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When I was approached to give a speech on programs for special audiences -- adolescents, pre�schoolers, families, elderly, handicapped, etc., I telephoned a range of colleagues to find out if anyone was creating new programs in the United States. By new I did not mean inventive for the particular museum but innovative for the profession at large. I didn't uncover major new programs to report to you, but in following a variety of leads I came across a new way of thinking about museums that I'd like to share with you.








Programs for special audiences, I found, generally break into two categories: first, programs that help groups make better use of the facility, and second, offerings that attempt to meet social needs expressed by the community itself. Today's talk will focus on this latter category �� programs that position museums as social support centers. I will later suggest reasons why some institutions choose to accept and even accentuate that role, while others choose to reject such purposes.
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Let me start by discussing Playspace at the Boston Children's Museum. It was the introduction of the Playspace Program in 1975 that led me to explore this topic of social concern. Playspace is a pre�school climbing and crawling space. Playspace was intended to serve a social purpose yet it was placed within the museum exhibition area, a location traditionally reserved for displaying collections related to the museum's mission. It was designed to allow pre�schoolers a physically safe yet challenging environment to play in as well as to provide comfortable seating for the adult caregivers who supervise the activity. The physical set�up is not unique. Spaces quite like it can be found in playgrounds and pre�schools everywhere. Rather, it is the underlying purpose of Playspace that was revolutionary when it was created: Playspace was designed expressly to facilitate parenting, to acknowledge the presence of a heretofore invisible museum visitor, the baby, and make both parent and child feel welcome.








Parents of young children, isolated in an urban environment, without traditional multi�generational family support, were covertly beginning to assemble in many public places (libraries, museums, shopping malls) seeking human companionship and simultaneously learning how to parent by watching and talking to others. The Children's Museum staff argued that this covert use of potentially inappropriate facilities should be turned into
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occasions for overt support by as many places as could afford and were willing to build what was, in effect, an indoor playground.








As part of the Playspace mission, other non�museum gathering places were investigated as appropriate sites for this social need. Today in America, Playspace copies and analogues are found in airports, hospitals, train stations, other museums as well as women's prisons and homeless shelters. The proposal to establish a social support system for a specific target audience within institutions of divergent missions, was successful.








Of course, museums are and have always seen themselves as instruments of social responsibility, as well as transmitters of cultural values. But the term "social responsibility", as used by our trade, has rarely been construed to cover the provision of direct service to some element of the community. Instead, social responsibility has meant a rather passive impartation of knowledge to a willing and self selected visitor audience. By contrast, social service recipients might be described as clients rather than visitors and the intended outcome for programs of social service is more direct, more activist.











Let me suggest examples of activist social service in museums:








��In the field of employment assistance, some museums have offered apprenticeships, pre�professional and professional








3





�
training programs, special employment opportunities for the poor, for the court adjudicated, for the adolescent, for the mentally ill, for the physically disabled and for women returning to the workforce.








��In the field of education, museums have offered literacy programs, after school homework assistance, alternative schools for school drop�outs, professional schools, and classes in prisons and in hospitals.








��In the field of economic assistance there have been schemes designed to sustain and enhance the crafts by providing direct markets for craftspersons. Shops have been set up that allow for profit sharing. Cottage industries have been started and or helped and apprenticeships have been offered to insure the transmission of craft skill from one generation to another.








��In the field of health care, dental and medical caregivers have been invited to museum sites to deliver health education information, screenings and direct clinical service.








��In order to support the museum and community workforce, museums have set up daycare for infants, for elderly, and for latch�key children.
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��To provide service to special communities, there have been mobile units that have gone to outlying districts, to old age homes, to prisons.





��And in the Ecomuseum and the Native museum movements there have been ways in which people have gained power over their own things,. their own presentations, their own finances and their own information. 1





��Museums routinely allow their meeting space to be used for meetings by other welfare and civic organizations. Some museums distribute their excess food service to some segment of the hungry community and I suspect that somewhere there are museum programs for the homeless that allow the museum's facilities to be used for toileting, washing and for shelter in emergencies.








I am sure that I have not listed the whole range of social service programs that museums �� at one time or another �� have or are currently engaged in. The delivery of social service is neither new nor confined to a single nation nor kind of museum.








I imagine that each of our museums have offered some of the aforementioned programs. But very few museums, when talking of their mission, include this kind of direct service programs to their community as a stated priority. Further I would suggest that
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many of the museums who provide some of the programs listed above would be hard pressed to have their leadership acknowledge such a role.








Some would argue that the decision to become part of the social support system violates or at least dilutes the museum's other (perhaps more central) function of collection, .preservation, display and education. Detractors would contend that many other kinds of institutions can deliver social service better than can museums and further that these social service institutions cannot, in turn, provide the service that is unique to museums. These gainsayers would maintain that each type of institution should concentrate on what it does best.








Let me begin another line of reasoning that will lead, I hope, to an understanding about who sees museum social service programs as central and why, and who does not and why not.








