to be more moderate, more centrist. I think that was the tentative conclusion of Brownsyn Drainie as well. Somehow the radical left is meeting the radical right in demanding positions of extreme. The issue of Political correctness comes from the belief that there are correct and therefore defensible intellectual positions and all others must be denounced and routed out. Things have been said in America and





�
I know here as well that suggest that dialogue with an opposing community is the same as capitulation. I believe that there are good willed people in every community. Ordinary life continues to go on. However the time may have come when people of good will need to stand up and say when things are out of whack and that collective safety requires the common courtesy. I see the smugness of the McCarthy era uncomfortable reappearing when to be moderate in one's belief was to be labeled radical and only radical conformity was acceptable.








Finally I believe that we need to believe in Both/And in the acceptance of more than one point of view simultaneously, in the need for more than one solution to be correct and in the possibility that more than one way of life can exist without it being the denigration of the other.





I have never felt comfortable around the majority white privileged culture however I cannot believe that we can name call the WASP with impunity any more than I believe we can and should tolerate the other name calling that has been part of our past. I do not think one group no matter how discriminated against should be allowed retaliation as the legitimate price of societal redress.


We must begin to say no about intolerant behavior wherever we see it and must begin equally to accept the many varied and often highly antithetical behavior of all the cultural groups in our midst.





�
From an American perspective let me tell you the value I see of the


bi�lingualism I experienced during this conference. In listening


to a conference in two language I am struck that there is an


acceptance in the right of other ways of speaking and thinking as


a matter of course. I am also struck that the parochialism of


speaking only one language leads also to the intolerance of the


rightness of only one way of thinking. I was told by a colleague


during one discourse in French that the construction of the


argument was also very French. This need to shift not only from


one language to another but from one argument system to another can


be used as a force for building cultural understanding if this


country wishes to do that. I congratulate you on the effortless


way in which bi�lingualism worked here.








Let me sunmarize by listing some of my worries for this profession in the multi�cultural arena. I tell you them fully committed to creating ethnically controlled and focused museums and committed to the inclusion of the full story of history in our main stream museums. I am a fan of the need to look at reinterpretation such as the WEST AS AMERICA show at the Smithsonian while wishing that the excesses of rhetoric had been toned down.





I worry that:








� in our zeal to redress the past omissions of historic presentations, we create new distortions.











� we fail to illustrate balance and perspective by telling a





�
one sided story,


We must be careful to include multiple perspectives and a sense of scale. No decision was ever unanimous nor was it as dominant as we would like. However the people we represent are often hesitant to include scale less it trivialize the issue and makes the event seem less heroic.








� romance colors our vision,


It is the wish of every constituency that their people are presented as always beautiful, honest, visionary and uncomplicatedly pure. Life was never like that for anyone. Do we have an obligation to present pride of past deeds with the warts remaining, or are we in complicity with our people by presenting history that is intentionally not only untruthful but also humanly unattainable?








� are, the museum facilitators, are potentially the victims and perpetuators of recreationism �� not only of history but of traditions �� or do we believe that we are legitimate participants in the dynamic process of cultural change.








� our sources are not always either representative or accurate but we sometimes use the information given to us because we are naive, the speaker is powerful or insistent, the information is currently politically "correct", it fits within





�
our own current notion of what should have taken place, or because all other sources are dead or unavailable.


Are you an elder if you are merely old? Anthropologists have always worried about the problem of the efficacy of the informant but the problem becomes even more difficult when you are working from the inside because each voice must be considered as authentic as any other. How do you choose between voices without being accused of elitism or representing one clique over another?








� the belief in Spike Lee's slogan of YOU WOULDN'T UNDERSTAND that is, if one is an outsider you are excluded from understanding .


T believe the statement to be both true (in that members of an ethnic group do have basic shared assumptions that are unspokenly understood) and false (in that this remark is sometimes used to keep you, the outsider, unquestioning and defensive when the thinking presented is unclear or unbalanced).








� the museum translators will not sufficiently recognize nor respond to the "outsider" audiences who need ways of understanding the information being presented every bit as much as the insider.








� that the definition of who is and who is not ONE OF US is too restrictive and unnecessarily cruel in its application.





�
.� in declaring that each group has an internalized but coherent and quantifiable aesthetic �� one that is different from the eurocentric model which has so controlled museum choices in the past �� will we be able to set up and apply this culturally consistent sense of aesthetic success and originality when choosing objects to display? Will we become indiscriminate out of fear of being captured by someone else's canon?








� that exhibition formats as we understand them �� even newly invented multi�sensory ones �� will not adequately explain other peoples' interactions, motivations, and emotions and therefore the museum's pursuit is foolhardy,








� that norms of behavior that are objectionable in one society are tolerated or even encouraged in another. One group's notion of violence, abuse, chauvinism is another group's sense of business as expected. It takes a long time to even explain ourselves to each other, a much longer time to be sympathetic to each other and an even longer time to like each other. To know each other is not to forgive each other ��immediately.








� in our rush to redefine who should and should not have access to collections and who should control and own same, we will have violated a trust placed on us implicitly by future members of the very same groups.





�
� this pride and self esteem born of knowing one's past simultaneously breeds intolerance for others and justification for future violent action against them. Focused institutions


�� either racially, nationalistically or culturally �� have been used in the past to justify war and aggression; not only self esteem.





SUMMARY


I am either participating in a great adventure, out of which the next generation of relevant social institutions will be born or I am participating in a return to isolation and the creation of a new physical justification for hate.








Our well being is dependent on the pride and exploration of our own patrimony AND on a belief in tolerance for others and the importance of the common good. Rational men and women will have to prevail, people who believe in balance, in complexity and in the belief that each of us is entitled to take up equal space, time and attention. Without the concurrent commitment to integrated and harmonious as well as to separate and glorious all is lost.


�



