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To the Museums, Citizens! was hosted in the same month that the National Museum 
of Resistance and Freedom was opened. By placing them together in the same 
sentence, I am not simply highlighting the proximity in time of these two events 
– both within the sphere of the 50th anniversary celebrations of 25 April – but also 
asserting a principle that is at the heart of Museums and Monuments of Portugal: 
for us, “being a museum” is inseparable from “being a citizen”.

From the auditorium of the National Coach Museum, we opened for two days 
a large and unprejudiced window onto the world. From A to Z, from Australia 
to Zambia, from Scotland to the United States of America, from Costa Rica to 
Georgia, from the United Arab Emirates to Portugal – and the world does not end 
here. “Being a museum” means naturally belonging to a multiple and infinite nation.

Some of the speakers asked questions: “What can museums do for cultural 
citizenship?” Others, carried away by enthusiasm, let out exclamations: “Museums 
are places of democracy – that is, places where we can learn it, defend it and 
exercise it!” The title of this conference was exclamatory too, like a call or a rallying 
cry. It signalled the urgency – between a rock and a hard place: museums in times 
of populism – and the joy of being together, in community, discussing freely, an 
achievement of the Carnation Revolution.

Ancestral rural roots (the Saravan Museum, in Gilan province, northern Iran) 
and contemporary urban passions (the new Museum of Design and Architecture 
in Helsinki, Finland) were put into perspective. We got to know the Jeju 4·3 
Peace Park in South Korea, a place of memory, like our own National Museum of 
Resistance and Freedom, in Peniche. Someone pointed out the need for “museum-
making” with the younger and the older, and how future museums must be able 
to generate living narratives that mobilise and transcend generations. We heard 
of museums as spaces from which answers to the challenges of the 21st century 
may emerge: climate change, sustainable development, the proliferation of narrow 
nationalist and populist perceptions of the “other”, the need for strengthening 
community participation in public cultural policies. We still felt the breath of 
democracy instilled into Portuguese museums by the Carnation Revolution.

Being a Museum, Being a Citizen
Pedro Sobrado
President of the Board of Directors of Museums and Monuments of Portugal

f o r e w o r d
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I am borrowing from some of the concepts, challenges, and experiences circulated 
during these two days in which we got to know each other and surmounted the hour 

we knew nothing of each other.

To the Museums, Citizens! was only possible thanks to the commitment of Emma 
Nardi, ICOM President and Luís Raposo, ICOM Executive Board member. It was 
the latter who, during a meeting in November 2023, at the museum of the Royal 
Riding School, entrusted us with this newborn idea. We were inspired by the 
enthusiasm of new beginnings, and making our public debut in such good company 
with an international conference seemed like a proposal we could not refuse.

Our partnership with ICOM, the largest and most representative organisation 
of museums and museum professionals worldwide, is both a privilege and a 
responsibility. Being cosmopolitan is not about mimicking the greatness of others, 
but about accepting the challenge of being surprised by that greatness.1 

1	 Reproduced from the conference program To the Museums, Citizens! Museums and Citizenship: 

Experiences, Concepts and Challenges, 2024.
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Cultural Heritage and Democracy
Emma Nardi
ICOM President

i n t r o d u c t i o n

The conference To the Museums, Citizens! Museums and Citizenship: Experiences, 

Concepts and Challenges in Lisbon in April 2024, organised jointly with Museums and 
Monuments of Portugal, brought together for the first time in a common activity 
the ICOM Executive Board, the ICOM Europe Regional Alliance and the ICOM 
Portugal National Committee. In its six sessions, the theme of the relationship 
between museums and citizens was addressed and illustrated with examples from 
all continents. This was a unique opportunity to compare experiences ranging from 
Costa Rica to Zambia, from Australia to the USA, from Iran to Korea. Further  
in-depth studies concerned European nations, with particular attention to Portugal, 
the host country.

The choice of the date had a doubly significant symbolic value. The conference 
took place in the country where, in 2005, 40 European nations signed the Faro 
Convention, which stated the relevance of cultural heritage to human rights and 
democracy. The conference celebrates the 50th anniversary of the Carnation 
Revolution which, without bloodshed, liberated Portugal from dictatorship.

We therefore thought it appropriate to devote our work to the analysis of the 
relationship between museums and citizenship. At the origin of museums are the 
Wunderkammern – private collections of rare and precious objects whose powerful 
owners would proudly show off as symbols of status to the narrow ranks of their 
visitors. These sorts of private collections fell out of fashion in the 18th century, and 
in particular after the French Revolution, when the king’s private collections became 
a Musée National opened to the citizens. Since then, national museums have never 
ceased to evolve, and recently they expanded their activities, as can be seen from the 
new definition of museum that the ICOM General Assembly voted on in 2022:

A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that 

researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible 

heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and 

sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the 

participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, 

reflection and knowledge sharing.
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It was a real privilege and honour for me to participate in the conference To the 

Museums, Citizens! I would like to express all my gratitude to the public entity 
Museums and Monuments of Portugal, who supported it, to all our colleagues who 
accepted the invitation, and to our ICOM Executive Board colleague Luís Raposo 
who lavished his knowledge and energy to make this event possible.1 

1	 Reproduced from the conference program To the Museums, Citizens! Museums and Citizenship: 

Experiences, Concepts and Challenges, 2024.
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a b s t r a c t

The Origin of National Museums
Emma Nardi 

The French Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers 

represented a new cultural trend in the 18th century, witnessing the needs 

of a new social class: the productive bourgeoisie, as opposed to the lazy and 

luxurious life of the old nobility. This social change is one of the causes of the 

French Revolution which, in 1789, transformed the world in an irreversible 

way. In the cultural field, free primary education for all and public access to 

the former royal collections were the results of the democratic policy of the 

revolutionary government.

To talk about national museums, it is first necessary to define what a nation is  
– a concept that was unfamiliar to the 16th and 17th century kingdoms in Europe. 
A monarch like Louis XIV of France considered the inhabitants of the Kingdom 
of France as subjects, without individual rights, to the point that suicide was 
punishable because it took a life from the State.

Around the middle of the 18th century, Jean-Jacques Rousseau proudly claimed 
that he was not a subject but a free citizen of the Republic of Geneva, and so he 
signed his own works. The opposition between subject and citizen, which Rousseau 
developed in his treatise on education Émile ou De l’éducation, was at the origin of 
a new way of feeling that would culminate in the French Revolution of 1789. It is 
no coincidence that Maximilien Robespierre, one of the major protagonists of that 
historical era, had Rousseau’s Du Contrat Social (The Social Contract) as his livre de 

chevet (bedside book).

In other words, in order to be able to speak of national museums, it is necessary 
to establish a national identity – that is, “a social construction encompassing the 
cultural characteristics considered to be shared by the population of a nation-state”.1 

The contrast with the previous collections of art objects was therefore very strong. 
The collections that characterise the 15th and 16th centuries are private collections, 

1	 Mairesse, F. 2023. Dictionary of Museology. London: Routledge, p. 378.
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which the powerful flaunted to demonstrate their wealth and their cultural 
interests. Compelling examples of this are both the collections of the Duke of Berry 
and the Wunderkammern.

Figure 1: Frans Francken (II), A Collector’s Cabinet, 1625. Public domain, via Wikimedia commons

The Duke of Berry, brother of the King of France, was an avid collector who did 
not hesitate to steal. Only on his deathbed, threatened with excommunication, did 
he agree to return a precious manuscript that he had “borrowed” from a Benedictine 
abbey. His collection, as shown in a catalogue of 1416, was very heterogeneous and 
did not hesitate to put together arificialia, i.e. human-made products, and naturalia, 
i.e. elements of nature. In the Duke’s collection we find:

…four narwhal teeth, ostrich eggs, snake jaws, whale teeth, giants’ bones, the chalice 

used by Jesus at the wedding feast at Cana, rare pearls, precious gems, Roman coins, 

mechanical clocks…
2

The common denominator of the collection was the rarity and preciousness of the 
objects. In this way, the power of the owner and his wealth were affirmed, and his 
rank above ordinary mortals was manifested thanks to his acquisitions.

To arrive at the fruition of a democratic idea of museums, it is necessary to wait for 
the great innovative catalyst that the French Revolution enacted in many different 

2	 von Schlosser, J. 1909. Die Kunst- und Wunderkammern der Späte Renaissance. Translation: 
Di Paolo, P. 1974. Raccolte di arte e meraviglie del tardo Rinascimento, Firenze: Sansono, p. 48.
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fields. A few years after the destruction of the Bastille in 1789, very important 
decrees were issued to regulate public and private life. It is to the revolutionaries, 
for instance, that we owe the unification of measurement systems. They came up 
with the brilliant idea of measurements expressed on a decimal basis, using terms of 
Greek origin for multiples of the metre (decametre, hectometre, kilometre) and of 
Latin origin for submultiples (decimetre, centimetre, millimetre). The metre (from 
the Greek word metron = measure) is defined as the millionth part of the meridian 
arc that connects the North Pole to the Equator. The specimen of the metre to 
which reference is made is solemnly deposited in the Bureau National des Poids et 
Mesures in Sèvres. 

 
Figure 2: Jean-Pierre Houël, The Storming of the Bastille, 1789 
Public domain, via Wikimedia commons

 

Figure 3: Historic Dutch replicas of metric standards in the collection of Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam:  
iron metre with case (constructed by Étienne Lenoir, 1799; catalog number NG-2001-16-C-8),  
copper grave kilogram with case (1798; catalog number NG-2001-16-D-9), copper volume measures 
(1829; catalog number NG-2001-16-B-28). © Yerpo, CC-BY-SA 4.0, via Wikimedia commons
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The Enlightenment roots of this rationalisation are evident. The French Revolution 
wanted to standardise, to escape localism to the point that even the death penalty 
was made homogeneous with the adoption of the guillotine.

However, in this climate of fervour the young Republic had to defend itself from 
the attacks of the Ancien Régime monarchies. The emperors of Austria and Prussia, 
supported by the exiled French aristocrats, joined forces to invade France in the name 
of Louis XVI. The aim was to put an end to the Revolution that all monarchies feared.

The important battle that took place at Valmy on 20 September 1792 (Figure 4) had 
an uncertain outcome, but the fundamental fact was that the French resisted the 
invasion and the royalist troops had to retreat.

Figure 4: Horace Vernet, The Battle of Valmy, September 20th, 1792, National Gallery. Public domain,  
via Wikimedia commons

Goethe, who witnessed this battle as an embedded war reporter (the first in this 
era), observed the transition from trivial conflicts to a serious national war: “We 
have passed from the lace war to the national war”.3 The concept of nation is 
therefore at the basis of the extraordinary events that took place in that decisive 
year of French history. On 10 August 1792 the king was deposed, and on 20 
September of the same year the National Convention was established.

On 27 September, the Musée National des Arts was established at the Louvre. 
The affirmation of the idea of a nation allowed for the creation of a museum, the 
Louvre. It was no longer the privilege of the few, and was opened to the whole 
nation of citizens.

3	 This is not a widely-known or attributed quote. It is believed to be from Goethe.
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Figure 5 : Hubert Robert, Projet d’aménagement de la Grande Galerie  
du Louvre, 1796. Public domain, via Wikimedia commons

Also in that fateful year, the Convention discussed the laws stipulating that 
education must be free and open to all. The importance given to education and the 
opening of the museum at such a critical moment of the Revolution shows the close 
correlation between these two institutions.

The principles stated by Lepelletier de Saint-Fargeau that Robespierre read at the 
Convention of July 1793 are still relevant in our era.

Tous les enfants seront élevés aux dépens de la République, depuis l’âge de cinq ans 

jusqu’à douze ans pour les garçons et depuis cinq ans jusqu’à onze pour les filles.

L’éducation nationale sera égale pour tous; tous recevront même nourriture, mêmes 

vêtements, même instruction, mêmes soins.
4
 

The Lisbon conference To Museums, Citizens, brilliantly organised by Luís Raposo, 
was intended to celebrate another revolution – the one that in 1974 put a bloodless 
end to the dictatorship in Portugal.

Here, once again, the link between museums and citizenship, between democracy 
and the institutional role of cultural heritage, is reaffirmed.

4	 Plan d’éducation nationale – Persée [Accessed 30 January 2025].

https://www.persee.fr/doc/enfan_0013-7545_1989_num_42_4_1902
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a b s t r a c t

To Museums! — Heritage and Democracy
Guilherme d’Oliveira Martins 

Today, the notion of cultural heritage takes on a fundamental importance 

as a factor of human development, cultural sustainability, citizenship, and 

preservation of the diversity and dialogue between heritage and the memory 

of different states and peoples, in a perspective of openness, cooperation and 

mutual respect. According to the Council of Europe Convention on the value 

of cultural heritage for contemporary society, signed in Faro on October 2005 

and put into effect in 2011, cultural heritage encompasses both tangible and 

intangible elements, the landscape and natural environment, digital heritage 

and contemporary art creation – which translates into a lively and complex 

reality, capable of preserving and respecting the legacy from past generations 

and recognising the responsibility of renewing and transmitting it to future 

generations, while safeguarding fundamental rights and duties. Cultural 

heritage is not a matter of the past, but rather of the present and the future. For 

the Faro Convention, therefore, we all share a civic responsibility to ensure an 

understanding of heritage as a universal common reality, and not as exclusive 

of a particular community or culture. As a common good of all humanity, 

heritage must also ensure the movement of people, which requires hospitality, 

solidarity and mutual respect.

Museums are part of living cultural heritage. They are places of encounter, sharing 
and intergenerational solidarity. They are not references to the past, but permanent 
affirmations of culture. Heritage, inheritance and memory are closely related, 
and when we see democratic experiences at risk, we have to realise that freedom 
and responsibility are affirmed and consolidated through institutional mediation 
and cultural sustainability. Instead of providential solutions, we need to combat 
indifference and affirm human rights by respecting and safeguarding heritage. From 
a dynamic perspective, a modern museum is a place of freedom and citizenship, 
remembrance and dialogue, memory and modernity. 

When people say that cultural heritage is not directly related to people’s lives, this 
is not true, since the broad concept of cultural heritage encompasses the whole of 
human life. 
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What are we talking about when we talk about cultural heritage? Material heritage, 
involving monuments, objects and documents; intangible heritage, covering 
traditions, customs, languages and daily life; natural heritage, considering the 
safeguarding of the environment and the survival of planet earth; landscape heritage 
and the defence of quality of life in cities that should be designed for people; digital 
and technological heritage; as well as contemporary creation. The Council of Europe 

Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage in Contemporary Society, signed 
in Faro in October 2005, is therefore a fundamental instrument for understanding 
these factors, which aim to safeguard human dignity.

This necessarily includes full citizenship and the right to life, as well as the way 
societies exist and organise themselves. This is why human rights and duties form 
the backdrop for all these concerns. 

Any destruction of cultural heritage involves the whole of humanity. Hence, the 
importance of the notion of common heritage and the need to preserve memory 
as a guarantee of cohesion and trust, of reflection and respect for time, rather than 
the temptation of immediacy or dangerous magical solutions. This is why a culture 
of peace and non-violence must be present in democratic life, based on legitimate 
institutions, and efficient and fair mediation. A society without memory commits 
suicide. 

Cultural sustainability and the rule of law oblige us, as Federico Mayor said in 
UNESCO’s Manifesto 2000,1 to respect the life and dignity of every person; to 
reject violence, especially towards the most vulnerable; to be generous in sharing 
resources and time and promoting inclusion; to listen in order to understand, in 
the name of freedom of expression and the defence of cultural diversity; to preserve 
the planet, through responsible consumption and balance in the use of the planet’s 
natural resources; as well as rediscovering solidarity, with everyone’s participation; 
and shared responsibility, fairness and sobriety. As Joseph Rovan said when he left 
a Nazi concentration camp in 1945: we must continue to remember the crimes so 
that they don’t happen again, and we must forget the acts so that resentment doesn’t 
escalate into violence.2 

Italo Calvino, whose centenary of birth we celebrated in 2023, left a true moral 
testament which should be remembered in his last, incomplete work Six Proposals 

for the New Millennium. When we read his proposals, we realise that they are 
demanding designs, which must become lines of action in order to build a more 
humane society, in which trust and memory are signs of hope. In this way, 
Lightness, Quickness, Exactitude, Visibility, Multiplicity and Consistency are, 
according to Italo Calvino, ways of learning to know, to do, to live with others and, 
ultimately, to be. 

1	 Manifesto 2000 for a Culture of Peace and Non-Violence, Nobel Peace Prize laureates and UNESCO. Paris, 
March 4 (No. 99-38) https://www.culture-of-peace.info/history/Manifesto-launch.pdf [Accessed 
29 April 2025].

2	 See, for example, Rovan, J. 1945. “L’Allemagne de nos mérites”, Esprit, October 1945, Nouvelle 
Série No. 115 (11), pp. 529-540.

https://www.culture-of-peace.info/history/Manifesto-launch.pdf
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If cultural heritage is in danger, humanity itself is at stake. And we have insisted 
that we are not talking about dead stones, but about people, like living stones, in 
the expression of our António Sérgio, and also of Rabelais. Far from the traditional 
understanding of heritage as a reference to the past, we are talking about a living 
reality, which cuts across all areas of human rights. When UNESCO Director-
General Audrey Azoulay issued a dramatic warning about the indiscriminate 
bombings we have seen in recent weeks in Ukraine, she explicitly stated: 

We must safeguard this cultural heritage, as a testimony to the past but also as 

a vector of peace for the future, which the international community has a duty 

to protect and preserve for future generations. It is also to protect the future that 

educational institutions must be considered sanctuaries.
3

In fact, this appeal involves historical monuments, and also schools and institutions 
of science and culture. We are reminded of the heinous murder of Khaled Al 
Assad, a scholar and guardian of Palmyra, which demonstrates the intimate link 
that is naturally established between the defence of the rights of specific people and 
the safeguarding of their cultural and historical memory. As we know, when you 
start burning books or destroying human memory, you end up killing the people 
themselves. Ultimately, cultural creation, its preservation and communication have 
to do with the essence of human beings. 

Progress at UNESCO and the Council of Europe on the concepts of cultural 
heritage and cultural rights has, in fact, helped to link the rights of the Universal 
Declaration of 1948 to life and human dignity in the most essential sense. The case 
of the Faro Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage in Contemporary Society (2005) 
is a good example of this. Cultural heritage therefore involves prospective rights 
and duties rather than retrospective ones, covering the present and the future, so 
that we can add value to what we have received from the generations that preceded 
us. And what is at stake today, with regard to the need to respect the United 
Nations Charter, is the defence of a true culture of peace and mutual respect. John 
XXIII said it clearly in his Encyclical Pacem in Terris.4

When a tyrant clearly violates commonly accepted international law, and even 
proposes to eradicate a sovereign state and a people from the face of the earth 
unilaterally, rejecting the law and history itself, the invocation of cultural rights 
takes on an undeniable importance. We are talking about the foundations of 
ethical, moral and legal values. To think that the United Nations Charter can be 
turned into a dead letter, forgetting essential guarantees – such as the rule of law, 
multilateralism, border stability, legitimate sovereignty, or the right to make peace 
and war – is an extremely serious humanitarian attack that touches the essence of 
the cultural memory of peoples and the sharing of a common heritage of humanity.

3	 UNESCO. 2022. Ukraine: UNESCO statement following the adoption of the UN General Assembly 

resolution. Available at: https://whc.unesco.org/en/news/2411 [Accessed 16 April 2025].
4	 Encyclical of Pope John Xxiii on Establishing Universal Peace In Truth, Justice, Charity, And 

Liberty April 11, 1963. Available at: https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/
documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html [Accessed 16 April 2025].

https://whc.unesco.org/en/news/2411
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html
https://www.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_j-xxiii_enc_11041963_pacem.html
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a b s t r a c t

Making Better Citizens: Museums as Agents of Change
Deborah Tout-Smith

How can museums make better citizens? What does it mean to be a better 

citizen? This article explores the social contracts that underpin the work 

of museums, including promoting inclusivity through engagement with 

communities, seeking out diversity in the development of exhibitions and 

collections, and the nurturing of staff. The article provides examples of past  

and present museum activities in the Pacific region, focusing on Australia.

I want to begin by acknowledging the traditional owners of the lands on which  

I work and wrote this paper: the Boon Wurrung and Woi Wurrung language 

groups of the Eastern Kulin Nation, in southern Australia. I pay my respects to their 

elders – past, present and emerging – and acknowledge that their lands have never 

been ceded. 

The place I come from, Australia, is fortunate to be an island in a large ocean of 
relative peace. Australia is a vast land with a low population, located in the vast 
Pacific Ocean – an area of extraordinary beauty and cultural diversity.

But in the intensely connected modern world, our region is not immune to the 
impacts of wars far away. We are not immune from anxieties about the other, 
including people legally seeking refuge on our shores. Nor can we avoid challenges 
to fundamental concepts such as scientific evidence. We also see a weakening of the 
democratic processes in storms of digital misinformation. 

And we are certainly not immune to climate change – in fact its effects are being felt 
dramatically and sometimes tragically, with the largest-scale bushfires ever seen in 
Australia in 2019-20, burning millions of hectares and costing hundreds of lives. In 
recent times we have experienced unprecedented cyclones and floods; and water is 
lapping at the edges of our costal neighbourhoods and neighbouring countries.1

1	 I spoke last year at the International Conference on Museums, Technology and the Future of Cultural 

Heritage in Naples (23 October 2023) about the Tuluun people of Carteret Island who are “climate 
refugees”, relocated to Bougainville as their islands on a coral atoll are swamped by rising sea levels.
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In spite of all this I remain optimistic, because we collectively have the cultural 
structures that maintain and sustain us, and empower us to become better citizens 
and to create better futures. Of these, I believe museums have the most immediate 
and active role to play. In Australia we have a great many museums – although 
across the Pacific we still have far too few. 

I want to explore what it means to be a better citizen, the social contracts that 
underpin the work of museums, and a few ideas and models for engagement that 
seem to offer particular promise, as well as sounding notes of caution.

* * *

First, the fundamental question: what does it mean to be a good citizen, let alone to 
become a better one, and what does it mean to have a good experience as a citizen? 

My first response is that it means to live together well, and to treat each other with 
respect, with empathy and with understanding. It speaks to universal qualities about 
the best of humanity and the highest moral behaviours. It means social cohesion, 
but also the confidence to embrace and welcome difference. 

“Citizenship” is a loaded term. Historically rooted in the Latin, in English it came to 
be associated with living in a city or town (1514) and later with being a member of 
a state, particularly as an enfranchised inhabitant – someone who can vote. Or to 
put it another way, someone whose voice is heard. Expressed this way, citizenship 
is fundamentally political.

Citizenship as we usually understand it today has deep roots in cultural and national 
identities. At its strongest it includes us all – because we all matter, and we all 
should be heard. 

Citizenship in the political sense has a particular poignancy in Australia, paralleled in 
other countries in our region. Until 1949 there was no such thing as an Australian citizen  
– we were British subjects.2 And only with a referendum in 1967 were Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples counted as part of the population and could have laws 
concerning them made by the Federal government.3 These changes were emblematic 
of our changing sense of self and the civic qualities of the world in which we lived. 

The social contract

Broadly, of course, it’s in our individual and collective interest to operate 
cooperatively, in a civil society4 – and museums can (or should) play a critical role in 
enabling and supporting that civility. 

2	 National Museum of Australia, Citizenship Act. Available at: https://www.nma.gov.au/defining-
moments/resources/citizenship-act#:~:text=Until%201949%20there%20was%20no,were%20
issued%20with%20British%20passports [Accessed 12 September 2024].

3	 AIATSIS, The 1976 Referendum. Available at: https://aiatsis.gov.au/explore/1967-
referendum#:~:text=On%2027%20May%201967%2C%20Australians,to%20make%20laws%20
for%20them [Accessed 12 September 2024].

4	 https://iep.utm.edu/soc-cont/#H2 [Accessed 12 September 2024].
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I believe that museums have a social contract with the communities they serve. In 
other words, museums and communities have mutually dependent and enriching 
relationships, in which both have specific obligations, and (at some level) shared 
principles, goals and values.5 ICOM’s new museum definition describes these 
obligations: to quote, museums function:

…in the service of society … foster diversity and sustainability … operate and 

communicate ethically, professionally and with the participation of communities.

Museums achieve this by:

…research[ing], collect[ing], conserve[ing], interpre[ting] and exhibit[ing] … [and] 

offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and knowledge 

sharing.
6

Importantly, all these terms relate to collective experience, collective action and 
collective benefit. They are a bulwark against social and cultural fragmentation, 
against division and inequality.7 

This is idealistic, and unfortunately the context of so many museums around 
the world is that independence is challenged, and the critical work of museums 
described by the definition is undermined. 

Many of us work in museums that are partly or wholly funded by governments. 
In Australia, federal, state and local governments all fund museums. Some are 
specifically focused on supporting and promoting civics and citizenship, such as 
the Museum of Australian Democracy in Canberra, and do it particularly well. 
But inevitably we hesitate to openly criticize the agencies that fund us, even if our 
museum acts give us notional autonomy. 

Museums as political entities

Museums are fundamentally products of their communities, and can reflect political 
as well as cultural power relationships. They can also be agents of these powers, as 
centuries of colonial acts and colonial collections have demonstrated. 

I think back to the Great Exhibitions of the 19th century, with their idealistic plans 
to connect the communities of the world and create new civic identities. 

5	 See, for example, Rousseau, J-J. 1762. The Social Contract, Or Principles of Political Right, (trans. 
G. D. H. Cole), London and Toronto: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1923, p. 10. 

6	 https://icom.museum/en/resources/standards-guidelines/museum-definition/ [Accessed 12 
September 2024].

7	 I want to add a note of caution here. Social contract theory has been critiqued as a potential agent 
for “the subjugation” of particular peoples. In enabling and supporting civility, museums can 
become – unconsciously or deliberately – tools of malignant governments or groups. 

https://icom.museum/en/resources/standards-guidelines/museum-definition/
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Figure 1: [Royal] Exhibition Building, Melbourne: “The Melbourne International Exhibition 1880”.  
Reproduced from Illustrated Australian News, 9 October 1880, supplement. Artist: Unknown.  
Lithographer: C. Troedel & Co. Source: State Library of Victoria. Out of Copyright 

Figure 2: Main hall – looking west: Centennial International Exhibition, Melbourne, 1888.  
Photographer: Johnstone, O’Shannessy & Co. Source: National Library of Australia.  
Out of Copyright 
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But as historian Peter Hoffenberg points out, through our modern lens we can 
see what was really happening: a great empire project – a cultural, social and 
economic movement that laid the groundwork for particular relationships and 
exchanges that could appear harmonious but were at the same time unequal and 
manipulative, and sometimes utterly destructive.8 We can now clearly identify the 
colonial acts that decolonisation must address. This is a cautionary tale for museum 
exhibitions today.

Indeed, museums are profoundly political and are never totally neutral, as our 
Executive Board colleague Kaja Širok reminded us during the ICOM International 

Conference on Museums, Technology and the Future of Cultural Heritage in Naples last 
year.9 How can we respond?

1.	The first thing is to be conscious of undue influence or bias. Whose voices 
are we hearing or sharing? What is the power relationship that is being 
represented and being enforced? What is motivating our work, and are these 
motivations really altruistic? Is there an attempt to craft a grand narrative of 
citizenship that feeds nationalism and imperialism, and sets up boundaries 
that exclude people? We need to conduct health checks of our programmes 
and our relationships with communities.

2.	The second thing is to have a suite of strategies for responding to, or 
countering, bias – such as converse exhibition labels, community voices in 
exhibitions, and other ways of representing or finding alternative perspectives.

3.	The third thing is to seek a common ground of civility, on which all 
stakeholders can broadly agree, taking the perspective that it is in our 
collective interest to agree on ground rules for behaviour and governance, 
even if we will always be negotiating the detail. This common ground is a 
foundational part of the social contract.

Evidence and engagement

I also want to argue for the strength that museums hold in their own right. 
Australian scholar Andrea Witcomb has stated that museums should be considered: 

…not [only] as institutions which represent communities and cultures … but as 

institutions which actually produce the very notion of community and culture.
10

8	 Hoffenberg, P. H. 2001. An Empire on Display: English, Indian, and Australian Exhibitions From the 

Crystal Palace to the Great War. Berkeley: University of California Press. See in particular his 
chapter Exhibitions and the New Imperialism, pp. 1-30. Tim Butcher makes a similar point: 
“Like so much colonialism of the era … outsiders routinely presented themselves as being committed to 

upliftment, promising to modernise, reform and advance the local population. But… the philanthropy 

turned out to be largely a sham.” Butcher, T. 2014. The Trigger: the Hunt for Gavrilo Princip. London: 
Penguin Random House, p. 55.

9	 Naples, 23 October 2023.
10	 Labrum, B. 2012. Historicizing the Museum’s Recent Past, Museum History Journal, Vol. 5, No. 1, 

pp. 29-52. Available at: https://doi-org.museum.idm.oclc.org/10.1179/mhj.2012.5.1.29 [Accessed 
12 September 2024], quoting A. Witcomb, 2003. Reimagining the Museum. London & New Work, 
Routledge, p. 80. See also C. Healy & A. Witcomb, 2006. South Pacific Museums: Experiments in 

Culture. Melbourne, Monash University Publishing.

https://doi-org.museum.idm.oclc.org/10.1179/mhj.2012.5.1.29
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In this act of production, I believe museums have a critical civic role to play in 
investigating and challenging material and written evidence, working sensitively 
with communities, and sharing this evidence with honesty and courage. This can 
correct the historic record in critical ways, such as revealing terrible injustices such 
as massacres of First Peoples during Australia’s colonisation – amongst others. 
I acknowledge the ground-breaking work of my own colleagues in telling some of 
these stories in Melbourne Museum’s First Peoples exhibition.

To do this, to support good citizenship, we need to gather and preserve collections 
and stories which are representative of the diversity, the difficulties and the joys of 
lived experience, both public and private, which do not edit the past, but enrich and 
inform our civic lives. 

We should aim to:

	· Support communities to share or show different identities safely 
	· Be places for open dialogue – town squares, as they are so aptly described by 

many
	· Provide spaces for community voices and co-creation
	· Model behaviours – eg. community engagement; trust; and environmental 

responses and strategies such as biodegradability and recycling
	· Lead conversations in key areas such as UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs)
	· Nurture communities and – never forget – our own staff 

I want to make an important point about diversity here: it requires effort, as do 
most of our drivers to better citizenship. It is not enough to say our doors are open 
to all, and for our strategic plans to say we’re inclusive: we need to actively extend the 

invitation to everyone in the communities we serve, and we need to check how well 
we’re doing with our engagement. 

Exhibitions

And here’s another thing: for museums to build better citizens, our audiences must 
be able to connect with us, to deeply engage with our programmes and see themselves 
in the landscape of the museum,11 or imagine themselves in others’ lives.

I particularly note the value of narrative in making these connections, and building 
openness and empathy, which lie at the heart of civic society. Narrative as a form 
reflects the story of ourselves. As Australian author Ruth Wilson says: “There is 
something about stories that helps us to understand our lives.”12 

11	 Community galleries have played an important role, although less so in Australia in recent 
years, with questions raised about whether the “dedicated community space establish[es] a clear 

sense of inclusion… Or does it mean that groups are essentialised within the museum, treated to a one-off 

showing of their story to be replaced by the next featured group?” See O’Reilly, C & Parish, N. 2015. 
Telling migrant stories in museums in Australia: Does the community gallery still have a role to 
play? Museum Management and Curatorship, Vol. 30, No. 4, pp. 296-313. Available at https://doi.
org/10.1080/09647775.2015.1044461 [Accessed 12 September 2024].

