TURNING THE OCEANLINER SLOWLY








These are interesting times we live in, everything is topsy turvy. Museums, those venerable institutions, are changing their missions and their way of doing things. Large and entrenched institutions, like the Smithsonian, are like oceanliners: turning the oceanliner (even slowly) is a precipitous and uncomfortable affair.





I know that the Royal Ontario Museum has been engaged in just such a turning. And the Field Museum and the American Museum of Natural History are currently engaged in a reorganization that will have a profound effect on their way of doing business. Each has established leadership in the public program arena that is equal to research, and each is engaged in integrating education and exhibitions. While seemingly innocuous, this represents a profound new commitment to the public side of the house.





I have just returned from a 2�day meeting of an education task group for the American Museum of Natural History. Michael Spock, the Vice President for Public Programs of the Field Museum, was part of that group. As you all probably know I worked with Michael Sock for 16 years at the Boston Children's Museum before both of us went off �� in all innocence and arrogance �� to enter the mainstream museum community. Both of us were invited to institutions, he to the Field and me to the Smithsonian, by bosses eager to promote change. Our work seemed to them to provide a promising partial answer to their aspirations. We thought we were ready for the big time.





As you also know, I am now the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Museums at the Smithsonian. What you are probably wondering is exactly what it is that I do. I work with Tom Freudenheim, the Assistant Secretary for Museums. His portfolio contains the oversight responsibility of the 14 Smithsonian museums and 6 major, museum�related offices, and he advises the Secretary on institutional directions as related to museum issues. We have a mission; simply put, we believe that museums should be accessible to absolutely everyone and by every possible means.





�
Needless to say, oversight in a collegial and academic institution such as the Smithsonian is difficult at best. The museum directors do not like it and think they do not need it; they certainly are competent and professional folks used to running their own show. The tension between the academic community �� in this case, the bureau directors ��and the central administration is palpable. They believe we are only good for getting and giving them money, and we don't do that enough.





But on the issue of setting courses, we are seen as pains in the neck by both those who agree with the changes and those who disagree profoundly.





Let me discuss background for a moment. What are the external pressures that are influencing changes to take place in the museum field? Change by itself is so uncomfortable that institutions do not do so voluntarily or for noble reasons alone. They change because they fear the consequences of not doing so, and only then are willing to put up with the cries of anguish from the discomforted.





I think the pressures are as follows:





Demographics are changing. People of color are forming coalitions that are politically persuasive. Even where the attempts at power have not be entirely or ultimately successful, the specter of the Rainbow Coalition, for example, induces congressmen, and others, to become more assertive about civil rights.





The middle class is becoming multicolored. Even if the number of minority people in good, well�paying jobs is nowhere near their numbers in the general population, those minority people who are in positions of power are no longer willing to behave as if they have been co�opted by the majority culture. They are assertive, saddened by their previous treatment, and clear about the changes
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that should take place. Most of a11, they are politically savvy and know how to place pressure on central institutions.





The academic world has discovered context and the role of the interpreter. There is no longer a belief that the object will tell its own story or that there are neutral and objective truths. In art history, in anthropology, in history, it is fashionable to discuss the donor, the observer, the museums practitioner as purveyors of biased information and narrowly influenced by their own time and class. As museum professionals, we recognize ourselves to be the victims of our own time and place and become afraid to act, lest it becomes offensive to people other than ourselves. Thus, we are left with uncertainty and complexity.





As a nation, Americans are no longer committed to the notion of a melting pot. If we were, each of us would willingly take on a new homogenized national identity, speak a single national language and believe in a single value system, keeping our traditions around only enough to eat with cultural variety. Now we believe in multi�culturalism �� the belief that each culture has equal value, should remain identifiable although changed over time, and share in the power and representation of governance.





Governments seem to disappear endlessly. We cannot see the road in front of us. I don't know about you but I am totally discommoded by the happenings in Europe. As far as I can figure out whole governments have disappeared without a cataclysmic trace. How did that happen? If change was so inevitable and imminent, why didn't we see it coming? How can governments replace themselves so fast and seemingly so effortlessly? How can it look so easy for people to learn to rule countries? I thought you needed experience! What am I missing?





Our stock market has a volatility that causes dis�ease and yet we seem to go on without calamity. Are we financially safe or near
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economic disaster? The former signals of stability seem to be missing.





The collective human consumers of this world, you and me included, have begun to undo the ecological security we always counted on. Spraying your hair causes multi�national disturbances. One culture's potion for potency is another's ecological despair.











Is there anything we can count on? Yet, we know from child development class that chaos is emotionally disruptive �� no security leads to social dysfunction. When raising children, parents must set limits (with humanity, conviction and predictability) if we are to raise children who can successfully function. How can we do that in a world in which we are provided with no models of predictability and precious little in the way of global human kindness?





Tonight, we are not talking about theoretical uncertainty. On a more mundane level, each one of us is engaged in changing museums so that they can more accurately reflect our view of the times and of truth. Our view is that there is no ONE truth and that our immediate future is uncertain. How then can one chart a course? With presumptive certainty and simultaneous misgivings.








And what changes are we talking about?





