

THE MUSEUM AS A SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE INSTITUTION









When I asked a friend to comment on the title of this conference, her immediate flip response was, "Of course, they are social. They have cocktails, teas, and dances." The answer, while funny, is also worth reflecting. She's right, of course. Museums do have cocktails, teas, and dances, but for whom?



It is clear that no museum has ever been "value neutral." Museums are and always have been a product of people's work, collectively and individually. Those people have always been influenced by their class, ethnicity, religion, sex, time period, and region. Their imagination and limitations have determined the shape of the institutions we call museums.



Today, in academia, a revolution is taking place. Among others, the fields of history, art history, and anthropology are reexamining their foundations. The historic search for objective reporting about objective truth is no longer dominant. Academics now acknowledge that objective reporting never existed, only reporters who attempted to remain impartial. Complete impartiality was never a realistic goal so that, currently, academic researchers are looking at the reporting in his/her social context. An example comes from the catalogue by Christraud M. Geary of the exhibition IMAGES FROM BAMUM at the National Museum of African Art who writes about cultural photography and the role of the photographer:



"Present day cultural anthropologists distinguish between themselves, embedded in their own cultures, and those they seek to understand. They use the terms SELF and OTHER to express this distinction."



Again from the same catalogue:



."In analyzing photographs, the role played in the creation process by the photographer, the photographic subject, and the viewer need to be considered. A photographer is a cultural artifact that articulates a photographer's visions, biases and concerns. It also allows the contemplation of the photographic subject ....In addition to the photographer and the photographic subject, a silent participant �� the future viewer �� influences the creation of photographs."



If we substitute the producers of exhibitions for the photographer, the contents of exhibition for the photographic subject, and the audience for the viewer, the quote would read:



"In analyzing exhibitions, the roles played in the creation process by the producer, the content and the audience need to be
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�considered.	An exhibition is a cultural artifact that articulates

a producer's	visions, biases, and concerns. It also allows the

contemplation of the exhibition content .... In addition to the

producer and	the content, a silent participant �� the audience ��

influences the creation of the exhibition."



It used to be fashionable to think of august institutions (including museums) as without a point of view, presenting to the world perceived knowledge (as it truly was) to the visitors for their edification. It is now fashionable to think of all presentations as representations, or the display of a certain point of view which is either intentional or unintentional. So now I am sure we all agree that no exhibition is the unvarnished truth, because we all know now that someone has varnished everything.



However, the title is "Are museums socially responsible institutions?" And, by extension, a force for good? Can we bear to ask the reverse question �� "Is the Museum a socially IRRESPONSIBLE institution? And, by extension, a force for evil? The answer is �� it depends �� on who you are and how you define responsibility.



Let's take a side trip. Historically, it can be argued that museums have been created to promote the aspirations of their creators. Art museums have been created by patrons and collectors of wealth to reinforce their status and aesthetic, while science and technology centers were created by wealthy merchants to enlist the public's concurrence in the progress of future industry. Historical societies were founded by people who wanted their personal and class histories preserved and children's museums were founded by parents and educators who were emboldened by the education theories of Dewey. Finally, counter�culture museums were created by people of all classes who lobby to have a particular viewpoint (not expressed in the other museums) preserved as well.



A museum's relationship with their audiences might be predicted by aligning it with one of three political categories, regardless of the discipline involved: museums that aspire to be establishment organizations, the self�consciously liberal museums, and the radical or counter�culture museums. In order, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the New Museum, and the Museum of the Barrio might be examples in the New York Art scene. In political terms, these museums would position themselves as the right of center, the left of center, and the far left, respectively. Historically, all museums drift toward the right as they become successful; thus, the counter�culture museums become less radical, the liberal museums become more mainstream, and the centrist museums tend to protect their elitism.



In addition to the political position of the museum, a further indicator might be the scrutinization of the personal politics of the director, or the exhibit producer. Directors can consciously alter the political position of the museum by force of their personalities and/or by their personal political convictions. Analysis of their individual
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�political positions might reveal not only the tone in which they will relate to their audience but also the way in which they will construct the staff climate of their institution.



Since the role of a keynote speaker is, in part, to lay out the framework of the question, let us at least catalogue some of the ways museums can and maybe should be socially responsible:



They house, research, and preserve the artifacts we deem worthy.



They display these objects and presumably educate the public about topics we think important.



They provide ancillary materials to our lives which we would otherwise not have access to, like performances, books, films, lectures, etc.



Museums provide a place for us to socialize, meet, and greet each other, have a snack or a meal, and keep warm.



Museums are not schools. They are places for cross�generational groups to explore and learn (which is known as informal education) in an open environment. As Frank Oppenheimer said, "No one ever flunked museums".



Museums are institutions set up for the transmission and preservation of things we collectively hold dear, such as objects, study, education, outreach, socialization in informal (or free choice) environments. So why is there any debate about social responsibility and how it applies to museums? The questions begin to reveal themselves only in the amplification of the previous list:





COLLECTIONS ��	What artifacts do we choose to keep?

	Who decides?

	Who were the collectors and what do we know about

	them?

	Who thinks they really own the material? What is

	their view on how it is interpreted?

	Do they want the collections returned?

	Who decides?



EXHIBITIONS ��	What exhibition topics are chosen? What exhibition

	strategies are used?

	Is the topic intended to be overt propaganda, or

	just covert propaganda?

	Are the exhibitions signed or anonymous?

	Did they include advisors who have a different

	point of view?

	What role has the funders played?

	Who decides?
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�STRATEGIES ��	How are the objects displayed?

	Is the public made to feel welcome?

	Does the exhibition style(s) match the whole range

	of learners?

	Are non�rational, non�literate modalities used?

	Is there a tolerance for public behaviors that are

	outside the upper�class norm?

	Who decides?



PUBLIC PROGRAMS ��	What audiences are these programs geared to?

	Where are the programs publicized? Who decides?

	Does the staff reflect the diversity of the

	audience?

	Is there a range of public offerings that match a

	range of interests?

	Who decides?



RESEARCH ��	What are the research topics?

	What is the target research audience?

	Who decides?



SOCIALIZATION��Who is the target audience? Is there an acceptance or even a fostering of congregant behavior? Do we welcome people just to be with each other in a museum setting? Should we? ' Who decides?



SPACE ��	Does the place feel like a cathedral or a

	clubhouse?

	Is the building located in a neutral or non�

	neutral environment?

	Who decides?



ORGANIZATION �	How are decisions made?

	What is the management structure and style?

	How are staff recruited, advanced, and disciplined?

	What is the composition of the board?

	What is the financial stability of the organization

	and its sources of income?

	What is the intended political position of the

	director?

	What does the mission statement say?

	Finally, who decides?





Always WHO DECIDES. Who are the people making choices within each institution? Do they vary? Do they have multiple points of view? Are they in touch with the broadest range of our society?
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�Historically, museums have been staffed and visited by white, well�educated folk. The staff, the audience, and the donors were mirrors of each other. They were not very self�conscious, but instead were self�confident. They believed that they knew what their audience wanted and/or what was good for them. It was fashionable to be certain and patronizing.



But it is no longer. It is now fashionable to be self�conscious. It is also fashionable to want to serve a broader audience and to do so in ways that are not paternalistic. But we are not sure how to accomplish this just yet. We should also always be afraid of fashion since it is certain to change. So while what we are talking about today may seem finally self�evident to us, remember that caution and skepticism is always prudent.



The question should read, "Should museums be socially responsible institutions?" And the answer should read, "Yes." If the question is, "Are museums currently socially responsible institutions?" Then the answer is, "Sometimes. Not yet. And not always."









October 31, 1988
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