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If disregarding conduct that is entirely private, we consider only that special conduct which involves direct relation; with other persons: and if under the

Name "government" we include all con​trol of such conduct, however arising: then we must say that the earliest kind of government, the most general kind of

government, and the government which is ever spontaneously recommencing, is the government of ceremonial observance‑ . . . This kind of government. . . continues to have the largest share in regulating men’s lives.

‑Herbert Spencer

Let us presuppose that people like being, and even need to be, in the pres​ence of others.  They do not have to know or interact directly with other people; just being in the proximity of others provides comfort and someone to watch.  Let us further postulate that in order to find a certain amount of human contact, people will travel to places where they know other people will be.  Being with others is an antidote to loneliness.  This "traveling to he with others"' tictivity call be called "congre​gant behavior." if we agree that even​olie, or nearly everyone., needs some eniount of congregant behavior in their lives, then let its consider what this need has to do with niusennis anti what opportunities It offers us as niusemn professionals.

People go to some crowded events for tile pleasurable experiences they Hope to find there. Think about the many group activities you have volun​tarily participated in. At some, the group's actions were coordinated and synchronous: pep rallies, political ral​lies, athletic events, musical perfor​mances, movies, and religions rituals or observances are a few examples. At other events, you expected the people you encountered to be mostly peaceable strangers whose actions were uncoordi​nated and independent; occasions like visiting museums. shopping malls, mar​kets, carnivals, and fairs fall into this category. In either case‑the coordi​nated or the uncoordinated‑the expec​tation that others would be present con​tributed to your feeling of pleasurable anticipation.

Yet while Borne congregant behavior is mild‑mannered anti peaceable. soine can be more dramatic anti niore volatile
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than the individual might wish. People in crowds can egg each other on. Inherent in group activity is the risk that it might deteriorate into violence, riots, or stampedes. A surge of thought​less behavior call be contagious and overtake the good sense and inhibitions of the individual.

It is the safe. Peaceable crowd behavior that interests tae. John Falk and Lvnn Dierking's research about mnsemns has shown that people spend about 5(? percent of their museum visit​ing time engaged in some kind of social activity‑cnaaging with the people with whom they cattle. to the mnsenni, watching strangers, and interacting with staff.' In a study called "Bowling Alone," we learn that inore people than ever go howling, but fewer bowl as members of teams, a sign that we choose individualism to the detriment of camaraderie.‑ In current literature that focuses oil re‑creating a civil society, there is renewed respect for the value of group responsibility.

Continuing with the bowling exam​ple, what if we were to redefine the meaning of a group or a gathering to include all those who go to the bowling alley at a particular time, even though they are not oil the same teain? Then the bowling alley manager could begin to plan activities for transient and even unintentional groups. He or she could enhance the feeling of group cohesion by setting up teanis for an evening, giv​ing out team clothing, providing name tags, anti periodically changing bowling partners‑ Then the activity of bowling would promote tile formation of group responsibility. As another example. think about square dancing. Four cou​ples are needed to create intricate pat‑

tents. If the couples start out as strangers, they soon become responsible acquaintances, if not friends. Square dancing does not work without group cooperation. This cooperation is not necessarily based oil the dancers' per​sonal knowledge of one another.

American society today still has a Sense of responsibility toward the col​lective whole and toward individual strangers. Consider the etiquette that governs standing in line. We hold places for people we do not know., and we allow Someone to step in front of us if we feel that the need is legitiniate. We wait patiently, believing in the inherent fairness of tile systcin and the responsi​bility of line members to discipline strangers who disobey the agreed‑upon but unspoken rules. A review of line eti​quette reassures its that we still volun​tarily form and function as a group when we need to.

What does all of this have to do with innseunis? If we believe that congregant behavior is a hunian need, then one of the things that all inuseutns offer is an opportunity for people to be with and see other people. Why not make that a virtue? Why not introduce progranis that capitalize on human interaction?

For example, we soinetinies use exhi​bition signage strategies such as talk​back boards that allow the visitor to be the expert and teacher. but we. rarely snake it possible for visitors to speak directly with one another. We could cre​ate online conversations and Internet chat rooins for this purpose. We could also install a ‑soap box" location in the ninseunl that invites visitors to coin​inand the attention of others. We could experiment with progranis such as parades, interactive theater, and ‑coup discussions in which every visitor call play a part. How often do we begin docent‑led groups by asking the unre​lated individuals in the group to intro​duce themselves? How often do we start public progrnnis by taking a show of hands so that we call learn about our audience and they can lenni about each other? Why don't we focus oil creating programs that enhance the way inuse​uni visitors affect other visitors? Our attitude extends to inusenin amenities. We rarely place cafes in the heart of inuseurns because we are truing to pro​tect our collections. Why don't we Siiit‑
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ate theta to encourage conversation about objects? We could promote object watching as well as .people watching. We could provide tables where strangers call share a meal as they do in private clubs.