12	 Wilson, R. The Jane Austen Remedy, 2022. Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin.

https://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2015.1044461
https://doi.org/10.1080/09647775.2015.1044461
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Here, exhibitions come into their own, bearing in mind the cautions I have just 
outlined about their potential for misuse. An emotionally-charged exhibition will 
build empathy and make audiences receptive, even if it isn’t their personal story or 
experience. Once they start to view with each other’s eyes they start to become part 
of, or at least aware of, communities of understanding.

Evaluation of an exhibition I curated several years back, World War I: Love & 

Sorrow, showed exactly this point, and I’ve spoken about it before. In aiming to help 
visitors consider the true cost of war and conflict, across lifetimes and generations, 
the exhibition followed eight families from before the war to the present day. 
Their stories unfolded through the chronology of the exhibition. The content was 
very graphic and sometimes upsetting, as an exhibition about war should be. The 
exhibition included conflicting perspectives without resolving them, such as views 
about the war, and it introduced soldiers on opposite sides, who fought each other 
and lost their lives together. 

Figure 3: World War I: Love & Sorrow exhibition, Museums Victoria, 2015. Photographer: Benjamin Healley. 
Source: Museums Victoria. © Copyright Museums Victoria 2015. Released Under Non-exclusive Licence
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Figure 4: World War I: Love & Sorrow exhibition, Museums Victoria, 2015.  
Photographer: Rodney Start. Source: Museums Victoria. 
 © Copyright Museums Victoria 2015. Released Under Non-exclusive Licence

Summative evaluation13 indicated that almost three-quarters of visitors said it had 
given them new perspectives; 89% learned new things; and 97% said it made them 
think of the impact of World War I on Australian society.14 We now know that this 
receptiveness to learning and new perspectives was the result of three things: 

	· Content that created deep empathy through unfolding personal stories: 84% 
of respondents in online summative evaluation believed that their learnings 
and new perspectives resulted from their emotional connections. 

	· Content that was graphic and unsettling, that seemed to elevate attention and 
perception.

	· Content that was new to visitors, again elevating perception, likely reinforced 
by the sense that more of the truth was being told.

13	 Evaluation information and reflections discussed in Tout-Smith, D. 2019. Compelled to Act: 
Museums in a Post-Centenary World, in Museums, Borders and European Responsibility – One 

Hundred Years After the First World War, Beiträge zur Museologie Band 8, edited by D. Tout-
Smith. Heidelberg: arthistoricum.net-ART-Books, 2019 (Beiträge zur Museologie, Band 8), 
pp. 92–101. Available at https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.564.c8038 [Accessed 12 
September 2024).

14	 About the same number again said they would share what they had learned with others. 

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.564.c8038


35

Truth and trust 

Truth and trust are of critical importance to our work in museums. In Australia we 
have an annual Mapping Social Cohesion report. Huge surveys are undertaken each 
year by the Australian National University, funded by the Scanlon Foundation.15 
The surveys are not specifically about museums, but they provide museums with 
information to understand the wider social and cultural environments in which we 
operate. 

The 2023 report showed that while our sense of neighbourhood and community 
remain strong, our social cohesion in Australia is declining. Trust in government 
and the political system has eroded, especially among young adults and those with 
lower levels of education. Declining trust leads to a declining sense of belonging16 
– so, for museums in Australia, focusing on being trust-worthy and building 
connections should be critical goals for building better citizens.17 18

* * *

To conclude, I believe that museums can make better citizens by supporting people to 
act and live in cooperative, moral, aware and just ways. 

We can do this better by understanding ourselves and more clearly realizing our 
power as museums for positive change. 

We can do this by understanding the limitations of the political and social 
frameworks in which we operate; embracing and reflecting the communities 
we serve; building collections and stories that matter to these communities; 
not avoiding difficult content; making affective exhibitions using emotional 
connections and narratives; and by being fundamentally trustworthy – while 
remaining aware of the dangers that lie in our path.

15	 In 2023, almost 7,500 people participated in the Mapping Social Cohesion survey, making it the 
largest survey in the series. O’Donnell, J. 2023. Mapping Social Cohesion. Scanlon Foundation 
Research Institute. Available at: Mapping Social Cohesion 2023 | Scanlon institute [Accessed 12 
September 2024].

16	 Scanlon, op. cit., p.8.
17	 The report also noted declining sense of social cohesion and justice due to economic stresses, 

housing availability and affordability, climate change and global conflict. The rising cost of living 
has drawn attention to economic inequalities (p.8). 

18	 Frederick Douglass’ 1867 speech was quoted in Trends Watch by the American Alliance of 
Museums, 17 April 2019: “‘Trust is the foundation of society. Where there is no truth, there can be 

no trust, and where there is no trust, there can be no society.’ … Even as trust declines across the board 

[in the US political sphere], nonprofits in general, and museums, in particular, remain among the 

most trusted sources of information.” AAM Centre for the Future of Museums blog, TrendsWatch 
2019: Truth, Trust, and Fake News – American Alliance of Museums (aam-us.org) [Accessed 12 
September 2024].

https://scanloninstitute.org.au/mapping-social-cohesion-2023
https://www.aam-us.org/2019/04/17/trendswatch-2019-truth-trust-and-fake-news/?utm_source=American+Alliance+of+Museums&utm_campaign=e7e5075a05-Dispatches_Mar7_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-e7e5075a05-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
https://www.aam-us.org/2019/04/17/trendswatch-2019-truth-trust-and-fake-news/?utm_source=American+Alliance+of+Museums&utm_campaign=e7e5075a05-Dispatches_Mar7_2024&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_-e7e5075a05-%5BLIST_EMAIL_ID%5D
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When discussing the role of museums in achieving sustainable development 

goals, it’s crucial to understand that these goals necessitate involvement from 

all segments of society. Museums play a vital role in fostering positive change 

within the community by actively engaging with and serving the public. Their 

mission extends beyond traditional roles, aiming to contribute to innovative 

approaches for addressing issues of inequality, social exclusion and the inclusion 

of marginalised groups. The global adoption of the new museum definition 

is a collaborative endeavour, reflecting the collective responsibility we share 

towards our commitment to preserve and care for all cultural heritage. As 

crucial contributors to societal well-being, museums operate with accessibility, 

inclusivity and the promotion of diversity at their core, aligning with the 

principles of sustainable development.

The true potential of museums lies in their capacity to act as agents of change, 

forging connections and fostering unity rather than serving as passive entities 

associated with the past. Envisioning the museum of the future, I imagine it as 

a dynamic space of shared memories where stories about our collective past are 

not mere historical artifacts but living narratives that transcend generations, 

seamlessly connecting them. This forward-looking museum becomes a vibrant 

hub that actively engages visitors, encouraging participation and fostering a 

sense of continuity and shared understanding that creates a bridge between the 

past, present and future.

Introduction 

This is a story of two cities and the life that unfolds between them. The first city 
celebrated the millennium of its first mention two decades ago, while the second 
will celebrate its 80th anniversary in three years. The first, Gorizia, is in Italy, 
and the second, Nova Gorica, is in Slovenia. They are divided by old streets, 
railway tracks and courtyards, yet they meet at a symbolic mosaic in the centre of 
the divided square with two names – Piazza Transalpina/Trg Evrope (Transalpina 
Square) – which was ceremonially unveiled in 2004. At that time, with Slovenia’s 

Museums as Actors of Change and Local Empowerment
Kaja Širok

a b s t r a c t



38 

accession to the European Union, the iron fence between the two cities was 
dismantled, and a symbolic borderless space was created. However, the physical 
border returned during the COVID-19 pandemic when the entire area was once 
again fenced off, and interactions between the residents of both cities were restricted.

Nevertheless, neither the pandemic nor the physical barriers were able to limit 
human connection. Soon, people began leaving messages on the fence along the 
border, children left drawings for their relatives on the other side, and the mayors 
of both cities would meet there regularly when permitted. Despite the restrictions, 
people sought contact across the border, sometimes engaging in smuggling, while 
in other instances simply seeking to see their relatives. The resilience of cross-
border ties, whether driven by necessity or the desire to maintain familial and social 
connections, underscores the deep-rooted bonds between the communities. 

Today the story of Gorizia and Nova Gorica is one of state borders, multicultural 
identities and the aspiration in 2025 to become the first borderless European Capital 
of Culture.1 As part of this project, the two cities plan to establish a permanent 
exhibition on Transalpina Square about the perception of the past, the history of 
the border creation and the complex relationships between the region’s inhabitants. 
This initiative emphasises the need to confront difficult heritage and collective 
pain, recognising that only by acknowledging the complexities and manipulations 
of past interpretations can more constructive relationships be fostered among the 
population.2 In this sense, in addressing these sensitive issues the new exhibition 
will serve not only as a preserver of cultural heritage but also as an active agent in 
healing historical trauma. Creating a space where dialogue can emerge, allowing for 
the recognition of past sufferings and the possibility of building more harmonious 
relationships for the future, this museum will contribute to a more nuanced and 
inclusive understanding of history, fostering mutual respect and understanding 
between different generations and communities.

Living the border

The erasure of physical and identity boundaries is an experience that unites people 
living near borders. No border has ever been drawn by the will of the families 
residing in these regions; rather, new barriers have almost always been determined 
through violence and wars, negotiated at diplomatic tables.3 As a result, the 
formation of new state borders leaves no family unaffected, as they intrude upon 

1	 https://www.go2025.eu/en 
2	 Zick, T. 2024. [Online]. Eine Wunde, die endlich heilen soll‘, Süddeutsche Zeitung. Available 

at: https://www.sueddeutsche.de/projekte/artikel/gesellschaft/gorizia-nova-gorica-
e834822/?reduced=true [Accessed 23 April 2025].

3	 The border between Italy and Slovenia (then Yugoslavia) was formed on the negotiating tables 
of the post-war peace treaties. At the end of the Second World War the region became part of 
the Allied Military Government (AMG), as the territory was contested by different national and 
political communities. Only in 1947, two years after the end of the war, the multicultural territory 
was divided between Italy and Yugoslavia. According to the Paris Treaty signed in February 
1947, the larger part of the town of Gorizia remained under Italy, while the two bigger suburban 
villages remained in Yugoslavia. 

https://www.go2025.eu/en
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/projekte/artikel/gesellschaft/gorizia-nova-gorica-e834822/?reduced=true
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/projekte/artikel/gesellschaft/gorizia-nova-gorica-e834822/?reduced=true
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spaces, dividing fields, homes and family members. Consequently, the narratives 
surrounding the creation of new states become fragmented, and museums that 
valorise cultural heritage of the territory can further reinforce this division. In the 
pursuit of presenting national history as part of a victorious and state-building 
narrative, national historiographies often highlight only those elements of the past 
that support dominant stories. Everything that does not fit into this narrative is left 
in the archives of collective memory, unwanted and erased.

National historiographies often construct selective historical narratives, privileging 
certain events and perspectives over others. However, in border regions – where 
the complexity of historical events is most apparent – such narratives are 
frequently contested. These areas, shaped by the shared experience of shifting 
borders, present a unique challenge to the dominant historical frameworks, as 
the lived realities of borderland communities often clash with the nationalistic 
interpretations imposed from outside. Border regions, characterised by fluid 
cultural and social ties, resist reductive or one-dimensional accounts of history, 
as their identities are shaped by a continuous negotiation between connection and 
division.

Memory in these borderlands is actively shaped not only by what is remembered 
but also by what is deliberately forgotten or erased. In such spaces, the process 
of remembering often functions in opposing directions: what one community 
memorialises, the other suppresses, and vice versa. The painful memories of 
violence, displacement and loss create two distinct memory communities, each 
constructing its own version of the past.4 To maintain coherence within their 
collective memory, these communities selectively erase or marginalise elements 
that contradict their official historical narrative. This dynamic of selective 
memory – rooted in the desire to preserve a cohesive sense of identity – fosters 
the creation of mutually exclusive historical understandings, which are further 
reinforced by the erasure of uncomfortable or contradictory aspects of shared 
history. As a result, borderland memory is deeply contested, with each community 
engaged in a continual process of shaping, negotiating and controlling its collective 
understanding of the past. 

Even a brief stroll through the streets of Gorizia and Nova Gorica reveals much 
about the region’s past and the events that shape the collective memory of their 
inhabitants. The urban landscape, marked by historical landmarks, architecture 
and shared spaces, serves as a silent testament to the towns’ complex history, 
highlighting both the divisions and connections that have shaped the identities 
of these communities over time. Where on one side can be found Via Oberdan, 

4	 To quote Paul Ricoeur, the relationship between history and memory should also include 
oblivion, and this triadic relationship does not speak so much about the past, but of the 
present and the future. The author claims that the origin of the narratives and their symbolic 
interpretations lies in the trauma of war and the survival of the collective group, affirming that 
the actions, which some communities celebrate as the birth of their own people, often correspond 
to acts of legitimate violence against other peoples. Ricoeur, P. 2004. Ricordare, Dimenticare, 

Perdonare, L’enigma del pasato. Bologna: Il Mulino.
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Via 9. agosto, Via D’Annunzio, Corso Italia etc., on the other side of the border 
are Kidričeva ulica, Delpinova ulica, Ulica Gradnikove brigade. What is surprising 
is that town streets are not named after events and persons that wove national 
history, but after events of the periods in which the two towns distinguish 
their histories. While for Nova Gorica the Second World War is the source of 
collective memory, Gorizia preserves its memory with events of the First World 
War. The naming of streets in this case does not just carry symbolic value but is 
inserted in the wider construct of history of the memory of the region and within 
the framework of shaping the identity of the area.5 This, as both cases show, 
is connected with wars from which both countries came out as victors.6 Such 
memory preserves the continuity of national presence and national exploits in the 
space, since it is a reminder of the national liberation struggle of the victors, of the 
sacrifice of those who fought and died for the freedom of the nation and, as such, 
consolidates the collective identity of the nationally conceived community.7

Both museums, the Musei Provinciali di Gorizia and the Goriški muzej, situated 
on either side of the border, play a crucial role in preserving and promoting the 
symbolic narratives associated with the wars each side perceives as victories. 
These institutions reinforce the dominant historical interpretations within their 
respective national contexts, serving as custodians of collective memory that 
reflect and validate each community’s understanding of its past. Through their 
exhibitions and collections, they help to maintain and perpetuate the distinct 
historical identities shaped by conflict and division in the region. However, in the 
last decade, significant shifts have emerged, driven by generational changes and 
new collaborative initiatives that seek to foster a more nuanced understanding of 
the past in border areas. In this context, there is a growing desire to present these 
diametrically opposed memories through a much more inclusive and democratic 
approach. Thus, both museums began organising exhibitions and joint events in 
abandoned customs houses, aiming to valorise the heritage of the shared space 
and the creation of the national border. Attempts to create a new paradigm for 
interpreting the past, culminated in the creation of the EPIC project (European 
Platform for the Interpretation of the 20th Century), which aims to facilitate 
dialogue and understanding across borders by integrating diverse perspectives 
on shared historical experiences. The EPIC project represents a significant step 
towards transcending historical antagonisms, promoting collaborative efforts that 
acknowledge the complexities of memory and identity in border regions.

5	 Pierre Nora designates them lieux de memorie, “places of memory” around which discourses 
on memory are built and encouraged. For a more detailed picture of places of memory in the 
Slovene-Italian border area, see Ballinger, P. 2003. History in Exile. Memory and Identity in the 

Borders of the Balkans. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, p. 129.
6	 Pamela Ballinger also draws attention to the same substratum of local collective memory when 

she explains the need to remember the war that they won: “We need to remember the war that 
Italy won”; Ballinger, P. op. cit., p. 51.

7	 Širok, K. 2016. [Online]. La fragilita della memoria. Il ricordo e l‘identita nel Goriziano. 
Qualestoria, No.1, pp. Available at: https://www.openstarts.units.it/server/api/core/
bitstreams/24824e5d-4956-4a7d-a8f5-9f3d5b1dee36/content [Accessed 23 April 2025].

https://www.openstarts.units.it/server/api/core/bitstreams/24824e5d-4956-4a7d-a8f5-9f3d5b1dee36/content
https://www.openstarts.units.it/server/api/core/bitstreams/24824e5d-4956-4a7d-a8f5-9f3d5b1dee36/content
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By fostering an environment conducive to dialogue and reflection, the EPIC project 
encourages participants to critically engage with their respective narratives and 
consider the broader implications of historical memory. This initiative not only 
aims to redefine the relationship between these neighbouring communities but 
also seeks to contribute to a more comprehensive understanding of the historical 
legacies that shape their interactions today. Through such efforts, the project 
aspires to create a foundation for reconciliation and mutual respect, ultimately 
transforming the way history is perceived and remembered in these border areas. 
Above all, the EPIC project aims to provide insights into the history of the other, 
transcending the boundaries of nationally conceived communities. By introducing 
elements of mutual understanding and respect, the project seeks to create a 
shared space that fosters dialogue between historically antagonistic narratives. 
This initiative is rooted in the belief that a more profound comprehension of the 
complexities of each community’s past can pave the way for improved relations 
among them.

Local museum empowerment through active participation

The public debate on how contemporary museums should address difficult heritage 
and its interpretation is nothing new. Today, there is a growing recognition 
of the need to remember and showcase all stories, particularly those that have 
been suppressed and forgotten for decades, while also taking responsibility for 
reinterpreting collections. In line with new trends, museums are moving away from 
rigid definitions of neutral spaces and transforming themselves into trusted points 
of reference for truth within the community. These institutions are no longer 
merely custodians of the past: they are becoming active participants in fostering 
inclusive dialogue and critical reflection.8 

The debate concerning the relevance of national interpretations of the past, 
particularly in border regions, remains highly pertinent. As previously discussed, 
these regions underscore the pressing need for regional development that 
transcends divisive historical narratives. This is especially critical during 
commemorations and events that emphasise collective divisions and shared 
experiences of suffering. In such contexts, historical interpretations can either 
perpetuate tensions or serve as opportunities for reconciliation and mutual 
understanding. Therefore, the challenge lies in fostering a framework that allows 
for the inclusion of multiple perspectives, encouraging a more cohesive and 
inclusive approach to the region’s complex historical legacy. Museums must evolve 
into true agents of social change, playing a critical role in developing a more open 
society and dismantling deeply rooted social stereotypes.

8	 Recently, many authors in the field of museology advocate that museums go beyond the passive 
storage of objects and become active participants in promoting social justice, inclusion and 
engagement of the community. I would especially mention the resonance of Nina Simone’s 
Participatory Museum (2010) and Mike Murawski’s Museums as Agents of Change: A Guide to 

Becoming a Changemaker (2021). Both works highlight and explore the evolving role of museums 
in addressing contemporary social issues.
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Opening up difficult and contested topics that divide communities and evoke strong 
emotions – such as hidden silences and repressed traumas – is essential and can no 
longer be ignored. Addressing these issues requires a deliberate effort to confront 
painful aspects of the past that have often been marginalised or suppressed.  Aleida 
Assmann’s distinction between active and passive oblivion is relevant here: while 
passive oblivion is the result of neglect or disinterest, active oblivion involves 
deliberate decisions to discard or suppress certain aspects of history. In border 
regions, where historical narratives are frequently contested, the process of active 
oblivion has often erased minority perspectives and uncomfortable historical truths.9

Assmann also argues that the tension between the past as something that has passed 
and its active presence in today’s memory can be illustrated through museum 
policies of exhibition and preservation of cultural heritage. She emphasises the 
significance of prestigious objects displayed in exhibitions and the materials 
gathered and stored in museum deposits as a key to understanding the dynamics 
of cultural memory. Passive oblivion is linked to unintentional acts, such as 
losing, hiding, neglecting or abandoning, and does not involve destruction. The 
aforementioned active oblivion, on the other hand, is associated with deliberate 
actions such as discarding or destroying, often connected to internal social 
transformations aimed at the persecution of minorities and foreign cultures. In 
her work Canon and Archive Assmann defines canons as “…the actively circulated 
memory that keeps the past present.” In this framework, the museum archive can 
be understood as a kind of reservoir that contains “…an element of silence, carrying 
with it the potential to be revealed.” Silence should be viewed as an active process 
within the dynamic of memory and oblivion, functioning as “a third dimension” of 
this process.10

What has changed in contemporary museums, as Arnold-de Simine highlights, are 
the methods employed to achieve a more inclusive narrative. Museums are now 
dedicated to new missions, opening their spaces to contestation and giving voice 
to controversial interpretations. They become safe spaces that offer a protected 
environment for visitors, allowing them to engage with painful or dissonant 
themes, promoting critical reflection on the past and its impact on the present. 
This responsibility requires not only a solid knowledge of history but also the 
ability to competently interpret facts and a deep understanding of the political and 
emotional investments of different communities.11 To foster more nuanced and 
multi-layered interpretations of the past, it is essential to involve communities 
more directly in the construction of collective museum narratives. Through the use 
of oral testimonies and personal interpretations, museums can foster a deeper, more 
human understanding of society by bringing forward shared individual experiences. 

9	 Assmann, A. 2010. Canon and Archive, in Cultural Memory Studies: An International and 

Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll, Ansgar Nünning. Berlin, New York: De Gruyter, 
pp. 97-108.

10	 Ibid. 
11	 Arnold-de Simine, S. 2013. Mediating Memory in the Museum: Trauma, Empathy, Nostalgia. London: 

Palgrave Macmillan London, pp. 7-9.
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In doing so, they can contribute to a broader, more inclusive dialogue about the 
past that transcends dominant narratives and reflects the complexity of historical 
memory.12 Through the method of oral history, historical experiences and emotions 
are transmitted into narratives of our families and integrated into the fabric of our 
domestic lives. 
Shared narratives and active participation 

In his Modest Museum Manifesto, Nobel prize writer Orhan Pamuk reimagines the 
role of museums in the modern world. He calls for a shift from large, imposing 
institutions to smaller, more personal ones that focus on individual stories and 
emotions. His vision is one where museums become spaces of empathy, celebrating 
the beauty and complexity of ordinary life. He reimagines the role of museums, 
emphasising the personal and emotional connections visitors can form through 
everyday objects and intimate stories. His manifesto calls for a fundamental shift in 
the purpose of museums, transforming them into spaces that celebrate the richness 
and diversity of individual lives, fostering deeper, more engaging narratives.13

Believing that history truly begins at home, the author highlights the profound 
significance of everyday objects and personal memories. He encourages us to share, 
collect and preserve these mementos, inviting us to forge stronger bonds with our 
traditions and family narratives. By connecting and sharing these stories, families 
– and eventually communities – will form deeper emotional ties, offering a more 
nuanced and personal perspective on our shared past.

By engaging communities to share their collective and individual experiences 
– encompassing people of different genders, religious beliefs and political 
orientations – museums can create a more nuanced, multilayered narrative that 
reflects the complex histories of the region. While we have often heard the stories 
of our own heroes and key events, we have rarely explored or understood the 
narratives of the other, or those stories that have been silenced and overlooked. 
These are the stories of individuals who suffered violence and pain but do not 
belong to any of the dominant communities of remembrance. Incorporating these 
marginalised voices into the historical narrative allows for a more comprehensive 
and inclusive understanding of the past. By acknowledging the experiences of those 
who were previously excluded or forgotten, we challenge the one-dimensional 
national narratives that have often dominated, creating space for a dialogue that 
fosters empathy, reconciliation, and a shared understanding of history. This 
approach ultimately leads to a richer, more humanised perspective on the region’s 
complex past. 

As part of the European Capital of Culture, which will be shared between Nova 
Gorica (Slovenia) and Gorizia (Italy) in 2025, a new cultural centre, EPIC, will 

12	 Passerini, L. 2008. Ustna zgodovina, spol in utopija. Izbrani spisi. Ljubljana: Studia Humanitatis.
13	 The Future of Museums is in Our Homes: Orhan Pamuk’s Museum Manifesto. Available at: https://

www.getty.edu/news/the-future-of-museums-is-in-our-homes-orhan-pamuks-museum-
manifesto/ [Accessed 23 April 2025].

https://www.getty.edu/news/the-future-of-museums-is-in-our-homes-orhan-pamuks-museum-manifesto/
https://www.getty.edu/news/the-future-of-museums-is-in-our-homes-orhan-pamuks-museum-manifesto/
https://www.getty.edu/news/the-future-of-museums-is-in-our-homes-orhan-pamuks-museum-manifesto/
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open in May 2025. Housed in a renovated old freight warehouse within the newly 
restored central square, EPIC will be one of the key additions aimed at both the 
local population and visitors, as part of the Capital of Culture initiative. It will serve 
as a learning centre, showcasing the region’s turbulent past through stories and 
objects, while also acting as a social space for interpretation and creativity.

EPIC will explore intertwined and often conflicting interpretations of history, 
presenting these diverse perspectives in dialogue. It will also include the viewpoints 
of communities that either left the area or were forcibly displaced, such as 
the German-speaking community after the First World War and the Jewish 
community after the Second World War. Envisioned as a hub for discussions on 
identity, EPIC will also address contemporary issues, incorporating narratives 
about wars and migration processes today. This open and participatory space will 
provide an opportunity for people to reflect on and explore their own identities, 
families, communities and the intertwined heritage of the area. At the same time, 
the renovated building will host film screenings, expert lectures and activities that 
engage the local population in enriching the exhibition.14

The core idea is that the exhibition will evolve after its opening, developing 
organically like a living organism. It will not only attract visitors but also encourage 
new witnesses and individuals to contribute, fostering active citizenship through 
participation. A year before the opening, activities have already begun, bringing 
together local residents to seek potential witnesses, uncover new stories and 
gather objects that can illuminate both individual and collective (and often diverse) 
perspectives for the exhibition’s content.

Collaborating in this effort are university students from both sides of the border, 
employees from retirement homes, researchers, journalists and teachers. Working 
on the principle that every story is worth telling, these narratives are being collected 
and will be incorporated into the exhibition – either as integral visual elements or 
as part of the material that visitors can access through an online archive.

The main goal is to promote and develop a new understanding of the complex 
relationships between historical narratives. We aim to educate people about shared 
past narratives and to highlight the richness of the regional cultural heritage as a 
platform for empowerment. This approach fosters a greater sense of European 
inclusion while promoting human rights and unique identities through cross-
national dialogue.

Conclusion 

Every story and every experience, even if it seems like a standalone universe, is 
actually a complex structure shaped by individual choices and the pursuit of a better 
life. The broader context and temporal distance of the events presented in our 

14	 EPIC bo naslavljal različne poglede na zgodovino obmejnega prostora, Available at: https://www.robin.
si/go2025/epic-bo-naslavljal-razlicne-poglede-na-zgodovino-cezmejnega-prostora/ [Accessed 23 
April 2025].

https://www.robin.si/go2025/epic-bo-naslavljal-razlicne-poglede-na-zgodovino-cezmejnega-prostora/
https://www.robin.si/go2025/epic-bo-naslavljal-razlicne-poglede-na-zgodovino-cezmejnega-prostora/
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exhibitions may not fully reveal the interconnections, ethical norms and collective 
consciousness of the time. However, they do allow us to expand our horizons 
and offer deeper insights into a multicultural context that no longer exists today. 
Therefore, it is our responsibility to revive these stories and share them with 
others. By connecting the past to the present, we can enrich our understanding 
of identity and create a space for dialogue, where we can collaborate in shaping a 
more inclusive and diverse future. In this way, stories become not only reminders 
of past experiences but also sources of inspiration for new paths and opportunities 
for all of us.

As we confront the rising tide of right-wing extremism in Europe and the 
emergence of new fronts of violence, we must ask ourselves what we can do, both 
individually and collectively, to foster peace and respect for one another. In the 
places I call home – where my ancestors endured suffering during both World 
Wars, and where my generation experienced the brief yet intense conflicts of the 
Slovenian War of Independence in 1991 – I truly believe we must prioritise culture 
and education as essential tools for ensuring a better future for all.

By nurturing cultural understanding and promoting education, we can empower 
individuals and communities to rise above division and intolerance. Museums 
play a vital role in this effort, serving not just as repositories of history, but as 
dynamic spaces for dialogue and reflection. Through the stories and experiences 
they share, museums can help us cultivate empathy and a deeper understanding 
of our shared humanity. Together, let us commit to fostering a culture of peace, 
understanding and respect, paving the way for future generations to thrive in a 
more inclusive world.





SESSION 2:  
MUSEUMS AND DEMOCRACY





49

The new ICOM definition recognizes in museums new and important roles 

for citizens who see museums as mirrors reflecting their own history and 

memory, building a civilization that acknowledges its errors and legacies, 

in order to grow democratically. The author reports some examples of 

participation, focussing on the museum setting, on audience engagement, on 

artists’ engagement and on civil rights engagement. If active citizenship in 

museum activities is to be a growing process, museum professionals must be 

responsible for it, and recruited according to their scientific and managerial 

skills in the subject. The interference of politics in the processes of choosing 

professionals risks transforming the words of this process – accessibility, 

participation and active citizenship – into rhetorical terms without any real 

meaning.

From 25 November 2023 to 31 January 2024 the Regional Archaeological Museum 
of Valle d’Aosta, the small Italian region on the eastern border of France, launched 
the META\MAR Metamorphose project, a participatory re-outfitting project with 
the territory and the museum’s visitors.1

This is one of the few participatory re-outfitting projects currently underway in 
Italy, and thus one of the few projects involving active citizen participation as one 
of the main aspects of Italian museum management.

1	 Ronc M. C., Debono S., Giustini F., Provvedi G., Rabatti A.,Dall’ICOM DAY al Meta\Mar 2025: 
un cantiere museale partecipato, BSBAC Bollettino della Soprintendenza per i Beni e Attivita Culturali, 
no. 20, 2023-2024, Aosta, pp. 208-214; see also: https://www.metamar.it/ [Accessed 3 April 
2025]. 

Accessibility, Participation, Active Citizenship: 
Policy and Museum Professionalism
Giuliana Ericani
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Figure 1: Poster for the META/MAR project. Italy, Aosta,  
Archeological Museum. © AOSTA, Department of the  
Superintendence of Cultural Activities and Properties

Participation represents one of the most significant levels of democratic politics, 
constitutes a necessary step in terms of public accessibility to the museum and is 
an integral part of the new museum definition voted by the ICOM community in 
Prague, in 2022: 

A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society that 

researches, collects, conserves, interprets and exhibits tangible and intangible 

heritage. Open to the public, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and 

sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, professionally and with the 

participation of communities, offering varied experiences for education, enjoyment, 

reflection and knowledge sharing. 

The museum has always been a political space, which derives from it being the 
depository, the representative cultural heritage, of the identity of a territory, of 
one or several social groups, of a population of a state or an aggregate of states. 
The significance of the museum has made it a target during social and/or military 
conflicts, as Ukrainian events remind us.

