Museums of Bravery?"

Elaine Heumann Gurian

Those who really deserve praise are the people who, while human enough to enjoy power nevertheless pay more attention to justice than they are compelled to do by their situation.
-- Thucydides (Gini, 1996a)
“… only through the efforts of enough institutional leaders can ethically neutral postures become less prevalent than ethically explicit ones.” (Anderson, 2005)
INTRODUCTION
As a preliminary remark, let me say that all my writings have been grounded 

In a central core idea – that museums should welcome all because they house the collective memory of all. So, over the years, I have tried to parse out various ingredients that, if combined together, would make museums more inclusive and concluded that in the end the overarching direction of each specific museum is a matter of collective will.  To achieve that aim, a museum organization must design many small interlocking synergistic systems that involve mission statements, personnel policy, staff training, exhibition philosophy, collections policy and space use, to name a few. 

No one segment of our work can, by itself, successfully carry the philosophy of the whole organization. What follows is that for the museum to be believable, all segments of the work must be consistent, one with another. However for a museum to break the mold of their predecessor, for them to become “Brave” they need a special kind of leadership and vision. 

I have been lucky to be associated with some number of brave museums in the last thirty years and upon reflection have tried to parse why they tsucceeded and what elements were present that allowed that to happen.  The museums I was associated with were certainly not the only museums so I wish to recognize others as well.

Let me list a few so that you understand that my definition of bravery is museums that kept faith with their vision and by doing so brought forth systems for others to emulate.  These systems in turn became the norm for others and then became almost commonplace.  

Often these brave museums were small and under the radar screen because those seemingly insignificant museums can experiment without a spotlight and can emerge seemingly full fledged on to the museum field.  There have been, of course, experimental brave efforts that did not hold for long, but their effort and their leadership had much the same shape and form than those that did.

I am making the distinction between brave and successful because there are many successful mainstream museums that have done more ordinary work excellently.  Brave museums intend to break the mold and create new systems.

I have noticed that it takes a certain kind of leadership to create brave museums, one that includes a director or directors with a vision, who has an internalized moral core, is willing to lose their job,  and who can create an ensamble of colleagues who are willing to bring their considerable talents to the service of that vision.  The vision is bigger than personal gain and large enough to rekindle the idealist strain in the team.  The director gets, and deserves the credit, in part because they suffer the pressure of the disbelieving from the rest of the often powerful world.  However the director could never create these institutions without the talent and dedication of the ansamble players who break the missing elements to the work, and whose dedication to the vision is no less than the directors.  

The museums worth mentioning are: Te Papa, The Boston Children’s Museum, The Exploratorium, The National Museum of the American Indian, the Museum of African Art under Susan Vogel, the New Museum under Marsha Tucker, Cirma; the National Archives of Guatemala, The City Museum in St. Louis, the Children’s Museum of Rosario, Argentina, and Molndal, in Sweden, the Museum of World Cultures in Gothenberg Sweden, The Vasa Museum in Copenhagen, wish to focus on the role of leadership in differentiating between an institution espousing a direction and one that fulfills it. In common parlance what ingredient is necessary for a director to ensure that a museum “walks the talk?”

The world is currently tense.  In the face of seeming prosperity and relative peace, there are deep divisions and changing power bases within society.  Museums are embroiled in public debate about issues of public decency, spiritual interpretation, and national pride -- all issues that involve moral questions. 
Museums are the visible expression of contemporary thought.  Because our institutions present tangible evidence, in the past, individual choices were often hidden behind the object's seeming irrefutability. Today, museum professionals generally acknowledge museums as interpretative centers guiding public thought.  In the face of that acknowledgement, leadership can no longer remain invisible for clearly the director charts a direction that guides the philosophy.