We can aspire to make niuseurns one of the few safe, neutral congregant spaces in our communities. If we do our work well, we could help all members of society‑no niatter what ethnic, racial. or economic group they belong to‑feel welcome in inuseunis. To create such safe environments,, we nnist look at the most subtle aspects of oar presetita​tiotts. Do the guards think all people are equally welcome? Does the signage con​tain words that assume a certain educa​tion level or specialized knowledge? Is there any way for the non‑English speaker to decode the inessage? Is the staff sufficiently representative so the public senses that everyone is not only welcome lint potentially understood? Do we sensitize our staff to the many acceptable, though culturally specific, ways of acting, when in a public space? Is the location of the uiuseuni seen as someone's turf? If so. is there anything we call do to help others come in safety? Is the innseuni accessible by public transportation? Does it have evi​dent security? Is infortuation about neighborhood amenities such as restau​rants and other attractions visible and available in the lobby? Do we invite the inuseuni's neighbors in to see our work anti be seen by our visitors? Call we help visitors leave the niusenin building feeling less frightened about the for​eigtiness of the neighborhood?

Some inuseunis now see themselves as fortitns that foster balanced conver​sations oil issues of the day. They create all atmosphere and a structure that invite colloquy. They are not lecture halls, but umbrellas for debate anti tile airing of ideas. Sometimes these
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exchanges are broadcast to a wider audience and sometimes they are not. Sometimes the debate is part of all exhi​bition and sometimes it is spoken. Whatever the format, these programs stern front the belief that serving as a ‑town hall" is art appropriate role for a niusenin.

The internal clintate of a public enterprise such as a ninseuni‑its orga​nizational culture‑can help create a safer space for the public. Our visitors probably intuit this internal set of beliefs and behaviors. Stated simply, if staff members care for each other, visi​tors believe that the staff will care for thetas. Safety and equity begin at Ironic. If the internal adtttinistrative process is not transparent and evenhanded, if respect for the value of each employee is not expected, if the internal discourse is allowed to be abusive. then no inatter what we do with our progrtun, the pub​lic will remain critical and oil edge‑ The opposite is also trite: if our program is a little ragged but our spirit is enthusias​tic, if we are really happy to see our vis​itors, the public will forgive its and get on with the business of learning while exuding a palpable sense of well‑being.

There is a growing feeling that in order for civility to predominate, we as citizens trust balance individualisin with group adherence and indepen​dence with compliance. We must cele​brate diligence and discipline its we cel​ebrate spontaneity and individual cre​ativity. We inust not allow repression, but neither call we condone chaos. We must adhere to a core expectation for orderliness in our families. our cities. anti our society. Collectively, we cannot survive with only anarchy.

Museums will have to change a great deal if they are to be truly welcoining to all. Yet we have a core purpose that is inherently important to our survival. It is not, as you might automatically think‑ that we have collections, access to the `real thing.' Instead, it is our role as institutions of ineniory. As inembers of a society, we intist be rooted in our collective past as well as willing to face our collective future. Museums call cap​italize on their significant place in the conlmuuitv. They call enhance and eel​ehrate the congregant behavior that happens within their walls. As they pro​vide a safe splice that welconies every‑

one to their buildings and their pro​grams. they can also contribute to pre​serving and building a sense of safety and conunmutv.
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In mi. experience working in museums. I have observed or been a part of frus​tratingly unsuccessful attempts at medi​ating workplace differences through generalized social discussions of racism and other discriminatory 'isms." «'hile general concepts and historical overviews of the social base of differ​ences are critically important, such approaches frequently seem to sTudi​ously avoid connecting the broad dis​cussion of difference and discrimination to the particular workplace reality that brings the discussants together. In our case the common denominator is the world of museums. The personal per​spective is certainly an important "numerator' in this discussion, but it does not carry the same weight as the professional.

Matters of difference can be compli​cated stuff. The topic is an aspect of an often deeply emotional and fractious discussion that is motivating three interrelated trends in educational and cultural institutions in the United States and many countries around the world. Heightened conservatism, often extreme in philosophy and institutional practice, is one trend in defense of the status quo. Overemphasis on difference or outright separation reflect a second trend in opposition i:o historical and contempo​rary conditions of discrimination in social, intellectual, cultural, and esthetic spheres‑ However, a third but littIe​recognized trend holds great promise; it is characterized by candid acknowledg​ment of differences, honest and in​depth approaches to understanding their origin, and innovative and creative experiments to address the problem.

Careful and thoughtful exploration of this topic is. I would argue. critical to the development of democracy. Museums do, after all‑in the words of the American Association of Museums' E,rcellence and Equit)•‑proOde educa​tion and public service "by fostering the ability‑ to live productively in a pluralis​tic society arid to contribute to the reso​lution of challenges we face as global citizens." While your particular work and the problems you face as individu​als in museums may be more circum​scribed, you diminish even the local importance of what you do if you are not cognizant of this larger context in which differences are being mediated.