As you may know, I have spent the better part of the last two years working with the American Indian community in order to ascertain what kind of institution they wished the Smithsonian to build as THE NATIONAL MUSEUM OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN. This new museum is the inheritor of approximately one million Indian objects in what is reputed to be the finest and most comprehensive American Native collection in the world. My work entailed setting up many consultations with various representatives of American Indian
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tribes and Native people with a range of professional experiences. To a person, these advisors were not interested in establishing a museum in the conventional sense. Quite the contrary, they felt that they had been ill served by the museum establishment. What they wanted to build was an institution that would be directly useful to their own tribal members and especially their youngsters


The Indians wanted access to their specific objects not out of acquisitive desire but in order to use them in ceremonies that sustain their spiritual identity and to reinforce a feeling of pride and enhanced self�esteem for their tribal members. They were not interested in the objects qua objects. The Native People, I spoke with, were interested in direct service programs. They wanted, for example: development of curriculum material for their schools, recording of their stories in the Native language, training for their young people in the traditional dances, and use of objects in the continued practice of their spiritual traditions.














No consultation went very long before members spoke about the primary importance of their unique languages, the thought patterns associated with speaking their Native tongue, and the imperative of teaching that language to their children. I learned that members passed on their heritage through stories, songs, dances and ceremonies and wished their "museums" to integrate these methods of communication.





�
The institutions they were creating for themselves were called cultural centers rather than museums. But like museums, the purpose of these centers was the direct transmission and continuity of culture for their own people.








I learned from my Indian colleagues that they were not governed by the Western view of private ownership of cultural property. They did not distinguish between the world of the spiritual and the secular nor between the world of the animate and the inanimate. The value museums place on the preservation of objects was, in some cases, not congruent with their world view. Most importantly, they believed in a direct person�to�person transmission of cultural practice and values. The usual mission of museums �� acquisition, preservation and protected display �� was not synchronous with their need. The Indians understood and were always quick to say that their culture was not Western. And their new Museum will be, from a Western.viewpoint, unconventional.








This would not surprise Edwina Taborsky, who wrote a paper in 1982 entitled "The Sociostructural Role of the Museum".2  Ms. Taborsky begins her article by asking:








"Why is it important to the existence and development of culture, knowledge and social development to have objects and images kept apart from daily life, in a separate
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building, which some people conserve and analyze, and others visit and look at? "3








"The assumption that societies without museums are deprived of any of their supposed functional results must be questioned. Are there no other social systems in a society which can perform these same services? Is there nothing else which can gather, store and provide a sense of social heritage, a fund of social knowledge, a sense of development, other than a museum? It has to be acknowledged that other social systems have done so in the past and continue to do so. Myths, poetry, songs, stories, dance, rituals, religion, social rites, kinship structures, are all strong systems which have provided societies with such services . ....That is, all societies seem concerned with the preservation and production of social images and with the generation of knowledge about these social images. But they use different methods for dealing with these social needs. ,4








Is it possible that we, museum professionals worldwide, have been struggling toward a common paradigm for museums from an inaccurate vantage point that is �� all people regardless of their cultural experience want and need to preserve and transmit the traditions and values of their culture through an object�centered, preservation�based organization ?
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Taborsky asserts:


" . . . Museum are a specific method for dealing with images of social heritage and social consciousness, and this method is particular only to one specific logical pattern of comprehension of and behavior in the environment. "5








As a result of working on this paper, I am persuaded that institutions of cultural transmission take many forms, and each gives rise �� as a consequence and quite naturally �� to very different programs. This paper further suggests that societies in which the naturally transmitted medium of culture is person�to�person oral exchange (and where objects �� no matter how elegant ��have little currency as treasures for hording or display but rather are valued primarily for use) will create museums whose central programs will be offerings of social support. Conversely, societies that place primary value on objects of property will create museums that describe their central function as storage, display and educational offerings for the visitor. These institutions will be less inclined to deliver direct service to the community.








Put another way, it may be that cultural transmission through collecting and preserving is uniquely Western. All people may not be genetically acquisitive. Or if they are, acquisitiveness does
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form the only central principal for establishing organizations of cultural transmission.








We may be at a point when we begin to accept the notion that cultural centers which provide active social support programs also legitimately transmit culture and may therefore be as authentically classified as museums as those that primarily protect objects. In that case, we may become more comfortable in enlarging the acceptable definition of museums.








It may become more commonplace and natural to see songs and stories told, language spoken, communal meals served, objects loaned for ceremonial use and training programs initiated within the normal course of the museum's daily business.








With many urban societies struggling to serve the needs of their disparate communities, we may begin to see the creation of more museums that provide social service and community support as an integral part of their work. I look to members of non��Western cultures to lead us all in the invention and integration of a new, more inclusive definition of museum. I believe we will all be richer for the enterprise.
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1. For one view of the role of museums in the market place and the control of repatriation read, Anderson, Christopher, "Australian Aborigines and Museums, a New Relationship" Christopher Anderson, CURATOR, Volume 33, Number 3, September 1990, p.165 ff.





2. Taborsky, Edwina, "The Sociostructural Role of the Museum", THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF MUSEUM MANAGEMENT AND CURATORSHIP, 1982, Volume 1, Number 4, pp. 339�345.





3. ibid. p.339.





4. ibid. p.340.





5. ibid, p. 341.
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