Since the 1970s museums have redefined their mission, not only with regard 
to their own heritage, their preservation and enhancement, but also in their 
relationship with the public. Being a political subject has taken on different 
meanings and values, also linked to multiple identities. The inter-relationship with 
the public entrusts the museum with the responsibility not only to interpret the 
past in the light of contemporary thought, but also to search in the past and in the 
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plant and animal world for the conceptual prodromes of contemporary events and 
problems. This responsibility must be shared, in a continuous confrontation, with 
the point of view of the museum’s audience or, if necessary, with the public at large.

The transition from the democratisation of culture to cultural democracy, dating 
back to the 1970s, was revived 30 years later, embodied and taken up as the 
inspiring principle of two important international conventions addressed to 
European and international political decision makers, the UNESCO Convention on 

the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions and the Council of 

Europe Framework Convention on the Value of Cultural Heritage for Society, also known 
as the Faro Convention, both from 2005.

The two 2005 conventions marked a radical change with respect to the theme of 
participation. Until then, participation – a right enshrined in the 1948 Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights – was understood in passive rather than active terms, 
where the user was the recipient rather than the creator. Ericiani and Jalla note that 
this concept of active participation, not considering the audience development is, 
globally, almost at zero degrees.2

Hugues de Varine, in his 2017 book, L’écomusée singulier et pluriel argues that the 
term “participation” is a “mot valise… having so many meanings and is used without 
discernment”.3 He identifies four levels or forms of participation:

1. 	Information sharing, an essential step for the exercise of democracy: citizens 
cannot behave in a civic manner (vote, express their opinion, take initiatives) 
if they do not have a minimum knowledge of their environment, the political, 
social and economic context in which they live. 

2. 	Consultation on plans, programs and projects, that is, a request for an opinion 
on a dossier, a text or a proposal: the authority responsible asks for the 
opinion of the citizens or the part of them that is affected before the decision 
is published and becomes enforceable, remembering that in France, for 
example, public questioning is a preliminary requirement to the declaration of 
public utility for planning and urban development works. 

3. 	Collaboration is a step that precedes the decision for the conception of a 
project, a program, a political action. Problems, diagnoses, hypotheses, draft 
solutions are presented and submitted to public debate in the community. 

4. 	Co-decision (or co-construction), the superior degree of participation as it places 
the community – or at least those who voluntarily participate in a project – 
alongside other decision-makers, political, administrative, economic, cultural 
on an equal condition of parity with them.4 

2	 Ericani, G. and Jalla D., 2022. Editoriale / Editorial, The International Journal of Museum Studies, 
No. 2, pp. 9-27.

3	 de Varine, H., 2017. L’écomusée singulier et pluriel. Un témoignage sur cinquante ans de muséologie 

communautaire dans le monde. Paris: L’Harmattan, read in the Italian edition, Tondolo, M. 2021 
(ed.). L’ecomuseo singolare e plurale. Una testimonianza su cinquant’anni di museologia comunitaria nel 

mondo, Gemona del Friuli: Utopie Concrete, p. 176. English translation by the author.
4	 Ibid, pp. 176-78.
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His analysis is in line with another fundamental book on the matter published in 
2010, Nina Simon’s The Participatory Museum, in which she outlines five levels of 
active public participation: 

1. 	The first provides visitors with access to the content they seek. This is 
satisfied by the right of access (which we have defined as zero degrees of 
participation). 

2. 	The second gives them the opportunity to act and ask questions (in other 
words, it gives the audience the floor). 

3. 	The third allows visitors to understand to what extent their interests and 
actions coincide with those of the wider community of visitors to the 
institution (requiring the existence of spaces that do not normally exist in 
museums). 

4. 	The fourth allows visitors to contact particular people, staff members and 
other visitors, who share their concerns and interests (requiring staff to 
be available, either in the exhibition rooms or in spaces similar to those 
identified in the previous point). 

5. 	The fifth makes the whole institution feel like a social place, full of potentially 
interesting, stimulating and enriching encounters with other people.5

The challenge is that the participatory museum would impact the nature of museum 
management and would allow the emergence of a non-curatorial managerial class, 
thus introducing a new curatorial model. 

It was immediately clear that the participatory museum would profoundly 
change exhibitions and curatorship. This has occurred in a certain number of 
institutions, mainly ethnographic museums, eco museums and regional museums, 
in Francophone Canada (Quebec), France and Northern Europe, and even in Italy, 
as Hugues de Varine and Pietro Clemente illustrated in recent entries.6

To better understand the potential of these changes, it is worth reading some previous 
considerations, again by Hugues de Varine, who described museums as being:

…a club for bigger museums, mostly arts and history museums from Europe and 

North America. In other countries, museums followed the models set up in the “old 

world”, which was the rich world and the leading, “first” world. Museology was not 

yet an academic discipline and museum professionals were distinguished scholars 

dedicated to the advancement of their respective fields of expertise. The museum was 

a place of advanced research on human and natural history. It was geared toward the 

production of disciplinary, specialized exhibitions whose narrative drew from object-

based research and were conceived through the voice of the scholar-curator. Museum 

work was an extension of academia and its related research and fieldwork practices…

5	 Simon, N. 2010. The Participatory Museum, Santa Cruz: Museum 2.0, pp. 25-29. 
See also: Nina Simon’s audience Q&A session, filmed at The Pew Center for Arts 
& Heritage on April 22, 2011. Available at: https://www.pewcenterarts.org/post/
museum-director-nina-simon-inspiring-visitor-participation. 

6	 de Varine, H. op. cit. p. 74; Clemente, P. 2023. ‘I musei demo-etno-antropologici e i nomi delle 
cose. Ai margini delle definizioni’, The International Journal of Museum Studies, No. 3, pp. 53-62.

https://www.pewcenterarts.org/post/museum-director-nina-simon-inspiring-visitor-participation
https://www.pewcenterarts.org/post/museum-director-nina-simon-inspiring-visitor-participation
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were based on generating specialised knowledge with visitors expecting exhibitions to 

be opportunities for encyclopaedic learning.
7

The idea that museums are cultural authorities, whose role is to impart culture 
and where citizens are seen as the uncritical recipients of this culture, is a concept 
largely outdated by the New Museology, although it is still widespread. 

From the protection of human rights to that of the environment, our institutions 
can no longer afford to be neutral places of preservation, exhibition and study. The 
museum should be the first place to inspire new generations and become a new hub 
of ideas for the future, an antidote to illiteracy, populism and racism.

Attempts at change are not lacking, even in Italy. But apart from the exception 
of the META/MAR project, with which this intervention began, these attempts 
constitute partial episodes, isolated from day-to-day museum management, and 
often only partially endured, if not outright rejected, by a part of public opinion, if 
not by political decision-makers. However, several attempts reaffirm the political 
role of the museum and could be examples for an innovative and positive practice.

Among these I would like to mention an important project, now dated, but which 
began the relationship between the Egyptian Museum of Turin and the Egyptian and 
Arab communities of the city. “Lucky those who speak Arabic” (Fig. 2), a promotional 
campaign for Arabic-speaking citizens to be increasingly involved with the community 
in which they have chosen to live and share the future, offered free guided tours in 
Arabic and room texts, video guides and a “Family tour” route in Arabic.8

Figure 2: Poster for the Lucky those who speak  
Arabic project. Italy, Turin, Egyptian Museum

7	 For de Varine’s understanding about the traditional idea of museum, see de Varine H., 1992-1994.  
Le musée au service de l’homme et du développement, in Vagues: une anthologie de la nouvelle 

museologie, textes choisis et presentés par André Desvallèes. Mâcon, Savigny-le-Temple: Éditions wmnes, 
2, vol. I, pp. 49-68, Italian translation, in de Varine, H. 2005. ‘Le radici del futuro. Il patrimonio 
culturale al servizio dello sviluppo locale’Jalla D. (ed.), Bologna: CLUEB 2005, pp. 225-227.

8	 https://www.museoegizio.it/en/discover/special-projects

https://www.museoegizio.it/en/discover/special-projects
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A second example is the recent intervention by the non-violent group Bruciamo tutto 

(Let’s burn everything) within the exhibition dedicated to Artemisia Gentileschi 
exhibited in the Palazzo Ducale in Genoa. The group coloured red a room with a 
double bed and covered paintings of Agostino Tassi, the great painter’s first master, 
to denounce the mystification of Artemisia’s rape and public denunciation of her 
Roman colleague.9 The juxtaposition of Tassi’s paintings with those of the great 
female painter Gentileschi, illustrating the rape with a double bed, addresses (in my 
opinion in bad taste) the serious problem of violence against women, a problem 
that has been a pressing issue in Italy in recent years.

The relationship between contemporary artists and museum collections is another 
illustration of participation through the contemporary reading of collections 
and more generally of the use of ancient paintings as bearers of concepts of the 
contemporary world. An example of this is the work of naturalised Spanish Chilean 
artist, Sandra Gamarra Heshiki, exhibited in the Venice Biennale 2024 (Fig. 3).10 
She adds her strong personal mark to her reflection on the painting of the past, set 
in the tones of Chilean ceramics, and is intended to be a denunciation of the social 
and political injustices of the past.

Figure 3: Sandra Gamarra Heshiki, Italy, Venice Biennale 2024. © Photo Oak Taylor-Smith

Transforming a large museum into a participatory museum presents enormous 
difficulties because, as we have seen, it requires first of all a conceptual change 
of the role of the museum and, at the same time, a change in the role of the staff 
towards citizens and visitors, a new know-how on the part of the curators and 
the presence of different professional figures alongside the curators, semiologists, 

9	 https://www.google.com/search?q=%27bruciamo+tutto%27%2Bgenova&oq=&gs
10	 https://www.google.com/search?q=sandra+gamarra+heshiki+%2B+biennale+venezia&oq 

https://www.google.com/search?q=%27bruciamo+tutto%27%2Bgenova&oq=&gs
https://www.google.com/search?q=sandra+gamarra+heshiki+%2B+biennale+venezia&oq
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anthropologists, sociologists and communicators. Object, nature, archaeology, 
ethnography and art history must simply become semaphores of a narrative path 
accessible to the 21st century public, bearers of universal meanings for diverse 
audiences.

The transformation can be so difficult that Nina Simon pointed out the difficulty of 
“finding the right model for your institution”.11

It has been said that conceptual change is, first of all, for museum professionals, but 
it is also for policy makers. We should remember that in their struggle for control 
of the future, politicians have often considered the idea of the big museum the 
ultimate weapon for control.

It is economically interesting for a political decision-maker to turn the works of 
museum collections into media icons and to build a media interest around them. It 
is more economically interesting to transform portions of the museum into major 
tourist attractions and to provide ample space for tour companies that travel across 
Italy in four days, reserving two days in Rome, between the Colosseum, the Roman 
Forum, the Sistine Chapel and the Campidoglio; one day in Florence, between the 
four first rooms of the Uffizi, Michelangelo’s David, Piazza della Signoria, Ponte 
Vecchio, Piazzale Michelangelo; and one day in Venice, between the Rialto, Piazza 
San Marco and the Doge’s Palace.

All this has been done rather than investing in new professional skills and training 
for museums mainly aimed at citizens, rather than for mass tourism.

We must continue to seek the necessary professionals and to provide in-depth 
training for them to create the museums we envision. And this is why the choice 
of new museum staff cannot be made for political reasons. This is why the 
new directors of autonomous, major Italian museums must be chosen only by 
commissions of professionals from relevant disciplines and museologists. And the 
last word cannot be given, as has been the case in Italy since 2015, to the Minister 
of Culture, who decides on the name of the director from a trio proposed by the 
commission,12 raising the possibility that politics can meddle in appointments in all 
museums, a possibility that is absolutely unacceptable.

If the growth of active citizenship in museum activities is to be a developing 
process, this must be led by museum professionals chosen on the basis of their 
scientific and managerial skills. The interference of politics in the process of 
choosing professionals risks turning the words of this process – accessibility, 
participation and active citizenship – into rhetorical terms without any real 
meaning.

11	 Simon, N. op. cit. pp.188-189.
12	 https://www.ilfoglio.it/cultura/2023/12/19/news/

lo-spoils-system-di-sangiuliano-sui-musei-6029778/ 

https://www.ilfoglio.it/cultura/2023/12/19/news/lo-spoils-system-di-sangiuliano-sui-musei-6029778/
https://www.ilfoglio.it/cultura/2023/12/19/news/lo-spoils-system-di-sangiuliano-sui-musei-6029778/
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From the Japanese colonial period to the present, the realization of democracy 

and justice has greatly influenced not only Korean politics, but also the 

sentiments of ordinary citizens. Efforts to correct unwritten history and 

forgotten facts are in force, developing museums with political purposes. The 

constant efforts and support of citizens are the basis of these endeavours. The 

Jeju 4·3 Peace Park was established to restore the truth about the armed conflict 

and the massacre of civilians over a seven-year period, from 1947 to 1954, and to 

comfort the victims and their families.

The museum vividly evokes this tragic time, which is not covered in textbooks 

at all, and teaches a lesson that this kind of atrocities should never happen 

again. The fact that the victims, their families, and common citizens are 

working together to establish a museum aiming to set down the historical truth 

and to take a stand for human rights has significant implications for the civilian 

casualties that are still occurring in many parts of the world.

Introduction

For 100 years, before becoming the Republic of Korea, the people of the Korean 
peninsula endured hardships and conflicts with perseverance and tolerance. After 
going through the Japanese invasion and colonial period (1910-1945), Korea 
(the Empire of Korea, 1897-1910) was liberated in the process of ending World 
War II. However, the Allied Forces and ideological conflicts divided the Korean 
peninsula and brought indelible pain to the Korean people. This article presents one 
example of the Korean experience of how citizens’ perseverance brought justice to 
acknowledge the forgotten memories of the Jeju 4·3 incident in Korea. 

The Jeju 4·3 incident from 1947 to 1954 was one of Korea’s most significant and 
contested cases. It marked a crucial period from its liberation from Japanese rule to 
the conflicts of establishing Korea as one nation and moving towards democracy, 
which are still ongoing. Jeju Volcanic Island is located in the southernmost 
territory and is the biggest island in the Korean peninsula. Its geological formation 
was inscribed as a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 2007. The Jeju people are 

Justice Through Citizenship: Jeju 4·3 in Korea
Inkyung Chang
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indigenous to the island and were an independent kingdom until 938 AD with 
a distinctive language. In 2010, UNESCO considered the Jeju language critically 
endangered. Present-day Jeju Island is South Korea’s Hawaii. It is a popular holiday 
destination with distinct natural formations and mild climates. However, most of 
the time, the tourists are unaware of its painful legacy and the Jeju people’s trauma 
during the critical period in contemporary Korean History. 

Prelude to Jeju 4·3 uprising: from liberation to the  

Republic of Korea (1945-1948)

On 15 August 1945, Korea was freed from Japanese colonial rule. There was a 
growing public desire to build an independent nation on the Korean peninsula. 
However, the joy of liberation and the hope for a better and more self-reliant nation 
vanished as the US Army landed in South Korea on 8 September and Soviet Union-
allied armies stationed themselves in the north under the pretext of disarming the 
Japanese forces. They formed a Joint Commission. Although the independence 
movement had been fierce at home and abroad, Korea’s liberation resulted from 
the Allies’ victory in World War II, which enfeebled the nation’s right to make 
decisions.

Figure 1: Jeju Island, South Korea. © Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc.  
https://www.britannica.com/place/Jeju-Island#/media/1/108379/297024 

At the time of liberation, about 70,000 Japanese soldiers were still stationed in Jeju. 
In June 1945, the Japanese army fortified Jeju Island with a large troop as a last 
resort to prevent US troops from landing on the Japanese mainland. However, the 
war ended earlier than the Japanese anticipated, and the US army noted the island’s 
strategic military value, holding a separate signing ceremony for the Japanese 
surrender on Jeju Island.
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Aversion to Communism and the Jeju massacre

After Korea’s liberation from Japanese rule, a throng of young people from Jeju, 
who had been taken to Japan’s factories and battlefields during the colonial period, 
returned home with determination to rebuild their home and country. Over 60,000 
youths, more than one-fourth of the entire population of Jeju, came home in just 
a year. Those who had personally experienced ethnic discrimination were eager 
to establish an independent nation. The movement for self-governance led to the 
formation of a People’s Committee, which nowadays is considered communist.  
Still, at the time, their primary purpose was to boost the education level in Jeju. 
Initially, they had a good relationship with the US Army Military Government. 
However, their close relationship began to crack in 1947 when the 1 March 
Independence Movement Day shooting took place. 

The US military intelligence report described “those who had long been unable 
to forget that the leftist mobs brutally assaulted their fellow police officers in the 
fall of 1946.”1 The US Army Military Government considered Jeju Island as “Red 
Island”. The suppression by the US military started with the rightist South Korean 
government and intensified in Jeju. In 1948, the South and North established 
separate governments.

South and North Korea faced political uncertainties, and the refusal to divide 
Korea remained strong. The US Army Military Government appointed people 
who cooperated with the Japanese regime to government positions to organise 
the systematic abolition of the “Reds” in Jeju. This met with colossal opposition. 
Armed guerrilla fights started to resist oppression and opposition in the divided 
election in the south. As the conflicts escalated, under the disguise of the anti-
guerrilla campaign and suppression of the rebellion, the US Army Military 
Government and the Korean Armed Forces brutally massacred the Jeju people 
indiscriminately. 

The Jeju 4·3 officially ceased after the Korean War, resulting in about 90,000 
refugees and the disappearance of 109 villages. The Jeju population was branded 
as “Red”, and consequently, the National Security Law discriminated against any 
person who was associated with Jeju 4·3 and Communism.

From truth to peace: Jeju 4·3 Peace Park

Until the 1980s democratic movement began in Korea, Jeju 4·3 was hidden in 
Korean history. But in 1978 a novel by Hyun Ki-young was published:2 a narration 
of a girl who followed a deceased relative’s life story who suffered severe trauma 
and eventually committed suicide. The book brought out the memory of the 
victims, and the movement to find facts and recognition of the Jeju 4·3 started 
engaging civil organisations. 

1	 As sited in Handbook for the Jeju 4·3 Peace Memorial Hall: Jeju 4·3 at a Glance, Jeju 4·3 Peace 
Foundation, 2018.

2	 Sun-i Samch’on (Korean: 순이삼촌, “Aunt Suni”), Samch’on means ‘uncle’ in standard Korean; 
however, in Jeju, samch’on means aunts.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Korean_language
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The correction of the historical record and acknowledgement of the Jeju 4·3 
massacre was only possible through the Jeju citizens’ perseverance. To bring justice 
was possible only because the Jeju victims’ memory was intact, and their collective 
narratives were passed down through the generations. The Jeju 4·3’s collective 
memory will affect and change how Koreans understand the past and navigate the 
present. Their efforts to realize their representation of the history and sufferings 
are still being processed. 

In 1992, the discovery of the victims of the Darangshi cave in western Jeju reignited 
the truth findings and recognition of the Jeju 4·3’s injustice.3 It took more than 
40 years for the Korean government to acknowledge the Jeju 4·3 realities and its 
massacre of civilians. In 1999, Congress passed the Jeju 4·3 Special Act, which enabled 
the start of an official investigation. This led to the establishment of Jeju 4·3 Peace 
Park in 2008 to commemorate, reconcile and educate about the cruelties of hatred 
and crimes against civilians by political powers and in the context of war.

The Jeju 4·3 Peace Park and the museum aim to reveal the truth about the armed 
conflict and massacre of citizens for seven years from 1947, and to comfort victims 
and their families. The museum conveys the tragedy of the time with a vivid voice 
that did not come out of textbooks and teaches the lesson that this should not 
happen again. 

The fact that the victims, their families and citizens are working together to set 
up a museum to establish the historical truth and human rights has significant 
implications for the civilian casualties by governmental forces that are still 
occurring in many parts of the world. They convey reconciliation and forgiveness, 
and promote peace from the past. However, there are unresolved issues regarding 
how to define Jeju 4·3. Was it an uprising, an incident, genocide by the public 
power or democratic movement? For now, the Jeju people have decided to leave its 
definition to the future, and research, investigation, reparation and compensation 
for victims are ongoing. Currently, most of the Jeju 4·3 museum staff are related to 
or descendants of the people who endured the Jeju 4·3, and their interpretation is 
personal and vivid. But what kind of future will the museum bring to the public?

As time passes, the Jeju 4·3 Peace Park may be increasingly challenged to sustain 
the voices of the Jeju people and the whole of Korea and beyond. As a cultural 
institution, bringing out and sustaining collective memory of historical conflicts 
will evolve from various perspectives and long-term consequences. 

Another issue is that Jeju 4·3 is now officially recognized, and its commemoration 
has become institutionalized. Furthermore, in 2018, the National Museum of 
Contemporary Korean History in Seoul held a special exhibit on Jeju 4·3, and its 
exhibition title said rightfully, Jeju 4·3 is now our history. The exhibit’s opening stirred 
such emotion in people who struggled to make the truth known, but the opposition 
was still evident, depending on the current political agenda and powers. 

3	 The bodies of 11 victims of Jeju 4·3 were found at Darangshi cave in 1992. See http//jeju43peace.org 
[Accessed 9 May 2025]. 
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Conclusion

At present, we experience many armed conflicts around the world and deal with 
the challenge of how we can reconcile individual and collective memories of these 
conflicts to bring reflection and a sustainable future for all. As Aleida Assman 
stated:

History represents the past, and memory is still active in the present. It has the 

binding power to experience the eternal present.
4

4	 Aleida Assmann (2011), Erinnerungsräume (기억의 공간: 문화적 기억의 형식과 변천, translated by 
Hak-Su BYUN & Yon Suk CHAE), Greenbee Publishing.





63

In a post-pandemic world, museums play critical roles in supporting democracy, 

providing safe spaces for community dialogue and inspiring civic engagement. 

Across the Americas, museums nowadays are called to act as cultural catalysts 

to lift up individual voices and enable collective knowledge-building. In the 

United States, for example, museums play an active role in the current political 

climate, highlighting their enormous contributions in education, job creation, 

economic development, tourism and preservation of national heritage, among 

other areas. Through advocacy work and capacity building, US museum 

professionals are working together to generate a collective and powerful voice 

for the benefit of communities across the nation. 

Museums and Forces of Change 

In the last 10 years, museums worldwide have faced profound and systemic changes 
that have fundamentally shifted the way these institutions engage with their 
audiences and communities. The drivers of these external, rapid and powerful 
fluctuations include variations in political, economic, social, legal and ethical, 
technological and environmental factors impacting the operational environment of 
museums all over the world. 

The analysis of how the external drivers of change affect organisations is rooted 
in the PESTLE model,1 a strategic planning tool that considers six external factors 
and their possible influence on the work of an organisation: political, economic, 
sociological, technological, legal and environmental. Based on the PESTLE 
analysis, I developed the “Forces of Change” concept, a similar analysis focused on 
understanding external drivers of change in the museum field. 

The Forces of Change can represent an opportunity, positive impact or advantage. 
Museums around the world use opportunities to build a competitive advantage or 

1	 The PESTLE model was developed by Harvard University Professor Francis J. Aguilar in 1967 
and later applied by Harvard Professor Michael Porter in his book Competitive Strategy: Techniques 

for Analyzing Industries and Competitors. 

Museums as Hubs for Civic Engagement: 
Lessons from the United States
Antonio Rodríguez

a b s t r a c t
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expand their services to fill the current gap. Typical opportunities for museums 
include engaging young audiences, increasing use of digital technology to deliver 
content at low cost, developing new income streams, and taking more sustainable 
approaches to collections care and exhibition development. 

At the same time, the Forces of Change represent threats that might negatively 
impact museums’ ability to accomplish their mission and goals, including economic 
downturn, reduction of public funding and limited private funding to develop 
programs and activities, changing demographics in key geographical scenarios, or 
lack of technology expertise to develop digital programs. 

Over the years and across different countries, certain external drivers of change 
have taken precedence over others, often resulting in negative impacts on museum 
operations that later also present opportunities for positive change. In the post-
pandemic world, these external drivers of change have impacted, and will continue 
to impact, museums.

External drivers of change

By nature, the Forces of Change affect museums in various ways, from the internal 
management of the organisation, to how museums engage externally with different 
audiences. The variations or fluctuations that Forces of Change bring cannot be 
controlled by museums, but they do influence decision-making processes. 

Political changes

Political changes include variations in the political climate at the local, state, 
national or international levels that affect the work of museums. These could 
include legislation determining public funding for museums, limitations due 
to international sanctions or embargo on engaging in cultural exchange and 
collaboration agreements with museums or museum professionals in other 
countries, and opportunities for international collaborations based on political/
trade agreements between countries. 

Economic changes

Economic changes include economic growth or decline as measured by national 
GDP (Gross Domestic Product), variations in public funding, limited or increased 
private funding to develop museum programs and activities, and limitations or 
incentives for individuals and businesses engaged in charitable contributions. They 
may also include museums’ contributions to job creation, economic development 
and tourism.  

Social changes

Social changes include changing demographics resulting from immigration, new 
audiences and efforts to improve DEI (diversity, equity and inclusion), as well as 
the impacts of organised community groups and cultural representation through 
museum collections, exhibitions and other museum services provided to the 
community. 
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Technological changes

Technological changes include rapid technological progress such as increased use 
of digital platforms for remote work, virtual reality, artificial intelligence (AI), and 
digital and global access to collections and immersive experiences. 

Legal and ethical changes

Legal and ethical changes relate to changes in legislation associated with labour and 
working practices, regulations, immigration, corporate social responsibility (CSR), 
and ethical sponsorship and charitable contributions, as well as other changes that 
impact museum collections and exhibition development such as repatriation of 
objects, restitution and reparations.

Environmental changes 

Environmental changes consider the work of museums and its direct or indirect 
impact on the environment, such as global warming and climate change, natural 
disaster preparedness, readiness and prevention, green technology and the need 
to reduce carbon emissions footprints, among other climate-conscious and 
environmental protection regulations. 

In many situations these drivers of change are closely interconnected, resulting 
in situations that involve more than one type of change. Sustainability and 
climate change responses, for example, are influenced by political, economic and 
environmental factors simultaneously.   

Reaffirming the critical role of museums

The disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated drivers 
of change forced museums to embrace a new reality while maintaining their 
commitments to their missions and contributions to society. In adapting to these 
changes, museums must preserve their four critical roles and functions in  
society:

1.	 Museums are memory holders. They preserve the cultural heritage and values 
of society – including the significant contributions of immigrants – for future 
generations. As memory holders, museums help us understand the past and 
connect it with the present, paving the way for the future.

2.	 Museums are hubs for civic engagement. They play a crucial role in today’s global 
political climate as spaces for inspiring civic engagement. As hubs for civic 
engagement, museums welcome the public to learn about and reflect on issues 
affecting the civic life of the community and how to improve it.

3.	 Museums are sanctuaries. They provide safe spaces for conversations and act as 
cultural catalysts where individual voices are heard and collective knowledge 
is built. As sanctuaries, museums nurture diversity, inclusion and equality, 
generating social transformation.

4.	 Museums are mediators and cultural diplomacy agents. They actively build bridges 
across cultures and facilitate international collaborations that foster mutual 
understanding, tolerance and cultural exchange. As mediators and cultural 
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diplomacy agents, museums connect cultural identities through shared 
knowledge, ultimately shaping a more inclusive future. 

Museums and advocacy 

Balancing the traditional roles and core functions of museums with the evolving 
needs of visitors poses a unique challenge for museums around the world. While 
the call for a more active role in social transformation allows museums to highlight 
their contribution to the well-being of communities, the reduction in public 
funding and the limited incentives for individuals and businesses engaged in 
charitable contributions create enormous difficulties.

To respond to the Forces of Change described previously in this article, museums 
require increased financial support from the government at federal, state and local 
levels, as well as more funding from foundations and private organisations. In this 
scenario, advocacy emerges as an effective tool to help museums make their case for 
increased support from policymakers and legislators. 

There are many definitions of advocacy depending on the field in which the term 
is applied. For purposes of this article, we will use the definition of Fiona Napier, 
International Advocacy Director at the Open Society Foundations: “Advocacy is 
an organised attempt to change policy, practice, and/or attitudes by presenting 
evidence and arguments for how and why change should happen”.2 Advocacy 
includes a wide range of activities such as lobbying and grassroots campaigns 
aimed at influencing decision makers in support of specific causes. In the museum 
field, advocacy involves highlighting and raising awareness about the enormous 
contribution of museums to education, job creation, economic development, 
tourism and the preservation of national heritage, among others.

The implementation of advocacy programs and activities requires close 
collaborations with different organisations at the national, state and local level. 
Strategic partnerships and alliances are crucial to achieving the intended results 
and generating change. In the museum field, the role of the national museum 
association is essential in connecting museums and museum professionals with 
policy makers and legislators at the national, state and local levels. Other core 
functions for the national museum association include: 

	· Identify strategic organisations and individuals to work with. 
	· Collect, analyse and share key data and statistics illustrating museums’ 

contributions to education, preservation of tangible and intangible heritage, 
economic development, tourism and job creation.

	· Support efforts for creating communication channels between museum 
professionals and policymakers and advise on effective methods of outreach 
such as letters, meetings or phone calls.

2	 Open Society Foundations. 2010. [Online]. Evidence, Messages, Change! An Introductory Guide to 

Successful Advocacy. New York, NY: Open Society Foundations. Available at: <https://www.
opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/99ce7dec-9e89-40b1-ad88-7db45b4d68a5/guide-to-
successful-advocacy-20100101.pdf>

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/99ce7dec-9e89-40b1-ad88-7db45b4d68a5/guide-to-successful-advocacy-20100101.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/99ce7dec-9e89-40b1-ad88-7db45b4d68a5/guide-to-successful-advocacy-20100101.pdf
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/uploads/99ce7dec-9e89-40b1-ad88-7db45b4d68a5/guide-to-successful-advocacy-20100101.pdf
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	· Bring together museums and museum professionals to discuss approaches to 
policy makers, including issues to highlight, strategies for communicating key 
messages and specific requests, and meeting planning (where applicable) and 
follow up. 

	· Provide coaching and training to museum professionals to help them 
effectively make the case for support, communicating key messages and 
making requests to policy makers and elected officials. 

American Alliance of Museums (AAM)

The American Alliance of Museums (AAM) is the national museums association 
in the United States. Founded in 1906, AAM membership currently includes over 
35,000 individual and institutional members across the United States representing a 
wide variety of disciplines and categories, such as art and history museums, science 
centres, zoos, aquariums and more. According to its mission,

AAM champions equitable and impactful museums by connecting people, fostering 

learning and community, and nurturing museum excellence.   

Embracing change and adapting to new realities, AAM’s vision focuses on

… a just and sustainable world informed and enriched by thriving museums that 

contribute to the resiliency and equity of their communities.
3
 

AAM’s 2022-25 institutional strategy in support of US museums and museum 
professionals is focused on four strategic goals: 

1. 	Social and community impact
2. 	Diversity, equity, accessibility and inclusion (DEAI) 
3. 	The museum community
4. 	The way we work 

Core institutional programs and activities supporting the implementation of 
the four strategic goals include: AAM Annual Meeting and Museum Expo, 
Accreditation and Excellence Programs, Museums Advocacy Day, Center for the 
Future of Museums, Resources and Publications. 

AAM Museums Advocacy Day

Museums Advocacy Day is an annual gathering in Washington, DC of US museum 
professionals and supporters working together to reaffirm the essential value of 
museums and their contribution to society. This annual event provides advocates 
with training and support to meet with members of the US congress and their staff 
in an effort to influence policy makers’ support for museums.  