PERSONAL ETHICS

For purposes of this paper, a definition of ethics is in order, especially when that definitional debate has been continual and nuanced throughout all of recorded history. There is a simple and maybe even simplistic definition that I find useful -- “justice, fair play, and equity – in the presence of others” attributed to John Rawls in Moral Leadership and Business Ethics by A. Gini. (Gini, 1996a)  He adds “Of course, the paradox and central tension of ethics lie in the fact that while we are by nature communal and in need of others, at the same time we are by disposition more or less egocentric and self-serving.” (Gini, 1996a)
LEADERSHIP IN MUSEUMS IN THE MIDST OF PRESSURE

Museums of bravery must understand that “Institutions of memory are more important to the civic well-being the public and the museum community generally understand or acknowledge.  In fact, most of the reason d’etre that we espouse – economic engine, location for multi-general education, enhancing the quality of life, and preserving the artifacts of our history, while important and partially true, are less important, I would contend, than our role in collective civic wellness and safety.” And “No society can remain civil without providing places where strangers can safely associate together. Museums are part of a panoply of these necessary civic places.”
Directors must be comfortable with the understanding that their audience “can, and do, hold more than one world view simultaneously and have the ability to differentiate between them. They do not seem confused by inconsistencies or contradictions that are involved.  Museums are currently caught in a set of controversies that suggest the public is rethinking which of their internalized world views they wish to use while visiting.”

“Ambivalence – as in, believing in two equal and opposite positions -- is not only possible; it is, I believe, our predominant mental state
. The notion of winner and loser, while inculcated into all of us in the Western world, is not the way we actually live our lives. 
The concern that preoccupies me in this more polarized world is that museums are more subject to political pressure than I used to think. The governmental mood in many places seems to veer in cycles from left to right and back again. Museums, in response, seem to move from being object-focused instructors (right) to client-centered includers (left) in a congruently rotating pattern. This is, of course, not true for all institutions within any geographic location, or at any one time. Other factors – like the politics of the founders and the strength of current museum leadership – plays a part. Yet it is more predictable than I would like. Many museums, in the face of political opposition, real or imagined, become tentative and cautious.  

The institutions I have most often been associated with were led by directors whose personal politics was more left-wing, and even radical, than the majority culture of the time. And most of these institutions flourished when the political government was also more left-leaning. When more right-wing governments came to power, the cultural institutions who were more interested in established canons, and who saw their role as the preservers and inculcators of traditional values, were rewarded with attention and increased funds. Interestingly, when more liberal governments came to power, these self-same establishment institutions tried to learn the processes of inclusion and became some better for the attempt. Sadly, few of these changes remain after more conservative governments return. 

I now speculate that there are three factors preventing museums from fulfilling their stated missions if that mission includes broadening their aucience and becoming more universally accessible. One is the force used by many in authority, (political and economic majority stakeholders i.e. the board, the funders and the politicians) to retain their influence. They sometime see their involvement in museums (as distinct from libraries) as a social escalator for their own enhanced power. They often wish the museum to continue to attract a smaller but more elite clientele with whom they would personally like to associate.
This unfortunately is true as well for some staff members, who assert “museum tradition” to solidify the status they acquired by virtue of their position. They mimic the trappings of the power structure that surrounds them regardless of their personal origins. 
I have often underestimated the personal courage museum directors (and their senior associates) need in order to create institutional change. They often must deplete whatever charisma and willfulness they can muster to produce any gains at all. Directors have to be willing to risk dismissal to withstand pressure to violate their own principles, while finding pathways to justifiable compromise. It is such leadership that supports and encourages unexpected solutions to seemingly intractable problems. These courageous directors are nuanced negotiators and the willing buffers between their staffs and the dissenting powerful. Without them, change by the rank and file is possible but exceedingly difficult. By contrast, directors fearful for their jobs are understandably timid in the face of political pressure.

So how is possible for some leaders to ascertain their internal moral compass and then stay true to it?  How it is formed?  Where do the individuals, when faced with difficult pressure, find the well of personal courage and moral fiber to say “This far, and no further?”