Natural history museums are currently the most fascinating to watch. Founded to help us understand exotic plants, animals and people, and during a time when we tried to believe in "pure" cultures, this kind of museum, as a side effect, made the technological host country feel superior. Awhile ago we believed "God's" endless riches were there for the plucking, hunting and stuffing (that's how we made dioramas) and for colonizing and collecting.
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Now with cultural and biological diversity the profound issues of our day, natural history museums have in their collections the very materials most pertinent for public education. For the peoples among us who we sometimes refer to as native peoples or minorities (both terms probably under question), natural history museums hold material which is important to their understanding of their history. Can we tell a new story with materials collected for another purpose?





One of the ways is to profoundly change the way we think about museums and their relationship to the public. We must begin to think of the museums central mission. We must begin to believe that we are at service to its publics,. not as places with the primacy of the object. The audiences are partners on a mutual quest to learn, not passive students to be preached to by their teacher/scholars. We must put systems into place that allow the advocacy on behalf of our audience. We must change our management and exhibition production systems so that the resultant product, the exhibition, will become transparent to the novice and allow them to better understand the issues that face them in their lives. we are no longer preachers to the great unwashed, we are partners with ourselves and our families. Our audience, which touchingly believes and trusts us, must be helped to become critical and more demanding.





To reflect our commitment to multi�culturalism in our museums we must (and have begun to) diversify our boards and staffs, share leadership with representatives of many streams, broaden our collections to include the ordinary and objects that represent the history of the poor and disenfranchised, take a point of view within our exhibits that is explicit, give up anonymity in exhibition production and claim identifiable ownership, welcome behaviors and interests in our galleries that do not match our former assumptions about appropriateness, and think about our holdings not as a divine right but solely as objects, some of whose very ownership may be rightfully in question. The very preservation of some objects may be an anathema to the original producers. We may be the generation which disbands
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collections and collecting, the very raison d'etre for which we were founded. And we now must change our staff compositions to make known the many perspectives of our communities. How can we do all of that? We must, quite simply, do everything and all at once.





Each of the proposed solutions are complex. It involves retraining ourselves to be culturally sensitive, supportive of others and more self�critical. It involves training undereducated staff for new positions and paying for their delayed education. It involves recruiting widely in places where we are uncomfortable. In some cases, it involves selecting a gifted but inexperienced minority person over more seasoned applicants. It involves mentoring and setting up staff support. It involves entering training programs for potentially gifted youngsters and then staying with them for a long time. It involves changing the ways we are perceived by diverse communities. It involves including various perspectives within our exhibitions so that the casual visitor will know that they are welcome and might consider working in the museum environment. It involves having representative and knowledgeable peoples in positions of authority, visible to the public. And each of these changes is costly and disruptive of the old pattern and diverts resources from long established work. Everywhere people will say no, sabotage, and suggest cogent and often accurate reasons why change cannot occur. Our attempts will be imperfect, sometimes inequitable, unevenly adhered to, sometimes resisted. We wish it were logical, straightforward and easy. We would like to be right as well as make progress.





Change is a tall order. And in doing so, the Smithsonian �� along with other institutions �� is engaged in this �multi�coursed pattern of change. How does it feel? Uncomfortable.





America has been trained to believe in the "quick fix" and the "sound bite" solution. Our political process and our textbooks have not educated us to believe in multi�faceted issues or arguments. Americans believe that progress is instantaneous. We are not collectively ready
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for a slow, complex, even well�intentioned change. We wish that what is self�evident to us is for our neighbor, too.





Change never moves fast enough for the aggrieved, and it is never perceived to be done in good faith. In a bureaucracy, it is easier to stop action than to start it. The sentimental and the idealist are condemned. Expediency carries the day and is often the opposite of principal. One always wishes that it is not only behavior that is changed but that hearts and minds are changed as well. one has to get used to "victory" by coercion. All this and at the same time one knows quite clearly that there is no universal truth.





And as for me �� the person who came from the isolated, hippie, uniformly politically correct Children's Museum where I lived on the right wing �� this three year journey has been fascinating but searing. I have had to remember that I used to be liked. I used to believe that all decisions were made on the basis of some previously held moral principle, and have since discovered that there is no uniformly accessible person or system to believe in. My feelings are easily injured and, I did not (and still don't) understand the phrase "Don't take this personally". The arrogance of moral certainty is gone.





I am, however, left with the belief that chaos is not good for us individually or collectively. I appear certain even as the inside voice says, "Are you kidding?". Therefore, I have learned to consult my innards for direction. If it feels right, it must be useful. If it feels wrong, I should avoid it if I can. I look for the place for compromise but it is still difficult to find �� almost right and almost wrong are so close together. I still find that passion is essential to my work, but I have discovered that others' passions do not match mine. In fact, they are often passionately opposed. Those passions remind me that the world is complex and that there is more than one honorable position to be held on every subject. I think we are on a profound adventure. I am committed to doing it all. I do my work more superficially than before because I cannot easily pick my targets. I
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want it all to end right and be done right now. The way down the road is certainly not clear to me anymore. I hope the next steps are.




















Elaine Heumann Gurian


		March 12, 1990


	Toronto, Canada
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