During AAM Advocacy Day, museums advocates from all over the country meet 
with state senators, district representatives and their support staff, presenting 
powerful research and stories on the economic, educational and community impact 

3	 American Alliance of Museums. [Online]. About AAM, American Alliance of Museums. Available at: 
<https://www.aam-us.org/programs/about-aam/> 

https://www.aam-us.org/programs/about-aam/
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museums have at the local, state and national levels. The communication between 
museums and elected officials from their own communities creates a direct way to 
present requests and legislative ask. 

The typical schedule for Museums Advocacy Day includes two days of training, 
meetings and networking in Washington, DC.

Day One – advocates’ training and preparation

During the first day, museum advocates from all over the country receive updated 
information and data about public funding for museums, including information on 
previous budget allocations to the governmental organisations supporting museums 
in the US, including the Office of Museum Services at the Institute of Museum and 
Library Services (IMLS4), the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH5) and 
the National Endowment for the Arts (NEA6). Advocates also discuss relevant issues 
such as museums and public opinion, the legislative agenda and legislators’ history 
of support, and attend training sessions to help them effectively communicate 
(orally and in written form) their requests to lawmakers. Afterwards, museum 
advocates participate in smaller discussions, grouped by state and US territories, 
and prepare for the meetings for the following day.

Day Two – advocates meet lawmakers

During the second day, advocates go to Capitol Hill to meet with their state senators 
and district representatives and make the case for increased funding and support 
for museums. During these meetings, advocates share their museums’ stories, 
highlighting their contributions to education, preservation of tangible and intangible 
heritage, economic development, tourism and job creation. Advocates present state 
senators and district representatives with the specific ask or request for funding.

The 2024 AAM Museums Advocacy Day

The 16th AAM Museums Advocacy Day was held in Washington, DC on 26-
27 February 2024. The annual gathering brought together over 300 museum 
staff, students, board members, volunteers, supporters and independent museum 
professionals in the nation’s capital to advocate for federal support for US museums. 
The schedule included two days of training sessions, preparation meetings and 
discussions.

The 2024 legislative ask

The “legislative ask”, or request, is focused on funding for museums through IMLS, 
NEH and NEA. It also includes other issues including tax policy, contribution to 
education and STEM7 engagement.  In 2024, museum advocates urged Congress for: 

4	 For more information about the Institute of Museum and Library Services, see: <https://www.
imls.gov/>

5	 For more information about the National Endowment for the Humanities, see: <https://www.
neh.gov/>

6	 For more information about the National Endowment for the Arts, see: <https://www.arts.gov/>
7	 STEM: Science, technology, engineering, and mathematics.

https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.imls.gov/
https://www.neh.gov/
https://www.neh.gov/
https://www.arts.gov/
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	· Funding for museums: at least US$55.5 million in Fiscal Year 2024 funding 
and a minimum of US$65.5 million in Fiscal Year 2025 funding for museum 
programs supported by the Institute of Museum and Library Services, IMLS,8 
a federal agency providing support for US museums and libraries.

	· Endorsement for museums: signing letters supporting strong funding 
for museums, including charitable deductions in tax legislation and 
supporting the Charitable Act to renew and expand the deduction. 

Lessons learned – how to speak for museums

AAM Advocacy Day provides an insightful approach to advocacy for museums 
around the world. I have identified seven key lessons learned from my long-
term participation in this program. In each of these, the framework of Forces 
of Change can be applied to support advocacy by framing opportunity, positive 
impact or advantage, while awareness of the negative consequences of Forces of 
Change can help to avoid the inevitable pitfalls in the complex world of advocacy. 
These key aspects and useful lessons learned from my long-term participation in 
this program are: 

1. Advocating for museums is global. The value of advocacy transcends countries 
and regions. Despite country-specific differences in legislative systems and 
public funding distribution, the way museums enrich societies and their 
impact on communities is universal.

2. Getting together creates a powerful base for advocacy. National, regional and state 
museum associations play an essential role in bringing together museum staff, 
students, board members, volunteers, supporters and independent museum 
professionals to discuss funding needs and to get organised. Collaborations 
and networking support advocacy efforts. 

3. Learning from others paves the way. Check best practices in advocacy within 
and beyond the museum field. Learn from successful approaches in other 
countries. Learn how other fields make their cases for increased financial 
support from lawmakers and elected officials. Check resources available for 
museums at the local, state, national and international levels.

4. Understanding your funding process makes advocacy effective. Get familiar 
with public funding allocation processes for museums in your city, state and 
country. Identify who makes budget decisions (such as lawmakers and elected 
officials), the timeline for when such decisions are made and what motivates 
decision-makers.

5. Have a clear and specific request and know how to communicate it. Regardless of 
the nature of your request (financial, institutional, in-kind), presenting a 
specific ask saves time and resources. Be clear on your request and present it 
in a concise way. Practice several ways to communicate it (in-person visits, 
printed letters, emails, phone calls). Follow up in a timely manner.

8	 The mission of IMLS is to advance, support and empower America’s museums, libraries and 
related organisations through grant-making, research and policy development. See: <https://
www.imls.gov/about/learn-about-imls/our-mission-vision>

https://www.imls.gov/about/learn-about-imls/our-mission-vision
https://www.imls.gov/about/learn-about-imls/our-mission-vision
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6. Creating your museum’s narrative highlights your contribution to society. Articulate 
a narrative highlighting your museum’s contribution to the wellbeing of 
your community. Use accurate data to illustrate the educational impact of 
your institution in supporting school programs, and highlight the museum’s 
support to the local economy, including the creation of direct and indirect 
jobs. Share your narrative with public funding decision makers.

7. Positioning your narrative within the big picture makes your case stronger. Connect 
your museum’s work to the local, state and national agenda. Identify ways 
your museum supports current local, state and national plans for community 
development, and learn from elected officials about priorities and goals.

The disruption caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and its associated drivers 
of change forced museums to embrace a new reality while maintaining their 
commitments to their missions and contributions to society. Recent shifts in 
traditional museum practices illustrate the need to adapt to a changing, and 
sometimes volatile, external environment. 

Museums are not neutral. As museums embrace change and transformation, 
advocacy emerges as a powerful tool to reaffirm once again the crucial contribution 
of museums to society. 
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Fifty years ago, exactly on 25 April 1974, the so-called Carnation Revolution in 

Portugal put an end to a long dictatorship period, initiated in 1926. The entire 

country changed: civil liberties were completely restored, colonial war ended 

and standards of living improved. 

The first democratic constitution, adopted in 1976, recognised culture and 

cultural heritage as citizens’ rights, for whom the right to popular action was 

established. Hundreds of NGOs, university studies and new state departments 

were created, including the Ministry of Culture itself and, within it, several 

institutes devoted to cultural heritage and museums.

Portuguese museums and museum professionals benefited immensely from this 

new democratic environment. The evolution of the ICOM Portugal National 

Committee is particularly eloquent: from an elitist entity, with only a few 

members and international representatives nominated by the government, 

it became a fully democratic assembling platform, representative of several 

hundred professionals.

Museums spread out in all directions, both thematically and geographically. 

More than 1,300 self-proclaimed museums exist today. Of these, more than 700 

can be accepted as real museums and about 400 as museums with sufficient 

technical conditions. Finally, out of the 1,300, 165 freely decided to integrate the 

Portuguese Museums Network (which is itself a product of democracy) having 

in consequence been recognised as fulfilling all the museum functions. 

Today, hardly anyone can imagine what Portugal and Portuguese museums 

were like half a century ago. Democracy is now so embedded in our individual 

and collective breath that it seems for most the only way to live.

One would be mistaken in thinking that a revolution – and especially a military 
coup d’état turned into a revolution by virtue of the people’s support – could 
suddenly transform, top to bottom, a country like Portugal. Proverbially gentle in 
temperament, with eight centuries of accumulated history, it is one of the oldest 
European nation-states in terms of territorial, linguistic and ethnic stability.

The Breath of Democracy in Portuguese Museums
Luís Raposo
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With such a background, little has changed at each historical upheaval: be it that 
of the new citizenship regime, enforced at bayonet-point by Napoleon’s imperial 
armies (1807); or that of liberalism (1820) and all its subsequent 19th century 
versions; or that of the republic (1910) installed in Lisbon and telegraphed to the 
rest of the country; or that of the dictatorship (1926) with its firm grip on people’s 
minds and affairs; or finally – one should be humble enough to admit it – that of the 
democracy reinstated on 25 April 1974. The people, the Zé Povinho so masterfully 
created by political satirist Rafael Bordalo Pinheiro, always remained, under 
every regime, oblivious to the masquerade balls of the capital, symbolised by the 
traditional centre of political power: Terreiro do Paço, the Palace Yard. 

Having stated this relativisation, as required of a historian, it is undeniable that 
this last transforming breath remains a singular fact in the history of Portugal. And 
singular, first of all, because it brought along a regime of civil liberties like no other 
ever established in this country, either in scope or duration.

At the time of “the dawn I was waiting for”, to quote the poem by Sophia de Mello 
Breyner Andresen – the time of her and our “whole and clean first day / Where 
we emerge from the night and the silence / To freely inhabit the substance of 
time”1 – Portugal was still a largely rural country, with levels of illiteracy (more 
than half, up to almost two thirds, of the adult population in the countryside), 
infant mortality (45 children dying under one year of age for every 1,000 births) 
and life expectancy at birth (67 years) that were closer to Third World standards 
than to European ones. It is true that progress was being made in all these and 
other variables, but at a painfully slow pace. Added to this was the lack of civil 
freedoms, with press censorship – established straight away in 1926 – being one 
of the most visible, although not the most ominous, given that on top of it there 
was an entire oppressive regime of political police, torture, arrest and deportation 
of oppositionists. In addition, there was the weight of a long history of colonial 
rule, which had only in the 1960s formally revoked the unequal legal treatment 
of colonisers and colonised (the extinction of the so-called “indigenous regime”, 
established by the dictatorship) and eventually led to a colonial war that lasted 14 
years and caused 45,000 deaths among those fighting for the independence of the 
colonies and 10,000 deaths, plus 30,000 seriously injured, among the Portuguese 
military. In addition, during those 14 years, 200,000 desertions or resistant activities 
occurred and a total of 800,000 were mobilised for war – this in a population that in 
1970 had around 2.5 million men of working age and just over one million between 
15 and 34 years of age.

The broad field of cultural heritage may prove to be an area of study particularly 
revealing of what the April democracy brought to Portugal, because it encompasses 

1	 Esta é a madrugada que eu esperava

	 O dia inicial inteiro e limpo

	 Onde emergimos da noite e do silêncio

	 E livres habitamos a substância do tempo

	 Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen. 1997. “25 de Abri” in O Nome das Coisas. 
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the combined points of view of the urban classes and the village people on the 
protection of both material goods and cherished immaterial values. In 1974, the 
very concept of cultural heritage was still largely unknown, and one could say 
that it was the April Revolution that (re)invented it in Portugal.2 The country had 
lived through decades of national artistic heritage and folklore. But something was 
already changing, reminding us that a true revolution does not begin and end in 
the storming of the palace. On 5 November 1973 – that is, less than six months 
before the Carnation Revolution – the government had created an organic entity 
under the name of “cultural heritage”: a division, the lowest organic unit of the State 
apparatus, included in the General Directorate of Cultural Affairs of the Ministry of 
National Education.3

The new political framework established in 1974 is immediately apparent in the 
content of the first democratic constitution of 1976, which sets down the principles 
underpinning the new regime, of which the following should be emphasised:

a)	Culture and cultural heritage as a right of the citizens and a duty of the State: 

It is the State’s responsibility, through its own bodies and by appealing to popular 

initiative […] to establish and develop reserves and natural and recreational parks, as 

well as to classify and protect landscapes and sites, so as to ensure the conservation of 

nature and the preservation of cultural values of historical or artistic significance;
4

Everyone has the right to education and culture. The State will promote the 

democratisation of culture, encouraging and ensuring the access of all citizens, 

especially the workers, to cultural fruition and creation, through grassroots 

organisations, cultural and recreational associations, the mass media, and other 

suitable means;
5

The State bears the obligation to preserve, defend and value the cultural heritage of 

the Portuguese people;
6
 

b) The role of associations (as mentioned above) and citizens in general, 
strengthened through the “right of popular action”7

These constitutional precepts formed the first Basic Law of Portuguese Cultural 
Heritage, promulgated in 1985 (Law no. 13/85, of 6 July), which highlights the 
role of Heritage Protection Associations, an extremely vigorous movement 
with hundreds of organisations, that swept through the country like a storm, 
mobilising volunteers like never before or after. According to data collected by 

2	 In 1974, the very concept of “cultural heritage” was still, to a large extent, ignored. We lived under 
decades of “artistic heritage of the Nation” and “folklore”. Raposo, L. 2021. Arqueologia, Património 

e Museus. Meio Século de Intervenção Cívica e Cultural. Lisbon: Edições Colibri.
3	 Decree-Law no. 582/73, articles 3 and 5. 
4	 Portuguese Political Constitution, 1976, article 66. See: https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/

paginas/constituicaorepublicaportuguesa.aspx
5	 Idem, article 73.
6	 Idem, article 78.
7	 Idem, article 49.

https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/paginas/constituicaorepublicaportuguesa.aspx
https://www.parlamento.pt/Legislacao/paginas/constituicaorepublicaportuguesa.aspx
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Sofia Costa Macedo8 between 1974 and 1997, 645 heritage associations were 
created or reactivated, of which 132 exclusively devoted to cultural heritage, 151 
to cultural and natural heritage, and 291 to heritage and other subjects. A part of 
this movement was, for instance, the first National Campaign for the Defence of 
Heritage, in 1980. 

Figure 1: Poster of the National Campaign for the Defence of Heritage,  
launched in 1980, under the slogan: “For your future, protect heritage today”

The above-mentioned Basic Law reflected that reality: 

The Heritage Protection Associations, henceforth referred to as HPA, are 

organisations purposefully created for promoting the defence and knowledge of 

cultural heritage; the HPA have the right to confer with the IPPC [the Portuguese 

Institute for Cultural Heritage], with local administrations, as well as with entities 

related to the preservation of cultural heritage, on all matters that concern it; the 

HPA will have a seat on the IPPC advisory board, acting through a representative 

appointed according to the associations’ own criteria, and who can only be removed or 

replaced by them.
9

 The “right of popular action” in this domain is also explicitly recognised: 

8	 Macedo, S.C. 2018. Associações de Defesa do Património em Portugal (1974-1997). Lisbon: Ed Edições 
Caleidoscópio.

9	 Cultural Heritage Framing Law, Law nº 13/85, article 6. See: https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/
detalhe/lei/13-1985-182874

https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/lei/13-1985-182874
https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/lei/13-1985-182874
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Any citizen enjoying their civil rights, as well as any HPA legally constituted, has, in 

the cases and under the terms provided for by law, the right of popular action in the 

defence of cultural heritage.
10

 

This principle of “popular action” would later be regulated, in 1995, through a 
parliamentary law that, in article 1, establishes its application to cultural heritage 
and, in article 2, declares the privileged role of the associative movement.11

As we have already written elsewhere, the social dynamics of 25 April do not seem 
to have been the same across the various fields of cultural heritage.12 Archaeology 
then appeared as the most explosive, and architectural heritage as the most 
conservative, in its connection to the State apparatus, while the social revolution 
was mainly embodied by the above-mentioned HPA movement; museums were 
in the middle. The museums displayed some outsider qualities, having no real 
professional recognition, which granted them corresponding creative freedom – 
as well as, on the other hand, some social panache, given that they were still very 
much under the control of wistfully or effectively aristocratic elites, who assigned 
themselves the role of guardians of the temples, hostile to anything that might 
be regarded as mass agitation. Driven by good intentions, these elites were able 
to carry out, before and after 1974, very laudable initiatives, of which one should 
highlight the role of the APOM (Portuguese Association of Museology), which 
from 1965 onwards had led the most invigorating attempt at democratising and 
modernising museums and their professionals. But Portuguese society had to evolve 
and incorporate democratic values and higher standards of living, particularly at 
the local level, for museums to truly set off the silent revolution they have undergone 
in recent decades. In this regard, the history of the National Committee of ICOM 
Portugal is particularly revealing in what it shows us about the before (government 
appointments, instead of democratic elections) and the immediate after of 1974 
(election of the same, in a closed circle of very few participants, almost as if fearing 
that “the power would fall into the street”, to quote the famous expression of 
Marcelo Caetano, the last prime minister of the dictatorship, at the time of the 
transfer of power to the new National Salvation Junta).13 A moment’s thought 
to what ICOM Portugal is today – with its hundreds of individual members 
and dozens of museums, its profound internal democracy, and its recognised 
professional and civic role, both at national and international levels – is enough to 
make us realise how much the world of Portuguese museums has evolved, taking on 
a path that would be impossible to follow without “the doors that April opened”.14

 

10	 Idem, article 59.
11	 Law no. 83/95, of 31 August. See: https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/legislacao-consolidada/

lei/1995-34534075-70456953
12	 Raposo, L. 2014. O papel do associativismo na construção de uma política democrática de museus, 

Revista da Faculdade de Letras. Ciências e Técnicas do Património, Vol. XIII, pp. 261-274.
13	 See, for instance, Cerezales, D. P. 2003. O Poder Caiu na Rua. Crise de Estado e Acções Colectivas na 

Revolução Portuguesa 1974-1975. Lisbon: Instituto de Ciências Sociais da Universidade de Lisboa. 
14	 José Carlos Ary dos Santos. 2022. “As Portas que Abril Abriu”.

https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/legislacao-consolidada/lei/1995-34534075-70456953
https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/legislacao-consolidada/lei/1995-34534075-70456953
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Portuguese museums under democracy

The truth is that, by the dawn of the 21st century, Portuguese museums, in spite 
of countless vicissitudes, stemming mainly from deficiencies in public policies and 
financing means, already displayed very commendable performance indicators, as 
documented in Inquérito aos Museus de Portugal (A Survey of Portuguese Museums) 
(2000), in Panorama Museológico de Portugal (Museological Panorama of Portugal) (2013),  
and in European data collected by EGMUS – the European Group on Museum 
Statistics15 and by Eurostat.

As a whole, these data impart something that often eludes the less attentive 
observer: Portuguese museums document one of the most successful cultural 
policies in democracy, being in these last 50 years the cultural facilities that have 
expanded and developed the most (Fig. 2), with libraries as the only parallel. 
However, if we consider the number of attendees, there is another, and equally 
unique, parallel: live concerts – not mega-shows, produced with the support of 
multinationals, but town and village shows, sponsored by local authorities and 
businesses, as can be seen in Fig. 3. It is worth noting, in the same graph, the 
marked effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the attendance of museums and live 
shows, effects that are in the process of being overcome, with the return to previous 
growth rates, which perhaps will only be negatively affected as a result of the global 
crises in which we find ourselves increasingly immersed: climate change, migration 
and overpopulation, and the risk of political conflict between blocs.

Figure 2: Number of museums in Portugal, from 1961 to 2022. The dashed bars, from 2001 onwards, 
represent the theoretical correction of the series, which is artificially reduced due to the introduction of 
more selective criteria. Source: INE and PORDATA. Image © Luis Raposo

15	 www.egmus.eu [Accessed 25 April 2025].

http://www.egmus.eu
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Figure 3: Number of visitors to museums in Portugal, from 1961 to 2022. Brown bars: museums (visitors, 
in thousands); yellow line: publications; red line: cinema (spectators per thousand inhabitants); blue line: 
live shows (spectators, in thousands); beige line: theatre (spectators, in thousands). Note the decreases in 
2009, resulting from the introduction of more selective series criteria, and in 2020, resulting from the effects 
of the Covid-19 pandemic. Source: INE and PORDATA. Image © Luis Raposo

According to the last, most complete survey carried out in Portugal (including 
personal communication from José Soares Neves and Jorge Santos),16 regarding 
2015, there are 1,388 self-styled museums, of which 730 have the minimum 
elements to be identified as such (permanent or seasonal activity and at least one 
exhibition room and one worker). Of their staff, 388 attained a higher level of 
qualification: in addition to the previous characteristics, at least one qualified 
conservator or senior technician, budget and inventory. And of these museums, 146 
(currently 165: see the 2023 report) had joined the Portuguese Museums Network 
(RPM), itself a product of democracy (Fig. 4), originally conceived during the 
so-called Ongoing Revolutionary Process (PREC), when several commissions or 
temporary working groups were also created in this sector (for instance, the ad hoc 
commission in charge of studying the reform of the law on Portuguese museums, 
the working group for the installation of new museums or the working group for 
the creation of a museology course) and when UNESCO was asked to send a study 
mission to Portugal.

16	 O Panorama Museológico em Portugal. 2013. Lisbon: Edições DGPC. 
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Figure 4: Portuguese Museums Network in 2023. Total number of museums and their distribution by the 
main geographic regions in Portugal. Image © Luis Raposo

This mission was organised by ICOM and took place in 1977, under the leadership 
of Per-Uno Ågren, who later returned to Portugal several times. His initial report, 
available online, lists the difficulties encountered: 

Problems with the facilities, scientific problems (methods of acquisition and 

documentation of collections) and lack of educational activities [called for] … a set 

of long-term structural solutions, the first of which was the creation of a coherent 

network of museums to provide balanced information about cultural history.
17

It can be said that the recommendations in this ICOM report were all met, to a 
greater or lesser extent, in the following decades. In addition to the RPM itself, 
surveys carried out at the beginning of the 21st century already noted, for example, 
that two thirds of Portuguese museums provided educational services: during the 
first decade of the 21st century alone, the percentage of Portuguese museums with 
educational services increased from 44 to 62 per cent (Panorama 2013).

Nevertheless, it would be reductive to consider Portuguese museums in democracy 
solely in terms of their greater technical qualification and network interaction – 
aspects that are, however, evident and fundamental. As is always the case in all 
things that matter, the essential impetus did not come so much from technical 
virtuosity (and even less from functionalisation and institutionalisation – something 
that happened, for instance, to the RPM, despite its initial intentions, and to its 
own effective detriment) as from popular involvement. In democratic Portugal, the 
greatest success within this sector was, chiefly, the boom of local museums, mostly 
municipal, but also with a markedly community scope, in some cases under the 
denomination of “ecomuseums” or “territory museums”. 

17	 https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000036581 [Accessed 25 April 2025]; Camacho, 
C. 2014. Na senda das redes: caminhos e descaminhos da Museologia no Portugal democrático, 

Revista da Faculdade de Letras. Ciências e Técnicas do Património, Vol. XIII, pp. 249-259.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000036581
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Such a boom can be partly attributed to the influence of Hugues de Varine, who, 
after leaving his position as general director of ICOM, carried out field work in 
several regions of Portugal, strongly inspiring experiences as fruitful as that of the 
Ecomuseu in Seixal (formally established in 1982, but in operation since 1978). 
His work was also important, no doubt, to the creation in Lisbon, in 1985, of the 
International Movement for a New Museology (MINOM), during the Second 
International Atelier of New Museology – the first edition of this event had taken 
place in Quebec, Canada, in 1984, when museum professionals from 15 countries 
adopted the Quebec Declaration, itself inspired in the Santiago Declaration, 
approved in Chile in 1972. This impulse has been kept alive to this day, with the 
Conferences on the Social Role of Museums (since 1988) and the Meetings on 
Museology and Local Museums (since 1990), among other activities.

To be a museum

The breath of democracy was also felt on other levels. Three of these are 
particularly significant: the administrative organisation of the State, university 
education and research (where the path was literally invented, because nothing 
existed before 1974), and the more restricted domain of the great museums.

As for the State’s organisation, one should highlight firstly the Framework Law 
of Portuguese Museums,18 unanimously approved by the National Assembly, after 
an exemplary legislative process, initiated with the appointment of a qualified 
technical group and concluded, before the voting, with a broad public debate in 
parliament. This is a law where the democratic breath we have been referring to 
throughout this article is very noticeable (see the retrospective critical review by 
one of its main drafters, João Martins Claro19). It is noticeable, first of all, in the 
definition of the guiding principles of public policies on museums (article 2), the 
first two being:

… the primacy of the human person, through the affirmation of museums as 

indispensable institutions for their integral development and the realisation of their 

fundamental rights [and] … the promotion of responsible citizenship, through the 

valorisation of the human person, for which museums are indispensable instruments 

in the spheres of cultural fruition and creation, fostering the commitment of all 

citizens to their preservation, enrichment and diffusion.
20

 

Secondly, we see it in the very definition of museum (article 3), where the ICOM 
formulation is essentially adopted, but with a subtle, yet very significant distinction: 
the precedence of its research functions over those of conservation and education. 
In article 7, the functions of museums are listed as follows: 

	· Study and research
	· Incorporation

18	 Law 47/2004, from August 19. See: https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/lei/47-2004-480516
19	 Claro, J.M. 2017. “Lei-Quadro dos Museus Portugueses. Breves notas sobre os princípios 

estruturantes e a sua aplicação desde 2004”, Revista Lusíada. Direito, No. 19, pp. 33-46.
20	 Ibid. 

https://diariodarepublica.pt/dr/detalhe/lei/47-2004-480516
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	· Inventory and documentation
	· Conservation
	· Security
	· Interpretation and exposition
	· Education 

The necessary conditions for museums are identified in matters such as:

	· Autonomy of planning (article 86: ‘The museum program is the basis for the 
creation or merging of museums’)

	· Own management (article 44: ‘The museum must have a director, who 
technically represents it’)

	· Qualified staff (article 45: ‘The museum has duly skilled personnel’)
	· A private budget (article 48: ‘The museum must have especially allocated 

financial resources, appropriate to its vocation, type and size, sufficient to 
ensure its sustainability and the fulfilment of its museological functions’) 

Having emphasised the importance of the Framework Law in establishing the 
conceptual architecture of being a museum and the related public policies, one 
should add that it did not come out of nowhere, but rather was embedded in 
– while also documenting – a particularly transformative moment of the State 
apparatus itself regarding cultural heritage. In fact, the phases it went through after 
the establishment of democracy can be briefly summed up as follows: 

	· Between 1974 and 1980, the most creative phase of trial and error, with the 
creation of successive committees, working groups and provisional advisory 
boards – ad hoc, to use the preferred terminology of the time 

	· Between 1980 and 1990, the phase of the Portuguese Institute for Cultural 
Heritage (IPPC), a behemoth entity that even began to incorporate libraries, 
the true “sacred cow” of the 1980s, as we have called it elsewhere21

	· Between 1991 and 2005, the phase of implosion of the IPPC, with the creation 
of successive smaller institutes, devoted to different heritage areas22 

	· Between 2006 and 2010, the phase of the first retreats towards renewed 
administrative concentrations23 

	· Between 2011 and 2023, the phase of total disaster, due to the reinstatement 
of the old 1980s sacred cow, which – rather symptomatically – was given a 
similar name to the one it had during the period that preceded democracy: 
General Directorate of Cultural Heritage, DGPC 

21	 Raposo, L. 2021. Arqueologia, Património e Museus. Meio Século de Intervenção Cívica e Cultural. 
Lisbon: Edições Colibri, p. 199.

22	 Museums in 1991: Portuguese Institute for Museums, IPM; archaeology in 1995: Portuguese 
Institute for Archaeology, IPA; conservation and restoration in 1999: Portuguese Institute for 
Conservation and Restoration, IPCR.

23	 Architecture and archaeology joined together again in 2006: Managerial Institute for 
Architectural and Archaeological Heritage, (IGESPAR); museums, conservation and restoration 
2007: Institute for Museums and Conservation, IMC.



81

We shall now see if the return to specialised organisms with a lighter legal 
administrative framework, such as Museums and Monuments of Portugal (Public 
Business Entity) and Cultural Heritage (Public Institute), a process initiated last 
January, in this year of the 50th anniversary of 25 April, will bring new creative 
and civic impulse to the museums, monuments, palaces and sites protected by the 
central administration, with further and more indirect effects on the entire fabric 
of Portuguese heritage. We shall see, yes – but only others will be able to assess it in 
the future.

As for university education in the fields that study and scientifically validate 
the most common collections in museums – or in the areas of cultural heritage 
and museology studies – a very complete network, both public and private, of 
undergraduate (and especially, in the case of postgraduate museology) courses have 
been set up – and furthermore, a network that now covers the whole country, from 
Minho to Algarve.

However, this proliferation does not have positive aspects only. Considering 
the last three academic years (from 2021 to 2023), we observe that, at the initial 
undergraduate level (1st cycle), the average admission grade is considerably lower 
for Heritage courses (grade of the last student accepted in the first admission 
phase: 12.7), Programming (12.3) or Cultural Animation (12.9), than for the more 
traditional ones, such as History (15.5), Art History (14.7) or Archaeology (14.2), 
with the number of vacancies being similar (688 per year, in the first admission 
phase, for the first set of courses, and 623 per year for the second set). An average 
grade of 15 for the last student accepted in the first phase of admission is also 
observed in Sociology, Economy, Business Management or Architecture courses, 
where the number of vacancies is incomparably higher (a total of 3,516 annual 
vacancies in the first admission phase for the four courses). In other words, the 
lesser appeal to students of specific courses in the field of cultural heritage is 
evident, and it is also true that in the second admission phase, for the same period 
considered, only an average of 74 per cent of the available vacancies were filled 
(while in the other courses considered here, there was even a need to increase the 
number of vacancies, with 107 per cent of the initially available vacancies for the 
second phase being filled).

As for postgraduate education, in a survey we carried out in 2020, we counted 25 
second cycle master’s degrees in heritage and/or museology,24 often in connection 
with a variety of courses in the fields of art, design and visual culture, territory, 
conservation and restoration, business management, tourism, multimedia, 
information society, etc. This diversity, which extends to the curricula and the 
(im)balances between expository disciplines and seminars, or between theoretical 
and practical training, could represent a benefit. However, it ends up producing a 
feeling of confusion and incompleteness, which is also reflected in lower admission 
grades, because many students continue to prefer long-established courses – more 

24	 Raposo, L. 2021. Arqueologia, Património e Museus. Meio Século de Intervenção Cívica e Cultural. 
Lisbon: Edições Colibri, p. 545.
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generalist, perhaps, but closely connected to those fields that traditionally study 
museum collections, or to the disciplines where, originally and in greater depth, the 
social, educational and communicational dimensions present in museum activities 
are developed. Be that as it may, it seems that in recent years, and for the first 
time in a significant way, Portuguese museums are beginning to employ young 
professionals with training in museum studies, which can only be regarded as 
positive.

National museums: advances and setbacks

As for national museums, they deserve a separate discussion, which is not 
possible in the present article. The Portuguese situation, marked by a long and 
stable historical accumulation, within the frameworks that traditionally define a 
nation (territory, language, people), produced an environment where museums 
proved unnecessary for the affirmation of a national identity (contrary to what 
was happening in practically all of central and eastern Europe), lessening the 
impetus for the creation of national museums of a holistic nature, as was the case 
in much of Europe in the 1800s and 1900s, especially until the outbreak of World 
War I. Therefore, national museums were established in accordance with the 
traditional scientific disciplinary division of knowledge: Fine Arts, Archaeology, 
Natural Sciences. But here, too, the breath of democracy brought new things, 
because national museums with a diverse thematic focus were created: Costume 
(1976), Tile (1980), Theatre (1982), Music (1994). All together, they hold the most 
important reference collections, including the overwhelming majority of the so-
called national treasures.