In this paper, I am not concentrating on the role of the director in management though I am a devotee of good management. 
The ingredients that differentiate leadership includes introspective, self-criticism, and willingness to be in touch with their emotional, personal and spiritual lives without apology.  (GOLMANBOYATZIS et al., 2002)
Leadership competencies include:  

· Self-awareness -- emotional self-awareness, accurate self-assessment, self-confidence

· Self-management -- self-control, transparency, adaptability, achievement, initiative, optimism.  

· Social awareness -- empathy, organizational awareness, service

· Relationship management -- Influence, developing others, change catalyst, conflict management, teamwork and collaboration.

In a word, these leaders have a moral compass and an authentic connection between their internal principles and their daily work.  

Where does this internal gyroscope come from?  I would suggest it starts with the values inculcated when growing up.  I am more persuaded that what one learned by example at home, school, sports and religious teachings in fact imprint us for life.  Though I do not think this early education is immutable. As adults, we are making moral judgments all the time and continuous experience adds to our internal criteria.  
I would suggest that the idealistic time in one’s life – i.e. adolescence and early adulthood, is a fertile time when new moral imprints and adjustments are established that are uniquely our own.  Dewey is less specific but allows for ongoing moral evolution.
“John Dewey argued that at the pre-critical, pre-rational, pre-autonomous level, morality starts as a set of culturally defined goals and rules which are external to the individual and are imposed or inculcated as habits. But real ethical thinking, said Dewey, begins at the evaluative period of our lives, when, as independent agents, we freely decide to accept, embrace, modify, or deny these rules.” (Gini, 1996a)
Even ancient philosophers point out that ones colleagues, peers and mentors help shape that evolving nature of one’s moral code.

“In his Nichomachean Ethics, Aristotle suggested …The spirit of morality … is awakened in the individual only through the witness and conduct of a moral person. “(Gini, 1996a)
Gini goes on to suggest:

“The principle of the "witness of another," or what we now refer to as "patterning," "role modeling," or "mentoring," is predicated on a four-step process, three of which follow: (1) As communal creatures, we learn to conduct ourselves primarily through the actions of significant others; (2) When the behavior of others is repeated often enough and proves to be peer-group positive, we emulate these actions; (3) If and when our actions are in turn reinforced by others, they become acquired characteristics or behavioral habits. (Gini, 1996b)
Without statistics to back me up, I now think that the director’s personal moral compass influences the direction of the institution. That being true, it is then predictive that director who is personally over-eager to please, wishes to get ahead at most any cost, and can easily compartmentalize his love of family from love of staff will use these are guideposts for action within the institution.  A predictive negative test for recruiters may be if the person in question can successfully separate personal beliefs from workplace behavior for it seems a more integrated life is a predictor of courage.
For those leaders whose their internal values are integrated with their work life, we might want to know what these are.  Perhaps we should revamp the way we hold job interviews so that a discussion of internal values become routinely part of the process. 
It is not a surprise to find out that we have known that for two decades and yet those of us in the museum business continue to focus on our less passionate and mechanistic management side.  It is often “the meeting” that seems to be our work, and there seems to be a belief in something called “consensus” which may be a cover for inaction because consensus often means that without unanimity the matter can be endlessly relitigated.  Generally speaking I would suggest that we have associated the visionary with the Autocrat and eschewing that many decades ago, we now have replaced that leader with the tremulous manager.

Not in all cases of course, and when I look at the true leaders I have been privileged to know, I have found certain characteristics that have been similar.  Among them, a willingness to lose their job which sometimes happens, an ability to live with ambiguity, a personal commitment to protect their staff from attack, an integration of their personal lives with their professional ones, an interest in learning which extends to seeking real and potentially dissenting input, thoughtfully changing their minds when the information indicates that, and a genuine interest in ideas, process and people.

I have been fortunate to work with a number of directors whose backgrounds, internal moral core, and life experiences prepared them exactly, albeit inadvertently, for their positions as heads of paradigm-changing institutions. I would contend they caused the changes they did because they arrived on the scene with the seemingly unrelated, but extraordinarily useful, experiences, education, and training they had accumulated.