More recently, the impetus to create so-called national museums was expanded 
in a more dubious way, making the designation a mere formality of hierarchical 
subordination to the central state body responsible for museums. This will be 
important to revisit in the future, because the description as “national”, which once 
constituted the specific competence of the highest legislative body, the Assembly 
of the Republic, should be based on substantive criteria such as the disciplinary 
and geographical scope or the identity character of the collections, and could 
therefore include museums under different jurisdictions (for example, university 
museums such as Natural History and Science, or even private museums such as the 
Gulbenkian Museum).

Nevertheless, these great museums dependent upon the Ministry of Culture 
– which have developed in contexts including expository discourses, reserves and 
laboratorial resources, and have also become actively involved in international 
networks – have always struggled with major difficulties in this last half century. 
These difficulties have often worsened, as is the case with their installations 
(a situation which is expected to be mitigated through financing programs with 
European funds currently underway). Furthermore, there is a lack of financial 
resources and of qualified personnel, as well as, most notably, a degradation of their 
autonomous identity – dimensions that reflect setbacks in comparison to the more 
creative years under democracy.
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Another reality of contemporary museums in Portugal is the impact of international 
tourism on the country as a whole. In fact, museums are among the sectors which 
have most benefited from it in the last two decades. Figure 5 shows how the 
increase in audiences has been chiefly due to the growth of the foreign segment, 
which would be even stronger if we would only consider national museums, in 
which foreign visitors represented almost two thirds of the total in 201725 and 
must have largely exceeded this proportion in the following years. One should 
also point out the relative decrease of the school groups segment in recent years 
– a particularly negative aspect regarding visits promoted by school communities, 
which has not been counteracted by an increase in educational programs at those 
museums equipped to provide such services.

Figure 5: Number of visitors (Portuguese, students, and foreign) to Portuguese museums, from 2008 
to 2022. Figures in thousands. Darker bar: Portuguese; intermediate bar: students; lighter bar: foreign. 
The highlighted columns show the numbers in percentages for the national museums, monuments, and 
palaces (**) and for the remaining Portuguese museums (*), in 2017. Also worth noting is the decrease in 
2020, resulting from the effects of the covid-19 pandemic. Source: INE and Relatório 2020.  
Image © Luis Raposo

These indicators reinforce the conclusion that national museums have fallen a 
little behind when it comes to opening their doors to society – one of the main 
ambitions, and utopian ideals, of the April Revolution. And if the above were 
not enough, one would only have to consider the educational profile of museum 
visitors to be fully convinced. In this regard, we observe that more than two thirds 
have university degrees (an educational level attained by less than a fifth of the 
population), while a minimal percentage have only basic education (a category that 
makes up more than half of the Portuguese population).

25	 Relatório do Grupo de Projecto Museus no Futuro. 2020. Lisbon: Edições DGPC, p. 32.
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Be that as it may, national museums, regardless of their undeniable importance, 
are far from representative of the world of Portuguese museums and the popular 
attachment to them. In this context, as stated throughout this article, the true 
breath of democracy was, and is, conveyed by the proliferation of hundreds of 
museums throughout the whole country – community museums, ecomuseums, 
local museums, etc. These are places where it is a pleasure to be (more than just to 
visit) and which, in certain cases, have even taken on the social role of the old Casas 

do Povo (People’s Houses). The impetus for their creation was such that, today, the 
maps of distribution of Portuguese museums,26 whether by administrative unit 
(municipality) or by number of inhabitants, are one of the few indicators of lower 
concentrations of community museums in coastal and densely-populated urban 
areas, causing imbalances in the country’s development.

Today, there is practically no town in Portugal that does not have its own 
museum or, often, several museums. Together, these constitute the broadest, most 
widespread and, therefore, most democratic network of cultural facilities that we 
have collectively built. We should be proud of it.

26	 See: Inquérito aos Museus em Portugal. 2000. Lisbon: Edições DGPC. See also: Relatório do Grupo de 

Trabalho sobre a Rede Portuguesa de Museus. 2023. Lisbon: Edições DGPC.
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Public participation is a key issue for museums today. There are many ways 

of understanding audiences. The originality of the Lisbon symposium lies in 

its focus on the visitor as a citizen, ie. as a person active in the public and 

democratic space of the city. Calling on this citizen to invest in the museum is a 

way of reaffirming the unique place of the museum as one of the most credible 

institutions: because museum professionals respect a rigorous code of ethics, 

museums inspire confidence; and because museums hold collections that bear 

essential witness to history, the history of nature, science and technology, they 

hold the keys to nourishing and enlightening public reflection on the burning 

issues of our time.

To the Museums, Citizens! is an invitation to get involved in museums, which 

are asked to be – admittedly – places of enjoyment, but above all spaces 

of knowledge and cultural effervescence from which responses to the 

major challenges of the 21st century could emerge, particularly sustainable 

development. This article aims to identify ICOM’s place in this ambition.

We are living at a time when democracy is in retreat throughout the world, and 
museum professionals know that they have a responsibility to help halt this decline.

Inviting the citizen to the museum is about much more than being a visitor: 
a citizen is not just an individual, but a person who is active in the public and 
democratic space of the city. I feel very strongly about contributing to this today, 
even in a slightly personal way, because I have been an elected official in a city for 
15 years, 12 in Paris and now in a small community in Brittany in France, and when 
we call on inhabitants as citizens, it is often at solemn moments. The “little song” in 
the title of our meetings also has a unique ring to it for the Frenchwoman in me, 
like the pacifist version of our national anthem, which begins like this: “To arms, 

citizens!” 

Ah, you may say, the comparison with the title of the symposium stops there, because 
arms and museums aren’t the same thing – in fact, they are quite the opposite. 

Museum as Builders of Civic Consciousness: 
the Role of ICOM in Promoting Public Trust in Museums
Juliette Raoul-Duval
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Although…

If an arm is something we use to defend values, then museums are indeed weapons: 
against ignorance, against forgetting, against the denial of memory. Malik Ndiaye, 
curator of the Musée Théodore Monod d’Art Africain in Dakar, even said at a 
recent ICOM France debate in Paris that museums are a battlefield. 

All citizens to the museum!

Encouraging people to come to museums to broaden their audience is the leitmotif 
of 21st century museums everywhere. In France, in 2002, a law established the 
obligation for museums to work towards democratisation. Considerable resources 
were made available to make museums attractive to everyone, including young 
people, families and disadvantaged groups. Museums reorganised themselves for 
this purpose, creating educational and mediation skills and services, and devising 
narratives to make the museum’s itineraries and collections intelligible. Accessibility, 
in its turn, became a legal requirement (a 2005 law), leading to adaptations for 
people with reduced mobility, and hearing or visual impediments. Later, the 
neologism inclusivity was coined to reiterate that everyone should feel not only 
welcome but also represented in the museum. 

This “invitation” to museums worked rather well. The number of visitors to the 
100 most visited museums in the world was 230 million in 2019, the last full year 
before the pandemic. Covid-19 marked a break, but by 2023, most of the major 
international museums had equalled – or even exceeded – their pre-pandemic 
attendance figures: in France in 2023, the Louvre reached 8.9 million visitors,1 
Musée d’Orsay 3.87 million;2 internationally, more recently opened museums such 
as the Louvre Abu Dhabi, the M+ in Hong Kong and the Nasjonalmuseet in Oslo 
also had their best year ever in terms of attendance. The National Portrait Gallery 
and the Young V&A in London both reopened with record numbers of visitors. In 
addition, new museums are opening in regions of the world that were previously 
less well endowed.

1	 https://presse.louvre.fr/8-9-million-visitors-to-the-louvre-in-2023/ [Accessed 9 May 2025].
2	 Press area of ​​the Orsay and Orangerie Museums, https://presse-orsay-orangerie.epmo-musees.

fr/4-950-000-visiteurs-pour-letablissement-public-du-musee-dorsay-et-du-musee-de-lorangerie-
en-2024-244990#:~:text=In%202024%2C%20the%20Mus%C3%A9e%20d,collections%20along%20
with%20their%20exhibitions [Accessed 9 May 2025].

https://presse.louvre.fr/8-9-million-visitors-to-the-louvre-in-2023/
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Estimated number of museums in the world, 2021

Region Estimated number 
of museums

% world

I. Western Europe and Others 30,628 29.5%

II. Eastern Europe 11,366 11.0%

III. Latin America and the Caribbean 8,716 8.4%

IV. Asia and Pacific 18,180 17.5%

Va. Africa 868 0.8%

Vb. Arab States 757 0.7%

Holy See 19 0.02%

Total Permanent Observers 19 0.02%

Israël 226 0.2%

United States of America 33,082 31.9%

Total Non-Members 33,308 32.1%

Total 103,842 100%

Figure 1: Number of museums in the world and their geographical distribution: Museums Around the World 
in the Face of COVID-19, UNESCO report, April 2021, p. 53. © CC-BY-SA 3.0 IGO https://unesdoc.unesco.org/
ark:/48223/pf0000376729_eng [Accessed 9 May 2025]

When we gather in Dubai for ICOM’s 27th General Conference in 2025, we will be 
talking about the issue of the geographical distribution of museums since the region 
has 0.7% of the museums in the world today,3 yet no fewer than four new museums 
will be opening in Abu Dhabi between now and November 2025. We will then be 
in a laboratory where we can ask the serious questions that we are debating here, 
about the place of citizens in museum projects. 

Does this mean that the objective of democratisation has been achieved? 

It’s hard to say, because:

	· Inequalities in access persist, and it is always more or less the same categories 
of citizens who come to the museum. In 1973, the rate of attendance at 
museums and exhibitions among people with higher socio-economic status 
was twice as high as among working classes, employees and blue-collar 

3	 UNESCO. 2021. [Online]. Museums Around the World in the Face of COVID-19, UNESCO report. 
Available at: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000376729_eng [Accessed 17 April 
2025].

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000376729_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000376729_eng
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000376729_eng


90 

workers. In 2018, it was 3.4 times higher: 62% of executives visit a museum 
at least once a year and 18% of other workers (French Ministry of Culture4). 
Because, law or no law, you can’t force a citizen to come to a museum 
– fortunately! – even if you think it’s for their own good. 

	· It is very expensive to attract a large audience: museums have to increase 
their revenue, commodify some activities and diversify considerably to 
increase their market share. Because, yes, museums are part of a competitive, 
productive economy; so, even if museums – and the governments that often 
support them – are keen to adjust their pricing policies, the cost of a museum 
visit often remains the brake on democratisation. 

	· Not so virtuous! Museums have been accused of being ecological bombs, and 
some climate activists, far from seeing them as allies, see them as agents of 
consumer society, as places of inessential entertainment that distract from the 
urgent need to raise public awareness, at exorbitant carbon cost. And they 
threw tomato soup all over the most popular works. Symbolic anger from 
committed citizens? In any case, this is a misunderstanding about museums. 
Museums are convinced of their constructive role in civil society, helping to 
find answers to major challenges of the second quarter of the 21st century, 
including ecology and, more broadly, living together sustainably. 

Figure 2: Letzte Generation action carried out on 24 October 2022 at the Barberini museum in Potsdam 
(Germany). © Letzte Generation

4	 Observatoire des inégalités. 2021. [Online]. Cultural practices according to social categories and 

income. Available at: https://inegalites.fr/Les-pratiques-culturelles-selon-les-categories-sociales-
et-les-revenus [Accessed 17 April 2025].

https://inegalites.fr/Les-pratiques-culturelles-selon-les-categories-sociales-et-les-revenus
https://inegalites.fr/Les-pratiques-culturelles-selon-les-categories-sociales-et-les-revenus
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Citizens in museums? Citizen museums?  

A challenge for sustainable living together

The citizen approach is renewing the debate on museums and society

The originality and strong relevance of the Lisbon symposium is that it calls 
on citizens to engage with the museum. With this single word citizens! we move 
from the sociological to the political, from the public to the social actor, from the 
collective to the individual, from the community to the person. This is a turning 
point for ICOM, as this meaningful word does not (yet?) feature in our new 
definition or in our Code of Ethics. 

Mobilise the civic resources of each visitor:

	· Everyone is much more than a visitor: one is a teacher, another a craftsman, 
a doctor, a shopkeeper, a parent, a disabled person, a politician, a student, an 
unemployed person… How can the museum draw on the wealth of profiles 
and knowledge of its visitors?

	· Some are experts, and in France we speak of “citizen-experts”, for example, 
in natural history museums, where we mobilise enlightened enthusiasts who 
possess irreplaceable forms of non-academic knowledge.

	· And, of course, there are the volunteers who simply want to be civic-minded.

The responsibility of a profession that inspires trust

Museums inspire such confidence that the final declaration of the G20, in 2021, 
recognised them as one of the most credible institutions. This is something to be proud 
of, but the point here is not to flatter pride, but rather to owe a debt to those who 
believe that the museum’s purpose is undeniable. 

	· The credibility imperative: a unique feature of the cultural world
	· Literature can be fiction, poetry can be reverie and imagination, theatre can 

be commitment, music can be passion… meanwhile, museums are all about 
the tangible! 

Fortunately, visitors can also be enchanted by an exhibition! But the museum 
professional is still bound by scientific discipline. The need for validation brings 
the museum closer to the research professions. Moreover, the new museum 
definition – with which I had the honour of being associated – has placed 
research at the top of the list of museum missions. However, museums are not 
purely research institutions. The museum’s scientific dimension is linked to 
its collections and their role as authentic testifiers to distinguish the true from 
the fake, to research provenance, to validate stories and to communicate to 
visitors not only knowledge but also the scientific mind that enlightens their 
consciousness and civic awareness: this is the contract entered into with those who 
buy a ticket. 
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Professionalism at the heart of the relationship of trust between  

museums and the public

	· What does it mean to be a museum professional today? 
	· What will it be like to be a museum professional tomorrow? Establishing a 

vision of the future and identifying the characteristics of museums currently 
open, at the beginning of the second quarter of the 21st century, is a joint 
project of ICOM Europe and ICOFOM in Abu Dhabi in 2025. 

	· What will it take to be considered a museum professional in the future? 

ICOM’s centre of gravity is changing to keep pace with the new skills required. This 
is an opportunity to include more members, but it is also a risk as the trust built up 
is fragile and can be lost through dispersion or by missing out on the hottest topics. 
These indecipherable times call for truthful discussion, but also, more than ever, 
respect for people’s sensitivities. 

Questioning the citizen raises new ethical issues 

It is a major challenge for ICOM to consolidate its ethical tools and common 
methods around new questions:

	· Can we exhibit everything? 
	· How can we deal effectively with the issues of being open to the audacity of artistic 

and intellectual creation and at the same time be bulwarks against violence? 
	· How can museums use their collections to shed light on debate (Black models: 

from Géricault to Matisse at the Musée d’Orsay, La Forêt Magique at the Palais 
des Beaux-Arts de Lille or Théodore Rousseau at the Petit Palais)? 

	· How to promote the words of committed citizens, without including 
ideology? While a museum can be a committed place, it cannot be a 
partisan place. There is a fine line between the two, but it is here that our 
professional ethics must play a full role, especially when faced with the risks 
of manipulating people’s consciences or falsifying information.

Figure 3: Podcast “Peut-on tout exposer?” (Can everything be displayed)? Ethical debate,  
ICOM France/INP debate, 13 March 2024. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDe9A5R0eiU 
[Accessed 9 May 2025]. © ICOM France

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bDe9A5R0eiU
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The role of ICOM in strengthening the museum’s role  

in citizenship education 

All of us here are convinced that museums have a role – a decisive role, in fact – to 
play in civil society, among citizens, for everyone to find their place. Museums must 
be places of effervescence from which responses to the crucial issues of the 21st 
century may emerge, responses that will urgently address the question of living 
together sustainably. 

There are more and more museums, and there are more and more ethical issues. 
ICOM’s influence is growing, especially since even professionals who are not 
members of the association recognise the Code of Ethics and, usually, respect it. 
Updating the Code is a challenge for everyone. 

By reinforcing the museum’s role as a beacon of public awareness, ICOM will 
ensure that the museum institution is recognised in the long term as a highly 
credible player in communities. As Victor Hugo5 said in his 1862 letter to the 
members of the International Congress for the Advancement of the Social Sciences: 

To make a citizen, let us begin by making a man. Let us open schools everywhere. 

When one does not have within oneself the inner light that education gives, one is not 

a man; one is only a head of the multitude of flocks, who let themselves be done, and 

whom the master leads now to the pasture, now to the slaughterhouse. In the human 

creature, what resists servitude is not matter, but intelligence. Liberty begins where 

ignorance ends.

[Pour faire un citoyen, commençons par faire un homme. Ouvrons des écoles partout. 

Quand on n’a pas en soi la lumière intérieure que donne l’instruction, on n’est pas 

un homme ; on n’est qu’une tête du troupeau multitude, qui se laisse faire, et que le 

maître mène tantôt à la pâture, tantôt à l’abattoir. Dans la créature humaine, ce qui 

résiste à la servitude, ce n’est pas la matière, c’est l’intelligence. La liberté commence où 

l’ignorance finit.]

5	 Ministère de l’Éducation nationale et de la Jeunesse. 2019. [Online]. Letter written to the 
members of the International Congress for the Advancement of the Social Sciences in Brussels, 
22 September 1862. Available at: https://eduscol.education.fr/document/11159/download. 
Translation available at: https://www.dicocitations.com/blog/pour-faire-un-citoyen-
commencons-par-faire-un-homme-ouvrons-des-ecoles-partout/ [Accessed 17 April 2025].

https://eduscol.education.fr/document/11159/download
https://www.dicocitations.com/blog/pour-faire-un-citoyen-commencons-par-faire-un-homme-ouvrons-des-ecoles-partout/
https://www.dicocitations.com/blog/pour-faire-un-citoyen-commencons-par-faire-un-homme-ouvrons-des-ecoles-partout/
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The article examines how museums can promote cultural citizenship by 

encouraging participation, creation and co-decision to support cultural 

democracy. It identifies five myths that hinder this process, in particular 

the myths of neutrality and the prevalence of a single narrative, often from 

a colonial perspective. Central to this discourse is the Porto Santo Charter, a 

European Charter for Cultural Democracy, which provides guidelines for 

cultural organisations to review institutional language, governance and 

narratives to ensure citizen inclusion and empowerment.

Throughout the text, museums are urged to abandon rigid, hierarchical 

models and engage in a critical re-evaluation of curatorial practices, promoting 

decolonial and plural epistemologies. Regarding digital technologies, the 

author argues they should complement human mediation. In addition, the 

article emphasises that museums need to embrace critical thinking and 

dissent, moving from passive educational models to dynamic and participatory 

environments.

The author concludes that, by promoting cultural rights, dialogue and 

cooperation, museums today are becoming relevant places of awareness for 

individuals and society. As safe spaces based on democratic models, museums 

are common grounds for the urgent critical analysis of the past and the 

projection of a sustainable future, based on cultural diversity and togetherness.

Glossary

Cultural citizenship is the exercise of cultural rights and duties. It is grounded 
in three fundamental principles: participation, creation and co-decision. These 
principles are based on pluralism of expression, the acknowledgment of multiple 
voices and democracy as a social model for sharing power. It is fully realised when 
conditions enable everyone to engage in cultural activities valuing people’s interests 
and needs, concerns and aspirations, along with their unique ways of creating 
culture. By ensuring that all expressions are equally cherished and that everyone 
can participate, cultural citizenship fosters active engagement – an act that not only 

What Can Museums Do for Cultural Citizenship?
Sara Barriga Brighenti

a b s t r a c t
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contributes to personal emancipation but also strengthens democracies.

Cultural democracy promotes the creation of conditions for more active 
participation and the recognition of the cultural practices of different social groups; 
it is based on moving from a relationship of consumption to one of engagement; it 
values what everyone knows, their traditions, their voices, local culture and other 
cultural manifestations.

Cultures (in the plural sense) is a polysemic concept. It encompasses the myriad ways 
in which life experiences gain meaning and are expressed, both collectively and 
individually. This vast field encompasses symbolic, artistic and heritage manifestations 
– whether traditional or contemporary – as well as the expressions that nurture a 
sense of belonging to places, communities, rituals, beliefs and lifestyles.

Figure 1: Students from Camões Secondary School commemorating the 50th anniversary  
of the Carnation Revolution. Right to Culture and Education, an initiative promoted  
by the National Plan for the Arts, Lisbon. © Ana Do Canto

Prologue:  

Cultural citizenship strengthens democracy as a dynamic social process 

This core axiom underpinned the creation of the European Charter: Culture and 

the Promotion of Democracy: Towards a European Cultural Citizenship, otherwise 
known as the Porto Santo Charter.1 The principles and recommendations outlined 

1	 The Porto Santo Charter (2021) is a programme document named after the island where it was 
presented, an outermost region. This European Charter is intended to be a beacon to guide the 
practices and discourses of governments, institutions and citizens, with the aim of removing 
obstacles to cultural participation, making it as broad as possible, thus reinforcing the relevance of 
people’s cultural rights. The Porto Santo Charter reflects on the role that the culture, arts, heritage 
and education sectors play in promoting democracy. The content of the document addresses 
issues that promote the role of culture in strengthening democracy; the difference between 
democratisation and cultural democracy; the centrality of digital territories; the symbiosis of 
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in this document offer museums and other cultural organisations a framework for 
considering how cultural democracy can shape and inform institutional policies. 

The Charter’s principles encompass the following:

1.	A revision of the vocabulary in use: words matter – they embody ideologies 
and carry imaginaries that can reinforce existing power structures, prejudices 
or social stigmas. A critical reassessment of our language is essential.

2.	A critical review of institutions’ governance: institutions must question 
power relations, both explicit and implicit. 

3.	Equitable distribution of power: this principle calls for acknowledging the 
cultural practices of diverse social groups as equally valid. It emphasizes the 
need for social, racial and gender representativeness, the recognition of the 
right to emancipation, and the empowerment of individuals as active cultural 
agents who shape the cultural life of their communities.

4.	 Innovative, inclusive participation models: institutions are encouraged to 
develop and implement new models that foster broad, inclusive access and 
participation.

5.	Honest institutional reflection: there must be a genuine reflection on shared 
values, commitments and actions that respond to the challenges and crises of 
our present time.

However, to set forth a cultural democracy governance model in museums, it is 
necessary to critically question the museum’s current mission statement, the values 
and principles to which it adheres, its public programme, its organisational chart, 
its communication strategy and, more generally, its public relevance: why, how and 
with whom does the museum work? Finally, how can this organisation challenge 
past assumptions and re-imagine its public role today and in the future? 

Ultimately, an epistemological and ethical reassessment of the museum will 
inevitably lead to organisational change. This process calls for a new, reflective, 
collaborative and transdisciplinary approach, based on trust and centered on one 
common goal: fulfilling the museum’s public mission as defined by ICOM.

What stories do museums want to tell?

Museums strive to remain relevant by sharing knowledge, narratives and life 
experiences through objects and cultural artefacts that bridge the past and the 
present. Today, they face the challenge of rethinking not only the stories they tell, 
but also how they tell them, insisting that contemporary issues must be woven into 
institutional narratives. 

Museums are places where the present can be seen in retrospect and in perspective, 
which makes them unique safe havens for both communities and individuals. 

culture and education. It contains 37 recommendations addressed to European authorities, 
cultural institutions and citizens to implement cultural democracy, sharing the power they hold 
and promoting cultural rights. Porto Santo Conference: www.portosantocharter.eu; Porto Santo 

Charter: https://portosantocharter.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CartaDoPortoSanto.pdf

http://www.portosantocharter.eu
https://portosantocharter.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CartaDoPortoSanto.pdf
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For museums to be more relevant in the present and to respond to our complex 
world, we need a critical museological epistemology that is ecological, sustainable, 
plural, reliable, decolonial, inclusive and feminist, and that links culture, education, 
justice and politics. Museums therefore need to undergo major changes within 
a transformative narrative. Yet, five prevailing myths hinder the process of 
transformation that museums need to endure to become a contemporary and 
culturally diverse institution that guarantees cultural rights and the exercise of 
cultural citizenship. It is important to unravel these myths.

The myth of the single history (and of neutrality)

Museums are not neutral spaces; rather, they are active arenas for learning, 
wonder, debate and critical thought. This is why museums demand a responsible 
engagement with memory amid changing historical perspectives and contemporary 
politics. This role forces museums to ask difficult questions: “What should be 
remembered?”, “Which forms of knowledge dominate?”, “Who holds the right to 
remember?” and “What should be forgotten?”

Engaging with the past requires museums to address what has been forcibly silenced 
– memories that challenge entrenched dogmas and hegemonic narratives. The 
paradox is that these outdated dogmas persist (even when they have lost relevance), 
while historical truths call for narratives of reconstitution and reparation. 

In a world where everything is interconnected, our challenge is to distinguish fact 
from fiction. As Paul B. Preciado (2019, p. 25) states, what we need is “epistemic 
disobedience” – in other words, a form of resistance that questions history from a 
multivocal, non-patriarchal and anti-colonial perspective. In this sense, museums 
can play a fundamental role in building a new epistemology that transcends the 
hegemony imposed by colonialism. Instead of constructing a long history, museums 
can weave a palimpsest of stories that express the myriad facts that shape the 
subjective dimensions of the narrative. These multiple perspectives need to be 
represented and displayed as equally valid.

Figure 2: 18th century slave collar, Portugal. The inscription reads  
“Este preto he de Agostinho de Lafetá do Carvalhal de Óbidos”  
(This black belongs to Lafeta de Carvalhal. from Óbidos).  
National Archaeological Museum
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In a film by Dulce Fernandes (2023) entitled Contos do Esquecimento
2 (Tales 

of Oblivion), the image of an enslaved person’s necklace stands out (a copper 
necklace worn around the neck as a sign of ownership or, rather, as evidence of 
dehumanisation). The film suggests that this object/testimony carries the history of 
the person who wore it and therefore has a greater intrinsic value to society because 
it reinforces the memory of slavery and shows how this form of domination and 
violence has led to systemic racism. On the other hand, the collar tells the story of 
the person who wore it, the context in which he or she lived, and the consequences 
this has for society today. Because of its polysemic meaning, the film director 
suggests that this object should be exhibited in a museum, in a room of its own, as a 
sign of what we, individually and collectively, cannot forget.

Under the myth of neutrality, curatorial teams create exhibitions that claim to 
offer “neutral perspectives”. This belief has enabled many museums to promote a 
single narrative, employing performative techniques and a codified communicative 
framework – involving exhibition design and the roles of mediators, curators, 
designers, and architects – to enact what I call a “museological soliloquy”. This 
usually linear narrative is further reinforced by micro-narratives that echo the 
colonial and Eurocentric epistemology underlying the modern, enlightened museum.

The notion of a single History is, in fact, a collective fiction. History, with a capital 
“H”, presents only one perspective, using deterministic frameworks and complex 
ethical codes to legitimise power structures that some institutions still perpetuate. 
Ultimately, this expanded museological canon relies on a set of fixed norms and 
exhibition strategies designed to reproduce the institution’s version of truth, leaving 
little room for alternative interpretations. Consequently, within these “neutral 
realms” the perspective of the “other” is marginalised and treated as an object of study.

Both the myth of a unique narrative and the myth of neutrality originate from 
a traditional governance model marked by a rigid hierarchy. In this system, the 
organisational chart places the curatorial and collections management departments 
under the director, granting them primary decision-making power. These 
departments, in turn, control areas that engage directly with visitors – such as 
exhibitions, education, communication, reception and security – while mediation 
teams, responsible for program design and visitor interaction, operate with limited 
autonomy and resources.

For a decolonial epistemology to take root in museums, it is also essential to 
broaden team perspectives by diversifying ethnic backgrounds, genders, ages and 
social experiences among staff. Such diversity fosters varied approaches that can 
lead to innovative curatorial visions and practices. Likewise, museums need to 
critically define not only the stories they want to tell, but also identify from which 

2	 The film tells the story of the archaeological excavation of a rubbish tip in Lagos, where 158 
skeletons were identified, presumably from the late 15th century. These skeletons reveal 
Portugal’s past in the transatlantic African slave trade. The film confronts the perspective 
between what we want to forget and the urgency of remembering. https://indielisboa.com/filme/
contos-do-esquecimento/
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point of view they want to tell them. This revision calls for the adoption of research 
models that generate new insights – finding alternative perspectives to ensure that 
stories can be as diverse as the communities who visit and engage with the museum.

Moreover, museums that foster social relevance must embrace dissent and conflict 
as a catalyst for learning and meaning-making. By engaging constructively with 
conflict, they can explore the unknown through both material subjects and non-
normative narratives, evolving into dynamic institutions that remain open to 
change and continuous learning.

Transforming museums means creating opportunities for broader community 
participation, ensuring that varied voices contribute to the institution’s relevance 
by representing their divergent perspectives, evoking both dissent and wonder. In 
contrast, it is fair to recognise that museums resistant to change will continue to 
devalue diverse visions, roles, individuals and even the objects in their collections.

What is a museum for all? The myth of democratisation

The democratisation model applied to culture is a political model that is not exempt 
from criticism. In aiming to serve everyone, it inherently relies on specific criteria 
for selecting which cultural works are accessible, the formats through which they 
are presented and the intended audiences.

Within this paradigm, the choices made by curators, artistic directors or cultural 
agents tend to prioritise excellence and quality, often favouring celebrated 
masterpieces, influential figures or national commemorations. In the context of 
museums and monuments, these “for all” selections frequently evoke themes of 
national identity.

Democratisation operates as a top-down cultural policy that imposes a hierarchy 
on the concept of culture. It tends to categorise culture as high, mass or popular, 
and establishes standards of quality, ultimately aiming to standardise taste. In this 
framework, cultural or artistic products are inherently portrayed as exceptional, 
with the institution’s criteria accepted as indisputable dogma. Consequently, those 
who dissent or fail to understand these choices are devalued.

Moreover, the formats proposed under this model deserve scrutiny. If the objective 
is to serve the many and truly democratise culture, does this approach foster 
the necessary agency for forming a critically-engaged public? Or does it merely 
reproduce a fixed set of policies that “provide” instead of “facilitating”, therefore 
reproducing uncritical followers who passively consume pre-packaged experiences? 

When visiting a museum becomes an externally imposed trend – a “must-see or 
must-take selfie”, as seen in the mass touristification – the impulse to engage is 
superficial. In contrast, if we want museums and heritage sites to be genuinely 
cherished and defended, investment must be made in alternative forms of 
conveying participation and mediation, as a “do with and by” and not only a “do 
for”, systematically enhancing the need for consulting visitors, prioritising equity, 
accessibility and inclusion. 
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As is well known, numerous studies show that the barriers to cultural participation 
are mainly symbolic. The truth is that many potential visitors don’t engage with 
museums because they feel the institution doesn’t represent them, they expect to be 
poorly received or they simply feel out of place.

These visitors assume, before even visiting, that they will not connect with the 
museum’s collections – or worse, that they lack the necessary interpretive codes 
to appreciate the exceptional nature of the objects. For these reasons, I argue that 
we need to mediate more than to democratise. I argue that our focus should shift 
from democratising culture to actively mediating it. This means broadening themes, 
fostering relationships that re-signify exhibitions and objects in different contexts, 
and broadening communication by diversifying language, style, channels and other 
forms of communication.

In short, implementing cultural democracy in the museum means creating 
conditions that encourage active participation. It entails investing in dialogical 
practices that don’t create hierarchies around cultural products based on 
assumptions of doctrine, quality or excellence, that follow the museum’s code of 
ethics, and that invite everyone to participate without reservation.

The myth of the “general public”

Does a museum that assumes visitors are a uniform mass that decides what they will 
consume, that chooses for them rather than with them, that follows protocols that 
restrict behaviour and discipline taste, really represent a democratic institution and 
intend to serve society by promoting cultural rights? I think the answer is no.

The term “general public” was coined by cultural marketing. Can a museum 
describe a stereotypical visitor whose experience is pre-designed and customised? 
In practice, some museums operate under the assumption that there exists a single, 
homogeneous public. This is another myth! The “general public” does not exist. 
The visitor stereotype is useful to simplify institutional decision-making, anchoring 
those supposed needs and interests on the basis of cultural consumption, one that 
can be easily measured and evaluated by numbers, much like any other segment of 
the cultural industry. But do such visitors really exist? Is the museum experience 
for them authentic, or are museums catering to fictional avatars rather than to  
real people?

In contrast, adopting a management approach grounded in cultural democracy 
requires:

	· To invest in understanding both actual and potential visitors.
	· To monitor and evaluate regularly people’s needs, interests and aspirations.
	· To create diversified opportunities for participation.
	· To consider audiences as integral, constitutive elements of museums. 

Transforming the relationship between the public and the museum means 
museums evolving into relevant, inclusive, safe spaces overseen by advisory 
boards that represent the community. Moreover, museums should recognise that 
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facilitating physical and economic access – such as installing ramps or reducing 
ticket prices – is not enough. They must also cultivate an intrinsic purpose that 
inspires all individuals to engage culturally. 

To fully implement the paradigm of cultural democracy, it is essential to 
acknowledge that symbolic barriers are the primary cause of exclusion. This 
recognition calls for a systemic approach to inclusion, recognising what Joan 
Tronto (2013, p.18) means when stating that “it should be clear why the care deficit 

will only be solved when caring becomes more democratic, and the democracy deficit will 

only be solved when democracy becomes more caring”.

Finally, the politics of cultural democracy are intrinsically linked to the broader 
fight against cultural, hegemonic and economic globalisation. By promoting 
and enhancing interactions between diverse cultural expressions and artistic 
manifestations, and by blending the local with the universal, museums can foster 
feelings of novelty, pleasure and even belonging. In doing so, they open new 
possibilities to project our shared future.

The myth that digital mediation will save the museum

Can virtual mediation save the museum? This question brings to light the myth 
of digital technologies, artificial intelligence (AI), and social networks as potential 
solutions for museums struggling to attract large audiences.

Digital territories have their own language: they are powerful amplifiers of 
museological action, enjoyment and participation. However, they should never 
be considered a replacement for human interaction or mediation. While it is 
true that digital technologies, in their ability to generate experiences, help to 
overcome physical barriers and offer new ways of creating content that aligns 
with inclusion goals, they must not replace the visitor’s direct engagement with 
reality – which in the museum is centred on tangibility, physical presence and 
interpersonal relationships. Hyperreality and virtual mediation in museums cannot 
claim to substitute the physical experience of being there – of truly experiencing it 
firsthand.

As we know museums are places where deep connections with time, others and 
oneself thrive. They are places of inner transformation, where the interpersonal 
and intrapersonal dynamics unfold. Digital technologies, as powerful as they can 
be, should be embraced for their potential as complementary mediation tools, 
rather than as a replacement for human-to-object engagement. Besides, another 
consideration that warrants greater attention and deserves further debate is how 
digital spaces can be inherently exclusionary. As digital literacy becomes ever more 
specialised, the increasing complexity of digital languages and tools means they are 
not accessible to everyone. Digital technologies often contribute to social exclusion, 
demanding specific skill sets and physical abilities to engage. Moreover, let’s not 
overlook the fact that digital applications often involve the collection of personal 
data – a deeply problematic issue, currently under discussion in global forums. 
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In conclusion, with a mind toward ethical considerations and constructive 
integration, digital technologies must absolutely be adopted by museums. They are 
a language familiar to younger generations and open up countless possibilities for 
communication, inclusion and even intergenerational or intercultural collaboration. 
At the same time, museums must understand that cultivating relationships 
with younger people is essential to cultivating their relevance and long-term 
sustainability. In this regard, it is urgent to engage young people in a dialogue 
about their needs, expectations and contributions to museums. We must ask how, 
together, we will utilise virtual technologies and AI without undermining the core 
uniqueness of the museum experience: the tangible, singular connection between 
objects, knowledge and knowledge-bearers.

The myth of education in museums

If the museum educates, does this mean that visitors truly learn? If the museum is 
a place of learning, is it simply because they replicate a school-like method? For 
learning to occur in a museum, it is as vital to recognise the interests and needs of 
its visitors, as it is crucial that learning activities are tailored to the museum setting, 
employing mediation strategies rooted in non-formal pedagogies that use objects as 
central tools for learning.

For the museum to teach, its teams must master and apply the codes of non-formal 
pedagogy with visitors, assuming that museum education is a dialogic, socially 
active and engaging process, designed to be adapted to each context and group of 
people. In museums, learning happens within a dynamic environment shaped by 
social interactions, emotional bonds and the fleeting, unrepeatable nature of each 
experience.

Figure 3: Mediation activity at the Paula Rego House of Stories Museum. Cascais © Francisco Nogueira
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Museums are not meant to exist as places of veneration; they exist to be enjoyed, 
actively engaged with and transformed by those who experience them throughout 
their lives. Ultimately, they are extraordinary places for engagement and learning 
where the interplay of knowledge, exhibitions and mediation creates unique 
experiences. However, it is crucial to know how to design these experiences so that 
the museum emerges as a learning environment – a place where learning unfolds 
through moments of insight, emotional and cognitive encounters, and even forges 
the resolution of dilemmas. In such settings, the tangible presence of an object 
along with an inspiring narrative can profoundly transform a visitor’s life. For 
these reasons, education in museums must break away from traditional formal 
models and avoid pedagogical practices based on repetition and reproduction. 
Moreover, true learning requires an equal, interdependent balance between 
educators and learners where all participants can share their stories, learning with 
each other. 

In essence, the museum is a place of learning if and only if it creates the conditions 
for visitors to produce meaning. 

Conclusion

The museum, as a promoter of cultural citizenship, has a political impact by 
activating the critical and participatory role of citizens in society. Its mission and 
actions require the responsibility, commitment and mobilisation of every citizen as 
a cultural agent. From this perspective, a museum that embraces its public role is 
dedicated to all people who believe in the transformative power of culture and the 
arts in society, who celebrate cultural rights and practice active citizenship.

To the Museums, Citizens! is both a challenge and a call to action – a demand for 
culture and democracy that invites individuals, inside and outside institutional 
walls, to break down barriers and prejudices and build common ground together.

Museums are made by and for the people. Therefore, if museums invest as much 
in people as they do in objects, it will be easier to say that people are essentially the 
museum. Criticism of museums then becomes a reflection on ourselves because any 
change in a museum is driven by the people who keep it alive and relevant. As Mike 
Murawski reminds us on his website Art Museum Teaching,3 museums are made by 
people and for people: “museums are us, not it” transformative spaces of human 
connection. With this in mind, I propose to use a new term: (ex)titution, to define 
the reinvented museum. An extitution is an open, relational space that looks beyond 
its walls. It is a place of conviviality, where networking is encouraged and where 
there is an unwavering commitment to democracy, people and ecosystems.

Stefan Weil (1999) observed 25 years ago that museums thrive when they have an 
open relationship with society. He argued that museums should be for someone, 
not just about something. The challenge of cultural democracy, however, goes 

3	 https://artmuseumteaching.com/2016/07/11/the-urgency-of-empathy-social-impact-in-
museums/ [Accessed 2 April 2025].

https://artmuseumteaching.com/2016/07/11/the-urgency-of-empathy-social-impact-in-museums/
https://artmuseumteaching.com/2016/07/11/the-urgency-of-empathy-social-impact-in-museums/
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beyond Weil’s challenge – it asks museums to not just be for people, but to be made 
with and by people. 

In reality, in 2025, the museum is already an extitution for some, even if it is still 
a place of veneration, or exclusion, for many. In this spirit, I would like to reflect 
on the image of the slave collar in Dulce Fernandes’ film (above). Imagine this 
powerful object in the centre of a museum gallery, surrounded by the voices of 
visitors discussing its meaning. What would they discover about its context? What 
would they discover about themselves? How might this encounter change their 
lives?

This essay asks: what can museums do for cultural citizenship? I would answer: 
a lot. Museums can empower individuals to defend cultures as a global common 
good and to fully exercise their cultural rights. Museums challenge us to transcend 
our boundaries and see ourselves reflected in others, fostering a collective identity 
rooted in active, shared cultural engagement.
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This paper explores the evolving role of museums in Georgia, focusing on 

their transition from traditional custodians of cultural heritage to active civic 

institutions. Georgian museums face significant challenges, including financial 

instability, outdated management practices, and lingering effects of Soviet-era 

and recent national politics crises. Despite these challenges, museums have 

opportunities to enhance their civic role through strategic communication, 

partnerships and educational initiatives.

Drawing on the principles outlined by ICOM’s  museum definition, recently 

approved in 2022, and the Faro Convention (2005), this research highlights 

the importance of fostering inclusivity, community engagement and social 

responsibility. By adopting innovative strategies, museums can become spaces 

for public discourse, addressing contemporary social issues such as human 

rights, environmental justice and democratic values.

The study argues that Georgian museums, by reimagining their roles and 

embracing interdisciplinary collaboration, can strengthen their impact on civic 

life. This shift aligns with global trends in redefining the purpose of cultural 

institutions, emphasising their capacity to promote dialogue, critical thinking 

and active citizenship. The findings offer broader insights for museums 

worldwide in their efforts to adapt to modern social challenges and serve as 

platforms for community empowerment and democratic education.

Introduction

Museums, once primarily seen as custodians of cultural heritage, have undergone a 
profound evolution in recent years. Once confined to preserving artifacts, museums 
have evolved into dynamic institutions promoting community engagement, 
democratic education and social justice. This shift is especially relevant in post-
Soviet countries like Georgia, where museums, aware of both historical legacies 
and contemporary realities, are called upon to foster civic values while navigating a 
complex socio-political landscape.

In Georgia, museums have long served as essential cultural pillars, safeguarding 
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the nation’s rich history and artistic heritage. These institutions reflect Georgia’s 
commitment to preserving its identity and cultural legacy. However, as Georgian 
museums strive to serve as civic promoters, they face numerous challenges rooted 
in the country’s ongoing struggles with the Soviet legacy, political pressures and 
financial instability. This paper seeks to explore the transformation of Georgian 
museums into civic institutions, examining their challenges and opportunities to 
foster community engagement and democratic values.

Amidst this critical period of change, museums in Georgia have the opportunity 
to transcend their traditional roles and become spaces of dialogue, reflection and 
civic action. As institutions that  preserve the past and shape the future, Georgian 
museums are positioned to promote civic values in an increasingly dynamic world. 
Yet, to fulfil this potential, these institutions must overcome substantial hurdles, 
from financial constraints to political interference, and reimagine their place in 
society as active agents in the civic realm.

Museums as agents of civic empowerment

Museums are increasingly recognised as key players in the civic landscape, 
contributing to the development of democratic societies. This view aligns with 
recent global redefinitions of the museum’s role, particularly those set forth by the 
International Council of Museums (ICOM). According to ICOM, museums are 
institutions that foster inclusivity, sustainability and the promotion of universal 
values, including democracy, human rights and social justice. These institutions are 
not passive repositories of history; rather, they are dynamic spaces that encourage 
civic engagement, critical dialogue and community empowerment.

At the intersection of history, culture and discourse, museums serve as platforms 
for advocacy and social change. By engaging with their communities and addressing 
contemporary social issues, museums can provide spaces for individuals to reflect 
on civic responsibilities, challenge societal norms and contribute to discussions 
that shape the future. In this role, museums function as educational and cultural 
agents actively contributing to the cultivation of informed and engaged citizens – an 
essential pillar of any democratic society.

This theoretical framework is particularly relevant in the case of Georgian 
museums, where the struggle to balance the preservation of national identity 
with the promotion of civic values is ever-present. Post-Soviet countries 
like Georgia face unique challenges, as their museums must navigate 
complex historical legacies while positioning themselves as active agents of 
civic engagement. This dual role places museums at the forefront of civic 
transformation, where they are tasked with fostering inclusivity, dialogue and 
social justice within their communities.

The importance of museums in civic life is reinforced by the Faro Convention, 
which emphasises the role of cultural heritage in fostering citizenship and 
community participation. The convention recognises cultural heritage as a shared 
resource that contributes to the well-being of societies and underscores the need 
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for communities to be actively involved in its preservation and interpretation. 
Museums, as key stewards of cultural heritage, are thus entrusted with the 
responsibility of not only preserving artifacts but also creating spaces for dialogue 
and participation, enabling the public to engage with heritage in ways that promote 
social cohesion and democratic values.

ICOM’s museum definition echoes the principles of the Faro Convention, 
emphasising that museums are more than places for the preservation of objects. 
They are spaces for fostering dialogue, education and community involvement, 
where inclusivity, accessibility and social responsibility are prioritised. This shift 
reflects the growing recognition that museums must engage with contemporary 
social issues – such as human rights, climate change and migration – if they are to 
remain relevant in today’s world. The civic role of museums, therefore, extends 
beyond their collections; it encompasses their ability to shape public discourse, 
influence societal values and inspire civic action.

In Georgia, where museums are grappling with both historical legacies and 
current challenges, the redefinition of museums by ICOM provides a framework 
for navigating these complexities. Georgian museums, particularly those dealing 
with “difficult heritage” from the Soviet era, are uniquely positioned to contribute 
to the national conversation on democracy, identity and citizenship. By adopting 
the principles outlined in the Faro Convention and ICOM’s museum definition, 
Georgian museums can serve as catalysts for civic engagement, helping to shape 
democratic narratives and promote social justice in a post-Soviet context.

This evolving role aligns with contemporary museological theories that emphasise 
inclusivity, engagement and social responsibility. Museums’ potential to act 
as agents of civic engagement lies in their ability to empower individuals and 
communities through education, advocacy and dialogue. By providing spaces for 
critical reflection and discussions, museums can help citizens better understand 
their rights, responsibilities and roles in society. This empowerment is particularly 
crucial in transitional societies, such as Georgia, where the development of a 
democratic civic culture is an ongoing process.

Education is one of the most powerful tools museums have in their role as civic 
agents. Through exhibitions, public programs and educational initiatives, museums 
can provide visitors with opportunities to explore contemporary issues such as 
social justice, human rights and environmental sustainability. In this way, museums 
contribute not only to the preservation of culture but also to the creation of a more 
informed, engaged and responsible citizenry.

Georgian museums, like their counterparts around the world, are being called 
upon to engage with their communities in new ways, promoting dialogue, 
inclusivity and democratic values. By embracing the principles of the Faro 
Convention and ICOM’s  museum definition, Georgian institutions can fulfill their 
potential as agents of civic engagement, contributing to the development of a more 
just and equitable society.
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Georgian museums in historical and social context

The roots of museum development in Georgia date back to the mid-19th century, 
with the establishment of the first formal institutions dedicated to preserving the 
country’s cultural heritage. Before this, the preservation of Georgia’s historical, 
religious and cultural artifacts was mainly an informal practice centred around 
monastic collections and royal treasuries, such as the “treasury houses” of Georgian 
kings. However, in the early 19th century, Georgian aristocrats and intellectuals, 
many of whom were educated in Europe, introduced the idea of modern museums. 
These aspirations were delayed due to political circumstances and foreign control.

The first formal museum, the Museum of the Caucasian Department of the 
Russian Imperial Geographic Society, was established in 1852 in Tbilisi and later 
renamed the Caucasus Museum in 1865. Managed primarily by Russian scientists, 
its purpose was to showcase the culture of the Caucasus to Russian and Western 
scholars. This externally-focused approach caused dissatisfaction among Georgian 
intellectuals, who envisioned a national museum dedicated to preserving and 
promoting Georgia’s own heritage. This vision began to materialise during the 
First Democratic Republic of Georgia (1918-1921). In 1919, the independent 
government established the Museum of Georgia (now the Simon Janashia Museum 
of Georgia), marking a significant step towards preserving and promoting the 
country’s history and natural heritage.

This period also saw the establishment of regional museums such as the Museum of 
Samegrelo at the Dadiani Palace, led by Akaki Chanturia. Additionally, in 1920, the 
government transformed the Russian Military-Historical Museum into the National 
Gallery under the direction of artist Dimitri Shevardnadze, displaying Georgian, 
European and regional artworks. These efforts laid the foundation for a modern 
Georgian museum culture focused on national identity and heritage.

However, during Soviet rule, museums across Georgia, like those in other Soviet 
states, were co-opted to serve as instruments of state propaganda. Soviet authorities 
curated exhibits to emphasise class struggle, proletarian achievements and Soviet 
unity, often sidelining or reframing national histories to align with official 
ideology. This era left Georgian museums with a dual task: correcting historical 
distortions and serving as platforms for democratic values and civic engagement. 
This historical burden continues to impact how Georgian museums envision their 
civic roles today. Understanding these historical legacies is crucial for reimagining 
the museum as a civic space, where past narratives are critically reassessed to foster 
inclusivity and dialogue in contemporary contexts.

With Georgia’s independence from the Soviet Union in 1991, the country faced 
significant socio-political upheaval, including civil wars, economic instability and 
regional conflicts, particularly in Abkhazia and later in South Ossetia. These events 
impacted the operations and sustainability of Georgian museums, many of which 
faced financial constraints and the pressure to modernise. Today, Georgia has over 
330 museums, with 96 located in Tbilisi, preserving the nation’s diverse cultural, 
religious and historical artifacts.
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Modern Georgian museums are tasked with not only preserving the nation’s past 
but also helping to shape its future. This involves navigating complex narratives 
of historical repression, occupation and ideological conflict while managing 
“difficult heritage” tied to the Soviet era. Reinterpreting this past is essential to 
repositioning museums as institutions that contribute to civic empowerment and 
democratic education. By critically engaging with their history, Georgian museums 
can better embrace their evolving roles as platforms for public discourse and social 
responsibility.

Challenges faced by Georgian museums

Georgian museums operate in a complex environment shaped by a combination 
of financial, institutional, political and historical challenges. As they strive to fulfil 
their role as active institutions for citizens, majority of museums are confronted 
with the following obstacles that limit their ability to innovate, engage with the 
community and effectively promote democratic values. 

Financial and logistical constraints

One of the most pressing challenges facing Georgian museums is financial 
instability. Most museums, particularly those located outside the capital city of 
Tbilisi, are heavily reliant on state or municipal funding. This dependency on 
public funding restricts their operational flexibility, as much of their budget 
is allocated to essential costs such as staff salaries and utility bills. As a result, 
limited resources are left for innovative programming, community outreach or 
technological upgrades.

For example, many museums struggle with outdated infrastructure and lack the 
resources to modernise their facilities or digitize their collections. This significantly 
limits their ability to attract and engage broader audiences, especially in rural 
areas where access to museums is already restricted. In areas where museums can 
take proactive measures, such as fundraising and marketing, strategies remain 
underdeveloped  due to a lack of professional expertise. This further exacerbates 
their financial difficulties and hinders their ability to adapt to contemporary 
museological standards.

Despite these constraints, some Georgian museums have initiated partnerships with 
international organisations such as UNESCO and ICOM. These collaborations have 
provided valuable support in areas like professional development and the exchange 
of best practice. However, without a consistent, strategic and sustainable financial 
model, many museums remain unable to fully realize their potential as civic spaces 
that engage the public in meaningful dialogue on contemporary issues.

Institutional and management issues

Georgian museums also face significant institutional challenges. Many museums are 
still governed by outdated management practices that do not align with contemporary 
standards for museum operations. These practices, often rooted in the post-Soviet 
legacy, contribute to issues ranging from a lack of professional development 
opportunities for staff to an absence of clear, strategic planning processes.
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The problem of personnel development is particularly acute. Georgian museums 
often struggle to attract and retain young specialists, resulting in a workforce that 
is not fully equipped to handle the rapidly changing demands of the cultural sector. 
The lack of targeted training programs and professional development further 
limits the ability of museum staff to engage with new trends in museology, such 
as digital technologies and audience-centric programming. Additionally, many 
museums continue to face gaps in ethical and professional skills among personnel, 
which affects their ability to adopt best practices in governance and community 
engagement.

Moreover, the absence of clear governance structures in many institutions 
prevents them from developing long-term strategic plans. This lack of structure 
hinders their ability to respond to both internal challenges and external 
pressures, including political and societal changes. A more systematic approach 
to management and governance is needed to ensure that Georgian museums can 
effectively navigate these complexities and embrace their evolving roles as cultural 
and civic institutions.

Political pressures and institutional autonomy

Political interference remains a significant challenge for Georgian museums, 
especially  considering recent developments. In March 2021, a leadership change 
in the Georgian Ministry of Culture triggered a crisis within the museum sector, 
resulting in the dismissal of over 100 experienced professionals from various 
museum and heritage institutions. This move raised serious concerns about the 
autonomy of museums and their ability to operate independently from political 
pressures.

The crisis revealed fundamental breaches in professional ethics and standards, 
leading to restrictive measures by the governing body that compromised the 
integrity of museum collections and programs. The arbitrary dismissals not only 
disrupted ongoing scientific and research initiatives focused on preserving Georgia’s 
cultural heritage but also weakened the professional capacity of institutions. The 
Ministry’s attempts to limit access to collections and reorganise museum structures 
without transparent decision-making further deepened tensions between museum 
personnel and state authorities.

As institutions that foster critical thinking, promote democratic values and engage 
with communities, museums must remain free from political influence. However, 
frequent changes in government priorities and leadership in Georgia have led 
to inconsistent policies towards cultural institutions, complicating their long-
term strategic planning. This political instability threatens museums’ capacity to 
function as autonomous civic spaces and undermines their role in promoting social 
responsibility and independence.

Community engagement and civic action

Financial constraints and institutional challenges often limit the effectiveness 
of Georgian museums to play a pivotal role in engaging their communities and 
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fostering civic responsibility. Yet community engagement is increasingly vital for 
museums aspiring to be more than mere repositories of historical artifacts.

A notable instance of significant community activism occurred during the 
political crisis of 2021-22, centred on the Shalva Amiranashvili Museum of Fine 
Arts (Georgian National Museum). When rumours spread that the government 
intended to demolish the museum’s historic building – a monument of national 
cultural importance – civil society, cultural experts and museum staff mobilised 
to protect it. Public protests, including the formation of human chains around 
the building, successfully halted the demolition plans. This incident highlights 
the power of community activism in defending cultural heritage and underscores 
the potential of museums to act as symbols of civic resilience and collective 
responsibility.

In another case of meaningful community engagement, the Ilia Chavchavadze 
Literary Memorial Museum in Tbilisi has fostered civic dialogue through 
collaborations with various organisations, including the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP). Through its “Human Rights Talk” series, the 
museum provides a platform for experts, policymakers, students and community 
members to engage in discussions on civic issues ranging from gender equality 
to freedom of expression. This initiative demonstrates how museums can create 
inclusive spaces for dialogue, promoting reflection on contemporary social 
challenges and fostering informed civic participation.

While these few examples demonstrate the capacity of Georgian museums to 
engage with their communities, they also expose underlying challenges that persist 
within these institutions. Despite a high level of public awareness, museums 
struggle to translate this awareness into active participation due to ineffective 
communication strategies and limited financial and institutional resources. 
This disconnect suggests a need for a more strategic approach to community 
engagement, one that integrates digital platforms and participatory methods to 
broaden outreach and foster deeper involvement.

Lessons from these experiences underscore the need for proactive advocacy and 
collaboration to preserve institutional integrity. Engaging stakeholders and the 
public generates support for preservation and enhances resilience amid political 
adversity. By upholding core values, embracing transparent communication and 
strengthening collaborative efforts, Georgian museums can evolve into dynamic 
civic platforms that facilitate dialogue, inclusivity and social change.

Emerging approaches to civic engagement

Over the past decade, Georgian museums slowly and gradually have started to 
experiment with evolving practices in community engagement, embracing digital 
platforms, participatory design and interdisciplinary collaboration. These efforts 
indicate a shift towards creating more interactive and immersive experiences 
that resonate with contemporary audiences, particularly younger generations. 
However, these emerging approaches are still in their formative stages, and their 
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long-term impact depends on how effectively museums integrate them into broader 
institutional and civic objectives.

One such approach involves the increased use of digital platforms. Social media, 
particularly Facebook, has become a prominent communication tool for many 
museums in Georgia, enabling them to reach broader audiences. Although effective 
in disseminating information, these platforms are often under-utilised for deeper 
engagement. To transform digital platforms into meaningful civic tools, museums 
are beginning to explore interactive content such as virtual exhibitions, digital 
storytelling and online forums that encourage visitors to participate in discussions 
on contemporary issues.

Another emerging trend is the use of participatory design. This involves inviting 
community members to co-create exhibitions and programs, ensuring that the 
content reflects their needs and interests. Such an approach not only enhances 
inclusivity but also instils a sense of ownership among participants, fostering a 
stronger connection between museums and the public. For instance, collaborations 
with local artists, activists and educators to address themes like human rights, 
environmental sustainability or social justice demonstrate the evolving role of 
museums in amplifying diverse voices.

Interdisciplinary collaboration is another area gaining traction. Georgian museums 
are gradually forming partnerships with universities, NGOs and cultural organisations 
to develop comprehensive programs at the intersection of art, activism and public 
policy. These initiatives, while still limited, show promise in creating more holistic 
civic experiences that encourage visitors to engage with complex social challenges.

These emerging trends reveal the potential for museums to adapt to new societal 
demands and engage their audiences in meaningful ways. However, their effectiveness 
depends on the strategic vision and capacity of museums to embed these approaches 
within their broader missions of civic engagement and social responsibility.

Enhancing Georgian museums through strategic initiatives

Despite the challenges they face, Georgian museums have significant opportunities 
to solidify their roles as civic institutions by embracing strategic planning and 
adopting concrete initiatives. Building on emerging approaches, museums can focus 
on institutionalising civic engagement through comprehensive communication 
strategies, partnering with educational programs, and by reimagining their spaces 
as platforms for public discourse.

Communication strategies: Museums must develop strategic communication plans to 
engage effectively with their audiences. This involves leveraging both traditional 
and digital platforms, such as social media, to promote exhibitions and foster two-
way interaction. Digital tools like virtual tours and online exhibitions can increase 
accessibility and encourage cross-cultural dialogue.

Partnerships and collaboration: Collaborating with civic organisations, educational 
institutions and international bodies enhances museums’ capacity to address social 
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challenges and deliver impactful programs. Partnerships with NGOs, schools 
and global organisations provide access to expertise, funding and best practice, 
expanding museums’ influence in civic engagement.

Reimagining museums as civic spaces: Museums can serve as forums for civic dialogue 
by hosting public debates, workshops and exhibitions on relevant issues like 
democratic governance, social justice and community resilience. By bridging divides 
and fostering inclusivity, museums can strengthen community engagement and 
social cohesion.

Educational programs: Education is a powerful tool for fostering civic engagement. 
Museums can inspire critical thinking and citizenship through programs on human 
rights, environmental justice and democratic governance. Adding interactive 
elements like workshops and debates can further deepen engagement.

Comprehensive civic experiences: By aligning exhibitions with public events like panel 
discussions and town hall meetings, museums can provide deeper civic experiences 
and strengthen their role as catalysts for dialogue and community involvement.

Conclusion

Georgian museums are no longer merely custodians of cultural heritage but 
have increasingly become dynamic institutions shaping civic values and social 
discourse. As this study has explored, the transformation of museums from passive 
repositories to active agents of civic engagement reflects a broader redefinition 
of their role in society, particularly in post-Soviet contexts like that which we 
see in Georgia. Amidst a complex socio-political landscape, these institutions are 
uniquely positioned to contribute to the cultivation of democratic values and the 
promotion of community involvement.

The historical evolution of Georgian museums, from their foundations in 
the 19th century to their experiences under Soviet rule and eventual efforts 
towards modernisation, underscores their enduring importance as cultural and 
civic pillars. However, Georgian museums stand at a crossroads, facing both 
formidable challenges and untapped potential. They continue to grapple with 
financial constraints, political pressures, outdated management practices and 
the lingering legacy of Soviet narratives. Addressing these challenges requires a 
commitment to strategic planning, professional development, and a shift towards 
more inclusive and participatory practices. The preservation of cultural heritage 
requires vigilance, advocacy and a commitment to international standards. 
Georgian museum and heritage representatives have demonstrated resilience, but 
the future remains precarious.

As this study demonstrates, Georgian museums have significant opportunities 
to enhance their civic role through innovative strategies such as comprehensive 
communication plans, partnerships with civil society and international 
organisations, and the development of educational programs that inspire critical 
thinking and civic action. By embracing these initiatives and reimagining 
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themselves as platforms for public discourse, museums can foster social cohesion, 
promote democratic principles and empower their communities.

This exploration reveals that the future of Georgian museums lies not only 
in preserving the past but also in actively shaping the present and future. By 
integrating contemporary social issues into their programming, embracing 
interdisciplinary collaboration, and creating spaces for dialogue and reflection, 
these institutions can serve as catalysts for societal change. Georgian museums 
have the potential to emerge as civic frontiers, bridging historical legacies with 
contemporary aspirations and creating inclusive environments that inspire 
engagement, advocacy and socia responsibility.

The experiences of Georgia’s cultural institutions over the past decades also offer 
critical lessons for the heritage community. Museums must not only preserve 
artifacts but also serve as agents of social change, civic engagement and community 
empowerment. At a time when heritage is increasingly weaponized by political 
regimes, both museums and civil society must work together to safeguard cultural 
identities for future generations. By strengthening collaborative efforts, engaging 
with stakeholders and advocating for transparency, Georgian museums and 
the heritage sector can continue to overcome these challenges, serving as both 
guardians of heritage and catalysts for social transformation.

In conclusion, the journey of Georgian museums towards becoming active agents of 
civic engagement offers lessons that extend beyond Georgia, aligning with practices 
already embraced by cultural institutions worldwide. By addressing the complexities 
of their historical and social context, Georgian museums are paving the way for a 
more just and empowered society. This transformation redefines the relationship 
between museums and their communities, reinforcing their vital role in cultivating 
informed and engaged citizens while promoting democratic values.
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Today’s societies, whether developed or developing, attach importance to the 

relationship between citizens and the environment. Artistic works, media 

and cultural phenomena have made great efforts to reflect this relationship. 

Although environmental destruction has been one of the consequences of 

development, nowadays the concept of sustainable development is defined by 

environmental preservation and enhancement. Museums, as one of the most 

important cultural indicators of metropolises in developed societies, are one 

of the components of the tourism industry and sometimes face criticism from 

environmental activists for their function; they can also effectively contribute 

to raising citizens’ awareness of their natural and environmental heritage. 