Further in every case, they assembled staffs of extraordinary individual skill and talent and welded them into a “commune” of integrated effort with more loyalty to the whole vision than to individual acclaim, and with an ability to make independent decisions within a coherent framework. 

These museums of bravery each broke the mold that surrounded them in part because the staff’s involved were unselfconscious as to the consequence and the directors unafraid. 
Michael Spock, the long-time director of the Boston Children’s Museum and son of a famous doctor, was a reluctant dyslexic who finally graduated college and became an exhibition creator and fabricator before becoming a director. His focus on learning for those who were educationally challenged colored all his work.  And he was raised by Dr. Spock who risked his fame for political causes. And he, and his staff, 
Frank Oppenheimer, the brother of J. Robert Oppenheimer, was a noted physicist in the Manhattan project and a political radical, who was forced out of his government position under McCarthyism to teach high schoolers, and then brought both his scientific expertise and the instructional hands-on curriculum he had created to the founding of the Exploratorium.  

Jeshajahu Weinberg, the founding director of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, never completed high school, spoke five languages fluently, was a founding pioneer of a kibbutz in Israel at age seventeen, a fighter in the Jewish Brigade during the Second World War, an early exponent of technology within the Israeli government, and the long-time head of a theatre repertory company. Having seen the Holocaust first hand, he was both afraid of nothing, unwilling to compromise his ethical beliefs for anyone and yet willing to sit in rooms to bring peace among desenting factions.

The leadership that produced Te Papa was a truly ensemble effort which involved a “commune”revolved around the intertwining of three brave, principaled, and indelible personalities who together formed sometimes an uneasy network which allowed each to shine, highlighted their individual strengths and made up for any individual

Dawn Casey, an Aboriginal woman who was prevented by policy from acquiring the degree she wanted or to attend the four year university of her choice, worked her way up, starting as a bookkeeper, through the Australian civil service to become assistant to the Prime Minister on matters of cultural affairs. She took a step down to become the Chief Executive of the National Museum of Australia and withstood, for a time, the unrelenting opposition, as only an experienced government official could, in creating a fascinating museum. Yet when her ouster was orchestrated, her sense of self created an unblemished system for her departure that was unassailable.

W. Richard West, Jr., the son of an important American Indian artist, was a noted Washington lawyer specializing in Indian affairs when he decided to direct the founding of the National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution. His sophistication in the politics of Washington, combined with his deep dedication to his forebears, was essential to the successful realization of the museum.  

I knew all these directors and had the pleasure of working with most. They did not feel constrained by the traditions of the museum field, though they were eager learners who brought views from other fields to enrich ours.  

In matters of critical decision making, these change agents relied on their internal moral compass to determine the outcomes.  It was a priviledge to watch.

Let me summarize by this quote:

The ethics of leadership -- whether they be good or bad, positive or negative -- affect the ethos of the workplace and thereby help to form the ethical choices and decisions of the workers in the workplace. Leaders help to set the tone, develop the vision, and shape the behavior of all those involved in organizational life. The critical point to understand here is that, like it or not, business and politics serve as the metronome for our society. And the meter and behavior established by leaders set the patterns and establish the models for our behavior as individuals and as a group.(Gini, 1996b)
I despair more often now thirty-five years later, than I when I began my career. I find open-mindedness in meetings, in text, and in museum exhibitions in shorter supply then I used to. 

That said, I continue to believe that museums are important institutions, perhaps more so than we insiders understand. I continue to find brave people, many of them young, ready to take on new difficult problems. I sense that there are people waiting in the wings who believe in balance, ethics and complexity. I acknowledge them and hope that this talk keeps them company along their journey.  
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� —am·biv·a·lent  adjective —am·biv·a·lent·ly adverb  -- simultaneous and contradictory attitudes or feelings (as attraction and repulsion) toward an object, person, or action <a heightened ambivalence which is expressed in behavior by alternating obedience and rebellion, followed by self-reproach —G. S. Blum> 
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