These museums, besides preserving the past and familiarizing museumgoers 

with historical and cultural assets of the past, are also concerned with the 

present and future. Saraavan Museum in Guilan Province in the north of Iran 

is a unique example in this regard. Creatively showcasing the customs and 

rituals of rural life, based on the balance and harmony between modern life and 

current values in nature and environmental preservation, Saraavan Museum 

introduces urban citizens tangibly to the essence of authentic life: namely 

balanced living. The article focuses on this museum’s role in enhancing the 

understanding of audiences in this field.

A glance at environmental crises: a reminder of the importance  

of preserving natural heritage

The unique nature of northern Iran dates back 25 to 50 million years. The 
Hyrcanian forests of Iran stretch along the southern coast of the Caspian Sea in 
the north of Iran and cover a vast area in the north of Iran and Azerbaijan. The 
UNESCO-listed Hyrcanian forests are among the most important forests in the 
world and play a significant role in the ecosystem. Native to this rich forestland 
are unique plants and animals, some of which are extinct today, and it provides a 
suitable habitat for special and rare species which are not found in other parts of  
the earth.

Museums’ Impact on Citizens’ Perception of Rural Life 
and the Importance of Preserving Natural Heritage 
In/Through Local Communities
Tayeebeh Golnaz Golsabahi
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Figure 1: Beech Forest, Mazandaran. The unique nature of the Hyrcanian forests of Iran.  
© Fariba Babaei CC-BY

This unique natural environment, ranging from valleys and forests to mountains 
and sea, has suffered irreparable damage alongside the growth of the villas and 
residential complex construction in the last 30 years. The nature of northern 
Iran has been ruthlessly exploited by the residents of other regions, mostly from 
the capital. During weekends and official holidays, northern Iran is turned into a 
destination for the residents of Tehran. The aspiration of the middle and bourgeois 
classes residing in the capital is to build villas in rural areas of the north. Many 
agricultural lands have been converted into residential complexes through land use 
change.

The unregulated exploitation of the northern natural environment has been 
one of the most significant environmental crises in Iran over the past decades. 
Unfortunately, residents of big cities have brought their values, culture and ethics 
to the northern rural areas without considering the rural lifestyle. This cultural 
disparity has led to many social issues. Alongside the unplanned construction in the 
forests and northern shores, flashy shopping centres have also been built. This form 
of consumerist invasion has ultimately led to the exploitation of natural resources in 
the pristine environment of northern Iran.

In such an environment, the establishment of the Saraavan Rural Heritage 
Museum, with the intention of increasing public awareness among urban residents 
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unfamiliar with rural life, has been able to slow down the destruction of the natural 
heritage of northern Iran. The museum serves as a guide for human and ethical 
living by gathering all the patterns of rural life in various regions of Guilan and 
showcasing the significant differences in these lifestyles (Momeni, 2017).

Guilan Province

Guilan Province is one of the northern provinces of Iran, with Rasht as its centre 
and bordered by the Caspian Sea and Azerbaijan to the north, Ardabil Province 
to the west, Zanjan and Qazvin Provinces to the south, and Mazandaran Province 
to the east. Guilan is the tenth most populous province in Iran and the second 
most populous province in northern Iran after Mazandaran. The nature of Guilan 
is characterised by forests and a moderate, humid climate, significantly differing 
from other regions of Iran. The abundance of rivers flowing from the mountains 
results in a region abundant in moisture. Guilan province is known for its tourist 
attractions, and warm-hearted and hospitable people. The people of Guilan, 
composed of different ethnic groups, have come together and formed a very rich 
and diverse culture and customs.

Guilan Rural Heritage Museum

Guilin’s great architectural diversity and traditional building crafts had been 
endangered in recent times by the march of modernity, as previously explained, 
as well as natural disasters, most notably the earthquakes of 1990. Consequently, 
a movement was established to preserve the architecture by creating a museum 
of rural heritage. Rural museums are a subset of open-air museums, reflecting the 
rural civilization and culture in a natural environment. These museums are formed 
by transferring real buildings to a location similar to their original location. Guilan 
Rural Heritage Museum was thus born with the aim of preserving the rural life of 
ethnic people of northern Iran, while also preserving the natural heritage of this 
region (Khakban, Pedram & Emam, 2020).

In the heart of Saraavan forest, very near to Rasht, the capital of Guilan Province, 
the idea of the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum was implemented through a 
complicated process. For almost a decade, traditional rural houses in their 
original form have been carefully preserved, relocated and reconstructed in this 
museum. The building collection, with an average age of 150 years, consists of a 
series of villages built to conform to traditional building designs and technologies. 
To date, 40 settlements have been built to replicate an architectural heritage 
ranging from the plains of the east to the foothills of the west. The museum has 
nine sections. Each section presents a village with its own unique culture and 
architectural style. They are spread around a huge, forested area, which can further 
provide the visitors with a much more complete idea regarding the way people 
lived in the region in the past. In recent years, the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum 
has been trying to bring together all the cultural diversity of the people of Guilan 
in a 263-hectare complex on the outskirts of Rasht, in the heart of the Saraavan 
Forest. The museum highlights various types of Guilan residential architecture 
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patterns, including the West and East Guilan plains, mountainous, foothills and 
coastal areas (Mahdavi, Masoud and Torabi, Mina 2013).

The museum has also carefully paid attention to the context, the economy of the 
region and the traditional spaces of social interaction as its values, and narrates 
the real life of the culture, lifestyle and traditions of the people of this region in 
harmony with the natural environment. It provides visitors with a thorough 
perspective of what the different types of houses of the region – and thus the 
province – looked like, and it can be said that it has become an accurate depiction of 
the lifestyle, culture and traditions of the rural areas of Guilan Province.

The main goal of the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum, besides preserving 
authenticity and space, is to maintain the prevailing spirit in these structures. It 
aims to register, reconstruct, document, preserve and sustain local heritage for 
future generations, and enable visitors to experience the tangible and intangible 
cultural heritage of the people of Guilan. Preserving and raising knowledge about 
indigenous identity, raising awareness about the importance of preserving natural 
heritage, enriching local culture, strengthening indigenous unity, enhancing 
self-confidence and wisdom, creating motivation in youth members of the local 
community, relying on available resources and capabilities, and hoping for a better 
and more sustainable coexistence with nature are the museum’s most important 
objectives (Mahdavi & Torabi 2013).

Figure 2: The real life of the culture, lifestyle, and traditions of the local people in harmony with the nature 
around. Miras Aria news agency https://www.chtn.ir/photo/14020108280872 

https://www.chtn.ir/photo/14020108280872
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Guilan Rural Heritage Museum and its impact on citizens’  

perception of rural life 

Rural life and nature are depicted in the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum as a 
form of living. The display of the customs and rituals of rural life, based on the 
balance and harmony between modern life and the prevailing values in nature, and 
environmental conservation, introduces urban dwellers to the essence of authentic 
living. The daily customs and principles of rural life, from building houses, cooking 
and entertainment to agriculture and animal husbandry, are all based on the 
requirements and necessities prevailing in that region, and highlighting this balance 
is the main goal of the museum.

The idea is that human life should be following the order and rules of nature, rather 
than the opposite, and only by observing such a principal can one live harmoniously 
with nature. Living with nature instead of living in nature is the most important 
lesson from such museums for urban dwellers seeking temporary escape from the 
hustle and bustle of city life, desiring to live in rural areas, forests and by the sea. 
Urban dwellers generally have a superficial understanding of nature and believe 
that nature should serve their comfort and leisure. Establishing the Saraavan Rural 
Museum by gathering all rural lifestyle patterns in different regions of Guilan and 
highlighting the meaningful differences serves as a guide and familiarises citizens 
with these circumstances, which helps them adapt to a sustainable lifestyle in 
harmony with nature.

Guilan Rural Heritage Museum and environmental psychology 

Environmental psychology1 is a field that explores the interrelationships between 
individuals and their environments. It delves into how people perceive, think about 
and interact with their surroundings. This field is particularly relevant in today’s 
world, as we grapple with such issues as climate change, urbanisation and the 
impact of technology on our lives.

Perception of Environment, describes how people perceive their surroundings, 
including visual, auditory and olfactory experiences. Place Attachment describes 
the emotional bond people form with specific places (Manzo & Devine-Wright, 
2013), such as homes, neighbourhoods or natural environments. Environmental 

Behaviour is how people interact with their environment, including behaviours 
like recycling, energy conservation and outdoor recreation. Green Spaces 

and Well-being is about the positive impact of green spaces, such as parks 
and gardens, on mental health and overall well-being. Architecture describes 
how designing buildings that are aesthetically pleasing and conducive to human 
well-being, etc., are some key areas in this regard. By studying the complex 
relationship between people and their environments, environmental psychology 
can help to create more sustainable, equitable and fulfilling living spaces for all.

1	 For an overview of environmental psychology principles, refer to Gifford et al. (2011). 
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Figure 3: Rural lifestyle from the visitors’ perspective:  
“Local woman is producing daily food”. Visit Iran web site  
https://www.visitiran.ir/attraction/gilan-rural-heritage-museum 

According to environmental psychology theories, common links are created 
between the environment, human experience and behaviour, and these links 
manifest as interactions, negotiations, actions and human experiences with the 
social, aesthetic, emotional and physical dimensions of the environment.2

In the case of the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum, each architectural form plays 
a strong role in arousing positive responses in museum visitors. According to 
environmental psychology theories, this combination of experiences can have 
significant impacts on these visitors. A key part of the appeal is also witnessing 
ways of life in this verdant natural environment. The northern region of Iran is 
renowned for its lush and dense vegetation, making it the most verdant area in 
the country. This region benefits from a unique climate, characterized by high 
rainfall and moderate temperatures, which supports diverse ecosystems, including 
dense forests, thriving agricultural lands and vibrant plant life. The Caspian Sea’s 
proximity further enhances the moisture levels, contributing to the rich greenery 
that sets northern Iran apart from other regions. 

2	 See Gifford (2014) for foundational theories on environmental psychology. 

https://www.visitiran.ir/attraction/gilan-rural-heritage-museum
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From the visitors’ perspective, authenticity is a crucial factor that stimulates 
the visual senses and attracts visitors to the museum space, enhancing positive 
emotions and perceptions. Research findings in articles in this field indicate that 
visitor behaviour is influenced by a combination of architectural elements alongside 
concepts presented from non-urban lifestyles and their perception during visits.

In this museum, architecture and elements of architectural and rural landscape, 
performance, aesthetics and semantics have the greatest impact on visitors’ 
preferences.The identity-building elements of architecture, which enhance visitor 
preferences, encompass the form, structure, symbolism and aesthetics of the subject 
(museum) and the four architectural features of these buildings, which are most 
important for visitors of the Guilan Rural Heritage Museum: scenery, historical 
fabric, beauty (overall and detailed) and authenticity (Mirtaghian Rudsari & 
Nasouti, 2021).

Figure 4: Non-urban lifestyles and visitors’ perception during visits.  
Miras Aria news agency https://www.chtn.ir/photo/14020108280872 

To conclude

The Guilan Rural Heritage Museum is a valuable resource for understanding the 
rich cultural heritage of the region. The museum significantly impacts visitors, 
giving them an increased appreciation for rural culture by fostering cultural 
awareness and providing historical context, a sense of connection to local heritage 
and promoting cultural identity. The lifestyle that this museum teaches citizens is 
living with nature and reminding them of the deep understanding that local people 
have of nature. 

https://www.chtn.ir/photo/14020108280872
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Figure 5: The museum impact on citizens’ perception of rural life.  
Diagram drawn by author

It emphasises that we are all guests of nature and must pass it on to future 
generations as a precious heritage. The experience of the Guilan Rural Heritage 
Museum further demonstrates how field education, alongside visual experiences 
and the interplay of variables considered in the museum’s design, significantly 
enhances citizens’ understanding of the nuances of rural life. They realise that 
human beings are living in a specific and decisive moment in the life of this planet. 
Ultimately, this museum not only emphasises the necessity of preserving nature 
through rural lifestyles but also aims to preserve and present cultural and peripheral 
traditions. 

All of these cultural traditions are harmoniously designed within nature and the 
surrounding environment, clearly showing citizens the rules and etiquette of rural 
life. Visitors gain valuable knowledge, technology and experiences from previous 
generations in economic and material aspects, and they encounter ethical beliefs and 
values in the cultural realm that are more aligned with nature and environmental 
preservation, leading to a change in their perspective and interaction with nature 
and surrounding life. 

This museum successfully provides urban visitors with a blend of rural lifestyles 
and creates a link between generations by reviving the cultural identity and pride of 
rural people, ultimately reconstructing and strengthening behavioural aspects, and 
changing the actions and attitudes of urban residents towards living with nature 
and the necessity of its preservation.
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The Inclusive and Solidary Museum (ISM) project at the National Coach 

Museum, Lisbon, celebrates differences by promoting equality and  

inclusion. The main objective of this project is to provide a unique  

experience for children from disadvantaged neighbourhoods, and young 

people and adults with cognitive and physical disabilities who have never 

visited a museum before.

History  

The National Coach Museum, inaugurated by Queen Amelia on 23 May 1905, 
brings together one of the most impressive collections of historical carriages in the 
world, crossing a timeline from the late 16th century to the end of the 19th century. 
Each vehicle is a masterpiece of craftsmanship, adorned with intricate details, gilded 
wood and luxurious fabrics.

In 2015 a new building with a new exhibition concept was inaugurated, 110 years 
after the original creation of the museum, that aims to establish a more intimate 
relationship between the collection and the visitors. As visitors explore the museum 
they are transported back in time and learn the significance of these vehicles as 
symbols of power and prestige. 

This amazing collection is, to this day, a cultural attraction for tourists from all over 
the world.

Inclusive and Solidary Museum: 
The National Coach Museum Project
Mário Nuno Antas

a b s t r a c t
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Figure 1: Postcard of the museum in 1905 (Ancient Riding School)

Figure 2: New building of the museum in 2015. Photographer: Pedro Beltrão
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Figure 3: Details of exhibition display. Photographer: Pedro Beltrão

Figure 4: Details of exhibition display. Photographer: Pedro Beltrão

The museum – a space of belonging

In an era where societal values are shifting towards inclusivity and solidarity, 
cultural institutions are responsible for reflecting and supporting these principles. 
The traditional definition of a museum as a place for the elite or highly educated 
has become outdated. Today, museums must be accessible to all members of society, 
regardless of background, ability or socio-economic status.

A museum is not only a space. It is a place where history and memory (of the past, 
present or future) are kept, and its content and message should be transmitted 
to future generations. As key educational and cultural pillars, these institutions 
play a critical role in promoting diversity and fostering community connections. 
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Embracing inclusivity, they create a sense of belonging, enabling all visitors to feel 
welcomed. In practical terms, this means removing physical, social and cultural 
barriers that prevent people from engaging with the museum’s offerings. This 
includes ensuring the museum is accessible to individuals with physical disabilities, 
offering materials and tours in multiple languages, and providing sensory-friendly 
environments for those who have diverse needs.

An Inclusive and Solidary Museum

The National Coach Museum, as a space for non-formal education, provides 
diverse forms of learning through objects and functions as an agent of educational 
transformation. This is especially important in a public institution, with its rich 
history and stunning collection – providing a unique opportunity to be at the 
forefront of this movement. The Inclusive and Solidary Museum (ISM) program 
promotes equality, inclusion and solidarity through education and heritage both in 
exhibits and outreach. 

The stories and perspectives presented in the museum’s exhibitions reflect a wide 
range of voices. While the museum’s collection focuses on Portugal’s royal and 
aristocratic past, concerning mostly horse-drawn vehicles, it also explores how 
these historical narratives intersect with broader societal trends, including the lives 
of everyday citizens, underrepresented groups and marginalized communities.

Through partnerships with diverse communities, our museum develops programs 
that highlight different cultural perspectives on history, art and technology. 
These educational programs, engaging schools, community groups and minority 
populations, bring new audiences into our museum and inspire a deeper 
understanding of Portugal’s heritage from multiple viewpoints.

The main goal of the ISM project is to provide children and young people from 
disadvantaged areas, and people with cognitive and physical disabilities, with the 
opportunity to visit a museum for the first time in their lives. This is a unique 
experience that has the potential to mark forever the lives of these children and 
young people.

Educational projects

“I am a Queen! I am a King!” 

Educational mediators at the museum facilitate a program called “I am a Queen! I 
am a King!” in which students learn about the means of transport of the kings and 
queens of Portugal. The students come from the primary schools of the Union of 
Parishes of Caparica and Trafaria, of AE Monte de Caparica, AE Miradouro de 
Alfazina, AE da Caparica and AE da Trafaria – school institutions that are part of 
the Priority Intervention Educational Territory in the municipality of Almada – as 
well as young people and adults with various disabilities.

This program, which celebrates difference by promoting equality and inclusion, 
has the collaboration of Almada Mundo International Association of Education, 
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Training and Innovation, the entity promoting the #STORIESTHATMATTER 
project and Fundação AFID Diferença Afid Ritmo, Associação Recomeço / 
Recomeço Ritmo and Alma Sã. 

The Educational Service of the museum organises visits for groups of children 
from socially disadvantaged neighbourhoods and adults with cognitive and physical 
disabilities, some from the outskirts of Lisbon. The aim of this activity is for 
children and adults who have never visited a museum – and in many cases have 
never come to Lisbon – to feel included and interact with different realities, people 
and contexts.

The activity consists of two parts, beginning with a guided tour by the museum’s 
cultural mediators of the exhibited collections where the participants learn about 
the history of different means of transportation used by Portuguese kings and 
queens. Then, by the universal language of music, participants with disabilities 
play percussion instruments and interact with young people from disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, imagining the rhythms of the horse hooves as they rattle over the 
streets. This symbiosis makes it possible to perform a creative act through music 
and thus reinterpret heritage.

Figure 5: Performance for a group of young people with intellectual disabilities

Museum on Wheels

To promote the collection of vehicles displayed to visitors with visual impairments, 
we provide a rewarding experience that results in increased knowledge. The 
Museum on Wheels program invites the visitor to discover the museum space and 
the collection through 10 stations with information in Braille, enlarged font and 
embossed images placed in different museum locations and next to different types 
of vehicles. 

Then, with the help of a cultural mediator, visitors put gloves on and touch real 
examples (one of each type of vehicle: coach, berlin, sedan-chair and carriage), 
allowing them to understand the volume and size of the original vehicles, and feel 
textures, materials and components.
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Figure 6: Displays in braille for visually impaired people

Figure 7: Visually impaired visitors feeling textures, materials and components.  
Photographer: Pedro Beltrão

Museum in Movement against Violence

Our aims with this program include placing the museum within the debate 
surrounding issues of non-violence and equality, a place that defends and ensures 
humanist values of respect, mutual assistance and equality, using its collections for 
this purpose. In this way, we play a crucial role in promoting peace, understanding 
and tolerance.
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Museum as an agent of social change

The National Coach Museum, as a powerful agent of social change, has the 
potential to serve as a platform for dialogue on contemporary social issues. By 
engaging audiences, promoting cultural understanding and addressing important 
social issues such as inequality, sustainability or immigration, the museum can 
inspire action and make a significant contribution to positive social change in the 
community and beyond. We want to be a part of this global movement by finding 
ways to address local needs and contribute to developing a stronger and more 
connected society.

Furthermore, our museum is increasingly taking on the role of a cultural hub that 
supports local communities in times of need. For instance, during the COVID-19 
pandemic we offered online educational resources and supported artists and 
freelancers affected by the crisis. 

The role of solidarity in heritage preservation

At its core, solidarity in a museum context is about recognizing that cultural 
heritage belongs to everyone. The history contained within the walls of the 
National Coach Museum is not just the story of kings and queens, but also of the 
craftsmen, workers and everyday people who shaped Portugal’s legacy. Preserving 
this heritage is a collective responsibility and, by fostering a spirit of solidarity, the 
museum can encourage more people to participate in this effort.

Involving the public in the museum’s mission could include volunteer programs, 
collaborative projects and crowdsourced exhibitions. Community members should 
be seen as partners in preserving and promoting the museum’s collections, and 
their contributions should be valued and recognized. When people feel a personal 
connection to cultural heritage, they are more likely to support its preservation and 
share it with future generations.

Figure 8: Storytelling about the museum’s collections and historical figures
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Looking forward: the future of an Inclusive and Solidary Museum

As we look to the future, the National Coach Museum has the potential to be 
a model for other cultural institutions in Portugal and beyond. By embracing 
this project the museum can attract a wider, more diverse audience, enrich its 
educational offerings, and contribute to building a more just and connected society.

Inclusion and solidarity are not just buzzwords: they are essential to the relevance 
and sustainability of museums in the 21st century. With our history and cultural 
significance, we have the responsibility to be a museum for all – a place where every 
visitor feels welcome, every story is told and every individual is valued. In doing 
so, we fulfil our mission not only as guardians of history but as a beacon of social 
progress.

Conclusion

The museum’s participation in programs such as ISM is possible because the 
National Coach Museum is founded on solid values ​​of respect for difference, 
diversity and inclusion.

Museums need to be multicultural spaces where ideas confront each other 
so that new paths of knowledge and interpretation of heritage emerge 
through multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary perspectives, giving voice to 
underrepresented communities in society. 

Museums must promote debate, presenting inclusive visions of heritage while taking 
into account the values of diversity and plurality. The objective is thus to transform 
a museum into a space for educational co-construction and co-production of 
knowledge. This path can only be followed through research and, above all, through 
educational action.
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The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has become known for its interest in 

museums – in all its emirates but, especially in the Emirate of Dubai – as 

museums are considered one of the basic foundations for building national 

identity. Despite the increase of museums and the diversity of their topics, both 

government and private museums have primarily focused their activities and 

programs on strengthening the Emirati national identity. The article presents 

the experience of the Al Shindagha Museums in promoting the national 

identity of the UAE community.

Introduction

Heritage is the consequence of people’s interaction with architectural 
environments, first satisfying basic needs.1 Thus, heritage can be seen as a rich 
record of humanity’s achievements over the ages. It represents material and moral 
values that should be preserved, and carefully studied and evaluated in terms of how 
they could benefit society currently, as well as setting balanced plans for developing 
the communities linked with the deep-rooted past and the ability to exploit this past 
in future aspirations. 

Architecture and urbanism are the result of the intellectual interaction between 
humans and their environment (including tangible and intangible elements) – 
therefore it is important to study the dynamic evolution of creativity of humanity 
through various time periods.2 It can be said that traditional architecture in 
the Emirate of Dubai has genuinely reflected this human experience, a distinct 
intellectual process that must be studied to determine how it can contribute to 
building a better future, and preserve and support Emirati identity.3

1	 Abdel Jaleel, Dr Mohammed Medhat, Traditional Architecture in the United Arab Emirates, Zayed 
Heritage Centre, 2000.

2	 Ibid.
3	 Al Rostamani, Ahmed. Dubai and its Cultural Heritage, 1990.
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The United Arab Emirates has become known for its interest in museums – in all 
its emirates but, especially in the Emirate of Dubai – as museums are considered 
one of the basic foundations for building national identity. Despite the increase of 
museums and the diversity of their topics, both government and private museums 
have primarily focused their activities and programs on strengthening the Emirati 
national identity. 

Government strategy for museums

The Dubai Government updated its strategic roadmap in 2016. It identifies five 
pillars, the first of which – Talent & Education – aims to develop an environment 
of sustainability that encourages the growth of talent, and builds and inspires the 
next generation of creative artists by integrating culture and arts in the various 
educational levels, developing educational programs, training workshops and 
vocational training. This ecosystem provides motivational, flexible policies that 
contribute to attracting global creative talent and supporting the establishment and 
sustainability of cultural institutions in Dubai.

Dubai has always been a hub for creativity and innovation, as evident in the various 
cultural ventures it has initiated and developed over the years in architecture 
and urbanism, arts, literature and design: Art Dubai Season, Emirates Literature 
Festival, Dubai Design Week and Sikka Art Fair, to name a few. Additionally, 
Dubai is the Middle East’s first city to become a UNESCO “Creative City of Design”, 
making it the first in the region and the 24th in the world. By 2022, Dubai had the 
highest density of museums in a city within the Gulf region. The same year saw the 
opening of the Museum of the Future, an architectural icon decorated with Arabic 
calligraphy, along with the launch of EXPO 2020, delayed due to the Covid-19 
pandemic. 

We can see another example of Dubai as a hub for creativity and innovation in 
its work with ICOM, taking an original and creative approach to planning and 
organising the 2025 ICOM General Conference, guaranteeing cohesive and 
engaging programs.

The development of museums

During the 50 years of the United Arab Emirates’ existence, the number of 
museums in the country increased from one museum in 1969 to nearly 200 
museums today, distributed throughout the country, according to the table below.
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Governmental Private

Abu Dhabi 11 26

Dubai 16 23

Sharjah 25 31

Ajman 3 1

Umm Al Quwain 2 6

Ras Al Khaimah 1 33

Fujairah 5 121

The total 63 132

General total 195

Figure 1: Number of museums in United Arab Emirates today. Source: ICOM UAE

For example, the Dubai Culture & Arts Authority has founded the Etihad Museum. 
A dynamic 21st century museum, Etihad Museum is focused on inspiring visitors 
with the story of the founding of the UAE through experience-driven exhibitions, 
interactive programmes and education initiatives. The 25,000 m2 landmark is 
fittingly located at the very place where the UAE was founded in 1971. 

The iconic Dubai Creek area has become the home of the Al Shindagha Museum, 
the largest outdoor museum in the UAE, where visitors can experience the vibrant 
history of Dubai. It was developed as part of an initiative to transform the creek 
into a regional culture and traditional centre. It delights its visitors with a taste of 
Dubai, widely known for its openness and progressive thinking. Dubai’s culture and 
traditions are at the heart of the Al Shindagha Museum, where people from near 
and far can learn about our fascinating past. The museum also highlights Dubai’s 
shared heritage with the region and wider world.

Museums have developed and their display methods have evolved according to the 
latest modern technologies. In the past, the establishment of museums was limited 
to castles and fortresses spread throughout the country, such as Qasr Al Hosn in 
Abu Dhabi, which was built in 1761 AD by Sheikh Shakhbut bin Dhiyab Al Nahyan 
to become the Museum of the History of Social Life in Abu Dhabi.

Al Fahidi Fort in Dubai, which was built in 1797, has become the Dubai National 
Museum, which displays the political, social and economic history of Dubai. The 
forts of Sharjah, Ajman, Umm Al Quwain, Ras Al Khaimah and Fujairah have also 
become national museums to display the history of the local community.

With the development of interest in the culture and civilization of the United 
Arab Emirates and its position in the world, focus was placed on creating museums 
throughout the country. An important example is the Louvre Abu Dhabi museum, 
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which was designed by the architect Jean Nouvel in an area of ​​24,000 square metres, 
with a dome made of 7850 pieces of solid iron in different shapes. The sun’s rays 
enter through these openings reminiscent of the flow of light through palm fronds. 

There are also a number of new and important museums on Saadiyat Island, 
which is considered the Museum Island in Abu Dhabi, including: the Al Maqta 
Fort Museum (Fig. 2), the Zayed National Museum (opened in 2024), the Natural 
History Museum (opened in 2025), the Guggenheim Museum Abu Dhabi, the 
Maritime Heritage Museum, and the Etihad Museum in Dubai. 

Figure 2: Al Maqta Fort Museum. Source: DCT. Abu Dhabi

The Etihad Museum (Fig. 3), one of our national icons, was built on the site where 
the UAE was founded with the signing of the Union Agreement between the rulers 
of the seven emirates in the Union Building. It was designed by the Canadian firm 
Moriyama Toshima Architects, reflecting the international contribution to the 
development of many Emirati museums. The museum is specially honoured to 
hold the first flag raised on the country’s soil by all the rulers of the United Arab 
Emirates.
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Figure 3: Etihad Museum in Dubai. Source: Dubai Culture

Museum of the Future

The Museum of the Future, with its outstanding architecture, combining past, 
present and future, has drawn global audiences to Dubai. In its own words, the 
Museum of the Future, is a “beacon of hope”.

We are home for optimistic imagination, committed to a more sustainable future for 

all. Our goal is to inspire and empower people to positively shape humanity’s next 

chapter.
4

Al Shindagha Museum 

The preservation of the Al Shindagha neighborhood dates back to 1891. It is one 
of the most important historical districts of Dubai due to its residential houses, 
historical mosques and defensive forts, depicting original heritage and traditions. 
Some of the buildings had been demolished while walls and ceilings of others had 
developed cracks. The Municipality of Dubai, represented by the Architectural 
Heritage and Archaeology Department, strived to preserve this ancient 
neighbourhood.

The area overlooks the main natural landmark of the Emirate: the famous Dubai 
Creek (Figure 4 and 5). It is also the area where the ruling family resides.

The Municipality of Dubai has undertaken extensive restoration works, including 
restoring buildings, turning the Al Shindagha neighborhood into a heritage centre 
and a major cultural and tourist landmark in Dubai, known for its historical 
museums, traditional marketplaces and numerous restaurants.

4	 https://museumofthefuture.ae/en/about-us [Accessed 24 April 2025].

https://museumofthefuture.ae/en/about-us
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Figure 4: Al Shindagha Neighborhood. Source: Dubai Municipality

Figure 5: Al Shindagha Neighborhood. source: Dubai Municipality

Al Shindagha Museum programming

To bring the Al Shindagha Museum to life for a range of audiences, a vibrant and 
changing programme of unique, appealing, participatory and social programmes 
and events are offered, catering to a breadth of visitor interests and needs. They are 
based on several principles:

	· Offer a broad and changing programme of quality experiences.
	· Share a sense of place and identity.
	· Allow visitors to explore the museum’s themes and stories from diverse 

angles.
	· Reflect the needs, motivations and interests of the museum’s various 

audiences.
	· Provide rich social interaction and participation.

A range of programs are offered – for schools, families, people with special needs 
and senior citizens, as well as holiday camps and festivals. 
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School groups are invited to experience a multi-sensory journey into our region’s 
collective history, customs and traditions. With over 20 houses to visit, stories to 
share and cultural experiences to explore, every school visit is a meaningful, fun and 
memorable experience for students and teachers with specific cultural knowledge 
that is directly linked to their academic curriculum. One of the key programming 
objectives is to raise awareness of Al Shindagha Museum as a family-friendly 
destination with a wide range of offerings that can be enjoyed by children and their 
families. This is achieved through drop-in weekend programs. 

Al Shindagha Museum is in active pursuit of providing accessible workshops and 
experiences for people with special needs to share the rich knowledge of Emirati 
heritage. Workshops and tours have been carefully curated to meet the specialised 
needs of this audience and have been offered both at the museum premises and as 
part of outreach programs.

As part of Al Shindagha Museum’s social responsibility and commitment to the 
local community, specialised programs have been organised for senior citizens 
visiting the museum to facilitate intergenerational collaboration. 

Al Shindagha Museum regularly offers holiday camps for children during the winter 
and summer breaks to share the Emirati heritage with the younger generation 
through an entertaining and impactful program. Camps include collaboration with 
artisans that demonstrate Emirati craftsmanship in addition to hosting hands-on 
workshops and guided museum tours. 

During special times of the year Al Shindagha Museum hosts large scale events and 
festivals with a rich program of performances, workshops, and food and retail areas 
to celebrate and share Emirati heritage with a wide range of audiences. 

Highlight programs

	· Hag Al Laila 
An event that revives the tradition of Hag Al Laila through an immersive 
narrative where children sing and walk around the Sikkas (narrow lanes 
between buildings in the middle of residential neighbourhoods, where 
children wander around collecting candy from neighbours as part of cultural 
activities).

	· Jewellery making: the Marriyah necklace 
A popular drop-in workshop for participants to make their own iconic 
Emirati necklace called the Marriyah. 

	· Boat building 
An interactive experience for participants to learn about the craft of 
traditional boat building by constructing a replica of a traditional boat. 

	· Medkhan making 
A hands-on workshop that guides participants through the making of a 
Medkhan (incense burner) using clay. The Medkhan is a staple in Emirati 
practices of hospitality and perfumery. 
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	· Isa’mah wearing 
A guided demonstration by our Emirati cultural guides on how to wear the 
traditional Isa’mah – an Emirati headpiece for men.

	· Lantern making 
A paper-based activity that brings whimsical joy to families with young 
children and an interactive twist to museum advertising kits.5 

Conclusion

The role of museums today is more than preserving collections, as was the case 
in the UAE 50 years ago. The museum concept has developed and transcended to 
other important roles in society, the most important of which is education through 
museums. It is of utmost importance that the next generation learns to consolidate 
national identity in its behaviour, customs and traditions. This was crystallized in 
the mission and principles of the Al Shindagha Museum.

The various activities and events carried out by the museum’s administrators are 
based on what is displayed and carefully selected in the museum to consolidate 
these values ​​and principles on which the people of the Emirates grew up, including 
the authentic customs and traditions of love of homeland, courage, tolerance, 
hospitality, generosity, community service, constant cooperation for good, and 
concerted efforts to overcome difficulties and achieve success. Great things can 
be achieved with determination, along with joining hands to make life easy for 
everyone and extend a helping hand to those in need everywhere.

This spirit has been reflected to everyone, and Dubai has become a destination for 
the world, and the Emirates’ museums have become a beacon that illuminates the 
path to the future.

5	 The museum advertising group consists of slogans and posters that express museums and their 
importance to education, sustainability, etc., and utilize lanterns by hanging slogans on them as 
additional advertisements with lighting.
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ICOM’s museum definition states that these are places “open to the public, 

accessible and inclusive’’. In current discussions on diversity, accessibility and 

inclusivity in museums, one demographic grouping is often unconsidered – the 

older population or so-called seniors. There have been attempts to define in 

politically correct terms what is traditionally known as old age. Why are our 

museums and cultural institutions unsure of how to provide for the needs of 

what was once the most honoured sector of our population?

This paper will address this issue and give examples of how three institutions in 

Costa Rica have overcome some of the challenges involved in creating open and 

comfortable cultural spaces for an aging population. By recording and sharing 

programs of the National Theatre of Costa Rica, the Museum of Costa Rican Art 

and the Cultural Centre of Spain, it is hoped that more special programming of 

this type will become part of our cultural institutions’ daily activities.

Stretching our Museums’ Reach: cultural institutions, inclusivity and senior citizens… 
hmmm, wait a minute, the elderly? Or maybe, the mature? Let’s get real. I’m 
old. And it is a grand joy and privilege to be so, because as my father used to say: 
“What’s the alternative?” We live in a society where being old is considered a 
negative aspect of life – generating the invention of the word ageism – a term which 
refers to the stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination towards others or oneself 
on the grounds of age. We are told to use politically correct terminology: senior 
citizens, golden years, elderly, mature. But by the very necessity of having to choose 
euphemisms, we are showing our negative reflection on the idea of growing old. 
Therefore, throughout this paper I will use old and older to refer to the subgroup of 
the population to which I am referring, in order to celebrate the old, not disparage 
it. “Old” does not need to be considered a negative.
Once, our older citizens were considered wise, with experiences and stories to 
share which were readily received by those around them; now, more often, they 
are burdened with many challenges as our society tends to push them aside, not 
taking their real needs or opinions into consideration, no longer respecting them 

Stretching Our Museums’ Reach
Jody Steiger
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as productive persons in our society, treating them as little children – or as Ann 
Lamott says: “and I, like all older people, have been dropped”.

1

Women especially suffer from this prejudice. We are somehow held up to a higher 

standard. Men can grow bald with panache, whereas when a woman’s hair begins to 
fall out, there is a crisis in the air as she is told with a sad countenance “it’s your age”. 
Or if she chooses to wear a bikini is told “act your age” and not feel as if she were 
still and “Forever 18”, as in the image from the exhibit Estirando el Tiempo

2. (Please 
feel free to access the image at: https://www.facebook.com/HippiesPhilippines/
photos/forever-young/1064318539064218/)

I want to emphasize how cultural institutions can help in reaching our older 
citizens, restoring their place in society, and quashing the prejudice that society 
feels and shows towards this sector of our population. I will share three examples of 
how we have addressed this issue in Costa Rica to reiterate my belief that we must 
begin to change the role of museums in both reaching out to older people, asking 
and seeking to find what they themselves describe as their needs, and helping to 
change the stereotypical way that society has often treated and viewed them. The 
way we invite older visitors is much more than just adding ramps for wheelchairs, 
having available elevators and putting benches in each gallery. Rather, it has to do 
with programming, and the way older people are regarded and treated. Our cultural 
institutions must help to raise awareness of today’s challenges and point out what 
can, and should, be our future path. 

A few years ago, at the height of President Trump’s first term visa crack-down 
on people from Muslim-majority countries, I visited MoMA in New York. The 
curatorial staff of the museum, led by Christophe Cherix, Chief Curator of drawings 
and prints, noted that the curators of MoMA were engaged in a protest to raise 
awareness of the situation, stating:

A number of artists in our collection suddenly couldn’t travel the way they used to 

and share their work and ideas. We wanted to reaffirm the belief that museums 

should be a place where people from all over the world can gather.
3

The works of these artists were hung throughout the fifth floor of the museum 
accompanied by a wall text (quoted below) which made explicit the institution’s 
position on the issue, and strove to raise awareness of the objectionable executive 
order:

This work is by an artist from a nation whose citizens would be denied entry into 

the United States according to recent presidential executive orders. This is one of 

1	 Lamott, A. 2024. [Online]. All that is true about aging is illuminated on a walk, The Washington 

Post. Available at: https://img2.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/03/14/anne-lamott-aging-
life-friends-vision/ [Accessed 8 April 2025].

2	 In a later section of this paper, I will speak of Elizabeth Ross’s exhibition Estirando el Tiempo.

3	 Quito, A. 2017. [Online]. MoMA has swapped out Picasso and Matisse paintings for works by 
artists from Muslim-majority countries. Quartz. Available at: https://qz.com/902880/moma-has-
swapped-out-picassos-and-matisses-for-works-by-artists-from-iran-iraq-and-syria-to-protest-
trumps-travel-entry-ban [Accessed 9 April 2025]. 

https://www.facebook.com/HippiesPhilippines/photos/forever-young/1064318539064218/
https://www.facebook.com/HippiesPhilippines/photos/forever-young/1064318539064218/
https://img2.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/03/14/anne-lamott-aging-life-friends-vision/
https://img2.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2024/03/14/anne-lamott-aging-life-friends-vision/
https://qz.com/902880/moma-has-swapped-out-picassos-and-matisses-for-works-by-artists-from-iran-iraq-and-syria-to-protest-trumps-travel-entry-ban
https://qz.com/902880/moma-has-swapped-out-picassos-and-matisses-for-works-by-artists-from-iran-iraq-and-syria-to-protest-trumps-travel-entry-ban
https://qz.com/902880/moma-has-swapped-out-picassos-and-matisses-for-works-by-artists-from-iran-iraq-and-syria-to-protest-trumps-travel-entry-ban
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several such artworks from the Museum’s collection installed throughout the 5th floor 

galleries to affirm the ideas of welcome and freedom as vital to this Museum, as they 

are to the United States.4

We have seen other examples of how cultural institutions have been at the 
forefront of raising awareness of women’s equality, racism, LBGTQIA+ rights and 
decolonization. I believe this is the same role museums must take today to debunk 
the aspects of ageism. We have tried to raise consciousness about these challenges 
for our older population in Costa Rica.

Teatro al Mediodía (Noontime Theatre) 

Teatro al Mediodía is a program of short, high-quality cultural performances that 
take place in the Teatro Nacional – named a National Symbol of Architectural 
Historical Heritage and Cultural Freedom – and includes a visit to the permanent 
collection of art. The program was originally produced to draw office workers in 
downtown San José to the Theatre during their lunchtime, to open the National 
Theatre to a wider public, promoting the democratisation of the arts. After 15 years 
it became apparent that it was the most appropriate way for older people to visit 
the National Theatre. With a repertoire of dance, music and theatre performances 
lasting 50 minutes and an entry cost of just a few dollars, the cultural institution 
fills every Wednesday at noon with hundreds of people who enjoy the building’s 
permanent art collection and then see a performance. 

It has become the favourite cultural event of older citizens, who are often 
accompanied by their grandchildren, helping to promote intergenerational 
cultural activity. As one older gentleman put it, he could go out and return 
before dark to have a wonderful cultural experience, use public transportation 
safely during the day as he no longer felt comfortable driving, and all at an 
affordable price. Sometimes the public comes early to view the building and 
permanent collection prior to the performance; often they stay later. Teatro 

al Mediodía has brought back a previously left-behind generation to the main 
cultural heritage site in the country. 

Convivencias Culturales (Living Together Culturally) 

Convivencias Culturales are visits for older people guided by older people in the 
Museum of Costa Rican Art (MAC) organised with ICOM-CR and AcciónArte. 
Instead of the usual arts and crafts version of the visits, so often the prevalent 
methodology in our museums, visitors are asked their opinion of the art they are 
seeing and have conversations about the works of art. 

4	 Taken directly from the wall text when this author visited the museum.
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Figure 1: Conviviencias Culturales, Museo de Arte Costarricense, archives AccionArte 

With a methodology based on Visual Thinking,5 conversations are opened not by 
a statement of who painted the work, or when, but with a question: What do you 
see that is possibly happening in this painting? The tour is guided by older people 
as well, so it becomes a peer-to-peer experience. There are younger museum 
facilitators as well to help promote an inter-generational experience. 

Artist Zulay Soto, one of the founders of ICOM Costa Rica, and the first director of 
the Costa Rican Jade Museum, led a group to see an exhibition in which one of her 
own paintings was exhibited. She led a conversation on what the group was seeing, 
what they thought could be happening in the work, what it made them think about. 
They were quite loquacious, and the conversation continued with questions by 
both the artist to the group, and the viewers to the artist. It bloomed into a deep 
conversation on this and other works of art. 

We work with two groups of older people at a time: one from day centres 
(participants live at home and spend the day at the centre) and one from assisted 
living facilities (participants live in the facility). The groups are mixed and 
participate in smaller groups of 15 each. By mixing the two groups they benefit 
from each other’s participation and share their experiences. Often, older people feel 
uncomfortable in public spaces. And so, we bring the same group (15 participants 
from each institution) for three monthly visits to the same museum. They begin 
to feel more comfortable each time. There is an introductory session in the living 
facility where we work with images of the art, hoping to encourage participation in 
the visits. 

5	 Visual Thinking is a principal of cognitive psychologist Rudolf Arnheim. Perception and the 
input of visual information produce behaviours, emotions, ideas and experiences in response to 
perceived images. For more information see Arnheim, R. 1969. Visual Thinking, Berkeley and Los 
Angeles: University of California Press.
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Figure 2: Conviviencias Culturales,  
Museo de Arte Costarricense, archives AccionArte

One woman, Ruth, a wheelchair-user, hadn’t left the facility since she arrived except 
to visit her children’s homes. She chose to come with us to the Museum of Costa 
Rican Art after the initial session. Another moving experience was with Arabella, an 
advanced Alzheimer’s patient, who was accompanied by her facilitator. During her 
first visit she watched, looked around. During her second visit, after listening actively 
to the others, she raised her hand and said, “It’s pretty; it’s so pretty”. She hadn’t 
participated in group conversations before, either in the museum or in the facility 
where she lives, and her words brought tears to her facilitator’s and others’ eyes.

Rather than a quick walk through of the entire exhibit, each group of 15 has a 
conversation about one or two works (approximately 45 minutes), and then share a 
snack, after which there is another conversation about one or two additional works. 
Being together and talking about art creates a warm and safe place to talk, share 
memories and ideas, and not be alone. 

Estirando el Tiempo – o Como no Caer en la Histeria  

(Stretching Time – or How Not to Fall into Hysterics)

Estirando el Tiempo – o Como no Caer en la Histeria was an exhibition at the Spanish 
Cultural Centre in San José, Costa Rica, from March through June 2024, after two 
previous events at the Museo de la Ciudad de Querétero, Mexico and the Museo del 
Metro, Mexico, D.F.6 

6	 https://www.metro.cdmx.gob.mx/comunicacion/nota/el-stc-presenta-muestra-grafica-sobre-el-
envejecimiento-femenino-en-el-museo-del-metro [Accessed 24 April 2025].

https://www.metro.cdmx.gob.mx/comunicacion/nota/el-stc-presenta-muestra-grafica-sobre-el-envejecimiento-femenino-en-el-museo-del-metro
https://www.metro.cdmx.gob.mx/comunicacion/nota/el-stc-presenta-muestra-grafica-sobre-el-envejecimiento-femenino-en-el-museo-del-metro
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Figure 3: Poster for the exhibit in Costa Rica;  
photograph taken by this author

This exhibit shows the reality of being old not just for its challenges but also for its 
joys and its celebration of life. It is the objective of curator Elizbeth Ross, to help 
raise consciousness in the public and thwart stereotypes in society’s mind, as she 
explained to me while we viewed her untitled photograph, in which she asks us to 
think about, reimagine and redefine old age and all its manifestations.

Figure 4: “Inari stretching time”, from the exhibition Stretching Time – or 
How Not to Fall into Hysterics, Elizabeth Ross 2016-2018
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In this exhibition we are asked to look at the theme of aging based on a five-year 
investigation by curator and artist Ross, who has brought together different views 
on the subject. There is beauty here in aging and Ross shows it throughout her 
exhibition. She has taken works of other artists along with anonymous images from 
the internet showing the life of the old from a different point of view. Older bodies 
can be beautiful. Older people can be attractive. Older people can be productive. In 
the words of the catalogue:

…to see aging from the body itself, to defend the process not only as natural, but 

as enriching and fruitful, and to point out the multiple facets that have remained 

invisible in a society that considers only young bodies productive.
7

We are moved by the beauty in an old face; encouraged by the productivity of those 
who remain active, regardless of their age.

Figure 5: https://stockcake.com/i/elderly-woman-s-
gaze_869903_878258, Public Domain [Accessed 1 May 
2025]

Figure 6: https://stockcake.com/i/senior-at-
computer_1065811_873754, Public Domain, 
[Accessed 30 April 2025]

At each opening the curator invites all those present to add strips of a special tape 
to their faces, creating wrinkles. They take selfies of themselves and photos of each 
other; they giggle. And then they speak about how it makes them feel.

7	 From the exhibition catalogue, Museo de la Ciudad de Querétaro, México.

https://stockcake.com/i/elderly-woman-s-gaze_869903_878258
https://stockcake.com/i/elderly-woman-s-gaze_869903_878258
https://stockcake.com/i/senior-at-computer_1065811_873754
https://stockcake.com/i/senior-at-computer_1065811_873754
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Figure 7: Performance of adding wrinkles, photograph from the inauguration of the exhibit  
at the Museo de la Ciudad de Querétaro, Mexico

In words from the catalogue of the exhibition in the Museo de Metro, this group 
exhibition: 

…addresses the theme of old age based on the experience and self-representation of 

women, recorded in her artistic work with humour, frankness, reflexivity, energy, 

and astuteness… [Elizabeth Ross] confirms that creation is a vital way to confront 

both the social stereotypes on this topic as well as the experience of transformation 

of one’s relationship with oneself, and that in it we encounter both our diversities 

and our similarities. A central aspect that emerges is, undoubtedly, the way of 

experiencing, facing, living with and sharing the transformations of one’s own body 

over time, in its external image and its inner experiences, as in this image of a 

woman and her lover after a mastectomy…

(Please feel free to access the image at: https://www.nssgclub.com/en/
lifestyle/26091/rankin-the-joy-of-later-life-sex)

…as well as the ways in which these changes produce an adjustment in our 

perceptions of and relationships with others, and with one’s own history. Thus, this 

exhibition makes visible and invites us all to a dialogue about fundamental aspects 

that are too often hidden in the public arena, and that concern us all.
8

One gets older. We sit and stare at the future and at the path that lies before us, as 
we did as children. There is no change in our personage. Elizabeth Ross states: 

…at the end of the day, these are popular and playful images that remind us that we 

are old, or that we are going to be so in the inevitable future, if we are lucky. And yes, 

the body decays, but the pride of living never.
9

8	 From the exhibition catalogue, courtesy of Museo del Metro, DF Mexico.
9	 Ibid.
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We think we know what our older people want and need – as we think we do 
with all the sectors with whom we work, but we do not really know those needs 
and wants unless we listen to the community from which they come. In Teatro al 

Mediodía we came to realize that the needs of the elderly had to do with visiting 
museums while it was still light out and while public transportation was readily 
available; shorter visits that fit their time schedules; and lower costs that were 
affordable to this audience. 

With Convivencias Culturales, we want to hear what the visitors are thinking about 
what they are seeing; offering them the chance, at their speed, their own rhythm, 
to talk about the images and works they are viewing, describing the memories that 
come from the visual experience. The art becomes a vehicle for their conversation 
and interaction in a safe environment.

With Estirando el Tiempo, we realize that older people can still be sexy, or attractive, 
or productive, or loved, and they want to see true life representations of themselves 
as they really are, without the judgement and prejudice inherent in ageism. 

In ICOM’s museum definition we reiterate that museums must operate and 
communicate with the participation of communities. It is incumbent upon us to reach 
out to the different groups within our communities; get to know what they really 
want in their visits to our cultural institutions; and prepare programming that truly 
represents those needs. In so doing, we can best serve them. 

The ICOM definition also mentions the need to offer experiences for reflection – 
museums creating awareness. Museums must help raise public consciousness of the 
needs, joys and challenges in our contemporary world, and adjust programming and 
methodologies to comply with what is relevant to each group within our societies. 
Ageism is one of the many challenges and prejudices that must be so addressed by 
our cultural institutions. 

I hope that you all have the same joy and privilege as I have, to become old.

Figure 8: “When all disappears”, from the exhibition Stretching Time – or  
How Not to Fall into Hysterics, Elizabeth Ross 2016-2018.
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An exceptionally ambitious new museum project is underway in Finland. 

The goal is to create a completely new, world-class architecture and design 

museum. The project enjoys broad societal support from both the public and 

private sectors, based on strong confidence in the museum’s transformative 

ability to renew our culture, enrich the quality of life in diverse ways, and 

strengthen regional and national vitality. Currently, a design competition 

for the new museum building is in progress, with the aim of opening the 

museum’s doors to the public in Helsinki’s South Harbor in 2030. The museum 

project demonstrates the expectations placed on museums in this era and how 

museums can be seen as a solution for building a better future.

The New Museum of Architecture & Design Helsinki, 
and the Transformative Power of Museums
Carina Jaatinen

a b s t r a c t
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Figure 1: South Harbor area in the very heart of our capital, Helsinki, is currently going through a larger 
reconstruction phase. The area in the foreground of the picture is currently used by port traffic, but in near 
future, the cruisers and passenger terminal will move to another location, and a transformation will start 
to change this whole harbor area into a new pedestrian city center and a seaside trail around the shores 
of Helsinki. The area includes a separate slot for the building of the new Architecture & Design Museum 
Helsinki. Photo: Sami Saastamoinen. © Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design

Background – bottlenecks of museum development

The development work for the new museum is currently progressing at a rapid 
pace. However, the journey to this point has been long and complex. As is typical, 
this museum project also has decades of history, rooted in very practical needs.

The Design Museum (founded in 1873) and the Museum of Finnish Architecture 
(founded in 1956) are among the oldest museums in their respective fields globally. 
Their collections are significant both nationally and internationally, and both have 
long held a legally recognized status in Finland as specialized national museums 
in their respective fields. The museums are located side by side in the same block 
near the center of Helsinki. However, both museums have faced challenges due to 
cramped and unsuitable facilities that do not allow for the development of museum 
activities to meet modern technical requirements and public expectations.

Over the decades, the museums and their closest stakeholders from the fields of 
architecture and design have made several initiatives to resolve the space problem. 
Architecture and design have played a key role in building Finland as a Nordic 
welfare state. The Nordic application of modernism, grounded in a close connection 
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with nature, equal rights and opportunities, and bringing beauty and quality to 
everyday life through design for all, has laid the foundation for the development 
that has resulted in Finnish architecture and design being widely appreciated 
internationally, and Finland consistently ranking among the happiest countries in 
the world.

So, in principle, there has been a long-standing consensus among the different 
stakeholders that Finnish architecture and design deserve decent museum facilities 
so they can be properly showcased to both national and international visitors. 
However, this alone has not been enough to build a broader support around the 
idea of establishing and investing in new premises, let alone a new museum. The 
state and the City of Helsinki were also aware of the different initiatives and had 
participated in the discussions along the years, but the incentives for making 
political decisions and resolving the problem with the facilities were lacking until 
recent years.

Figure 2: The Architecture & Design Museum Helsinki is currently located in an old school building from 1894 
(on the right), and in a building designed for scientific societies from 1899. Both buildings are protected, but 
they do not meet the conditions required for museum operations. Photo on the left Heikki Humberg. Photo on 
the right Paavo Lehtonen. © Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design 

The idea of a world class museum emerges 

Over the past few decades, there has been many initiatives to establish a new 
museum of architecture and/or design in Helsinki, but the effort to open a 
Guggenheim Museum in Helsinki that ultimately failed opened the door to the idea 
of a truly world-class museum. 
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When Janne Gallen-Kallela-Sirén, then director of the Helsinki Art Museum, 
introduced his connections to the Guggenheim Foundation to the political 
leadership of Helsinki in 2011, some city leaders and politicians saw the potential 
collaboration as an attractive opportunity to elevate Helsinki’s international profile 
among the world’s metropoles. Within the cultural and museum sectors, there was 
also enthusiasm for the unprecedented vision of establishing a new art museum in 
Helsinki with an international profile and brand.

The initiative to establish the Guggenheim Helsinki Museum was promoted for 
five years. Despite colorful political debates, numerous decisions, an international 
architectural competition held in 2014-2015, and various implementation 
proposals, the project was ultimately rejected by the Helsinki City Council in 
2016. Despite its recognized potential, the project failed due to concerns about the 
sustainability of its business model, particularly the high licensing fees and reliance 
on a foreign brand. The state was also unwilling to fund a museum that did not 
have its own collections but proposed instead to utilize the design and architecture 
collections of existing Finnish museums.1 

Although the Guggenheim Foundation’s proposal was rejected, the intense public 
debate made it clear that the idea of a new museum of international profile to 
Helsinki sparked significant interest and passion.

Finland decides to establish a new museum

The idea of a new internationally significant museum in Helsinki had taken root in 
people’s minds. In 2017, the Finnish government and the City of Helsinki jointly 
commissioned a study to explore whether the idea of a new architecture and design 
museum could be pursued, and what kind of museum it should be.

The study, completed in 2018 and based on extensive interviews, strongly 
recommended the establishment of a new museum.2 The results of the study were 
well received, leading to the launch of a New Architecture and Design Museum 
project in 2021 by the State of Finland and City of Helsinki, in collaboration 
with the Design Museum and the Museum of Finnish Architecture.3 The goal of 
the project was set to create a world-class museum that would solve the spatial 
challenges of the Museum of Finnish Architecture and the Design Museum, 
capitalize on the potential of Finland’s international reputation in design and 
architecture, and establish an attractive distinguishing factor for Helsinki in 
competition with neighboring cities. A wide range of stakeholders from both 
the public and private sectors, as well as the public, were involved in the process, 
and as the result of the project, an implementation plan and business model for 

1	 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guggenheim_Helsinki_Plan 
2	 Auvinen. T., Kullberg, M., Teräs, U. 2019. Museum of Future Making. Proposed model for 

the realisation of the new museum of architecture and design. City of Helsinki and Ministry of 
Culture and Education. Helsinki. Available at: https://okm.fi/en/-/helsinkiin-suunnitellaan-
maailmanluokan-arkkitehtuuri-ja-designmuseota. [Accessed 27 March 2019].

3	 https://www.admuseo.fi/eng-articles/
next-steps-for-planning-a-new-museum-for-architecture-and-design

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guggenheim_Helsinki_Plan
https://okm.fi/en/-/helsinkiin-suunnitellaan-maailmanluokan-arkkitehtuuri-ja-designmuseota
https://okm.fi/en/-/helsinkiin-suunnitellaan-maailmanluokan-arkkitehtuuri-ja-designmuseota
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the new museum was published in 2024 to serve political decision making and 
fundraising.4

In the meanwhile, the City of Helsinki and the Finnish government established 
the Finnish Architecture and Design Museum Foundation as the supporting body 
for the new museum. The existing museums – the Design Museum Foundation 
and the Finnish Museum of Architecture Foundation, along with their collections 
– merged into this new foundation on 1 January 2024. The museum operations 
were transferred to a new museum company (AD Museum Ltd) through a business 
transfer. 

Even if many concrete steps on the way towards the new museum had already 
been taken, it was not until February 2024 that the City of Helsinki and the State 
of Finland finally confirmed their commitment to each contribute with 60 M€ 
(million euros) as capital donations to the Finnish Architecture and Design 
Museum Foundation. Another 30 M€ is being raised from different foundations, 
funds and corporations to reach the set goal of 150 M€ capital. The return of 
that capital will create part of the financial support to the new museum. Other 
key pillars of funding of the new museum will include ticket sales, revenue from 
restaurant and retail services, as well as government subsidies and grants. Thanks to 
its multi-pillar business model, the museum aims to generate an exceptional level of 
self-financing.5

At this moment, the new Architecture & Design Museum Helsinki run by AD-
Museum Ltd will continue operating in the old museum buildings for a few more 
years until the buildings are gradually phased out and a transition to a “wall-less” 
phase will begin, focusing on preparing the new museum’s content, services 
and activities. In the coming years, the organization will evolve into a modern 
international museum entity, while continuing the work of its predecessors as 
the national responsibility museum in their respective fields.

The Architecture and Design Museum Helsinki Museum is founded on a 

promise of a better future!

Why has the new museum project generated so much excitement and interest? 

The decisions by various parties to support the project and invest in a new museum 
are based on confidence that the new museum can meet the diverse needs of key 
stakeholders and society at large. At the heart of this is the high and diverse value of 
Finnish design and architecture to society.

4	 Museum of Future Making. Implementation plan for the New Museum of Architecture and 
Design. [Online]. English summary. 2024. Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture 
and Design. Available at: <https://issuu.com/admuseo/docs/ad-museum-helsinki_summary_feb-
2024> (English summary). [Accessed 5 February 2024]. 

	 Tulevaisuuden tekemisen museo. Uuden arkkitehtuuri- ja designmuseon toteutussuunnitelma. 
[Online]. 2024. Suomen arkkitehtuuri- ja designmuseosäätiö. 2024. Available at: https://
admuseo.fi/museo-2030/#plan (Full version in Finnish). [Accessed 5 February 2024].

5	 Tulevaisuuden tekemisen museo. Uuden arkkitehtuuri- ja designmuseon toteutussuunnitelma. 
[Online]. 2024. Suomen arkkitehtuuri- ja designmuseosäätiö. Available at: See footnote 4.

https://issuu.com/admuseo/docs/ad-museum-helsinki_summary_feb-2024
https://issuu.com/admuseo/docs/ad-museum-helsinki_summary_feb-2024
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From a local, regional, and national perspective, the museum is expected to:

	· Strengthen the image of Helsinki, the capital region, and Finland as an 
attractive cultural destination and creative hub

	· Enrich Helsinki’s urban culture and promote the vitality of the city center
	· Bring international visibility to Finnish architecture and design, thus 

supporting the development of both fields
	· Increase appreciation and understanding of the role of architecture and design 

as tools for building a more sustainable future
	· Promote inclusivity and equality in society by being accessible and welcoming 

to all and collaborating with different communities and minorities
	· Strengthen democracy and civil society, as well as well-being through local 

and national museum services and programs
	· Provide expert services to society based on new knowledge, collections, 

research, and publications
	· And contribute to the local, regional, and even national economy and 

employment

The expectations for the new museum reflect a strong and widespread trust in the 
museum’s transformative power as a catalyst for positive social change. However, 
this trust is not merely a matter of faith; the conclusions about the expected impacts 
have been supported by international and national studies on the social, cultural and 
economic impacts of museums.6 

The new museum of architecture and design, set to open in the early 2030s, is being 
designed and developed with a future-oriented perspective and for the future. It will 
initiate developments that enhance the impact of the creative industries and boost 
the appeal of Helsinki and Finland, with effects that can already be anticipated. 
For example, an analysis of the museum’s economic impact suggests that the 
public funding allocated to the museum will be returned to the economy through 
employment, wages, consumption and taxation.7

6	 Falk, J.H., Claudio, N., Meier, D. 2023. [Online]. Measuring the Public Value of Finnish 
Museum Experiences. Institute for Learning Innovation. Available at: <https://www.
instituteforlearninginnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Measuring-the-Public-Value-
of-Museum-Experiences-FINAL-REVISED.pdf>. [Accessed 20 January 2023].

	 Deloitte: Arkkitehtuuri- ja designmuseon kannattavuusmalli. (Profitability model of the 
Architecture and Design Museum). 1.12.2022.

	 Museums as Economic Engines, a National Report. [Online]. An Economic Impact Study for the 
American Alliance of Museums. Oxford Economics, 2018. Available at: https://www.aam-us.
org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/American-Alliance-of-Museums-web.pdf>. [Accessed 21 
November 2017].

7	 Laakso, S., Urponen, M. 2023. Helsinkiin suunnitellun valtakunnallisen arkkitehtuuri- ja 
designmuseon aluetaloudellisten vaikutusten arviointi. (An Assesment on Regional Economic 
Impact). Kaupunkitutkimus. TA. Attachment 6. Museum of Future Making. Implementation 
plan for the New Museum of Architecture and Design. Foundation for the Finnish Museum of 
Architecture and Design. [Online]. 2024. Available at: See footnote 4.

https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/American-Alliance-of-Museums-web.pdf
https://www.aam-us.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/American-Alliance-of-Museums-web.pdf
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Figure 3: The implementation plan for the new Architecture & Design Museum, Helsinki summarises the 
rational for establishing the new museum into five key aspects. © Foundation for the Finnish Museum of 
Architecture and Design

Rethinking the museum concept

The vision of the new museum is to democratize the tools of design and 
architecture and to encourage everyone to engage in creative thinking and 
problem-solving.8 We believe that combining design thinking and methods with an 
understanding of history and cultural heritage offers a fertile mix of tools that are 
essential civic skills in today’s complex world. We need these tools and new ways of 
meeting, collaborating, and creating together to build a more sustainable future for 
the world.

Through a historical perspective and platform-based thinking, the museum aims to 
critically examine changes in society and creative fields and make complex structures 
understandable and audience-oriented. The museum wants to fulfill its purpose 
of creating new understanding and promoting change by making the tools of 
architecture and design more widely accessible through insightful public engagement, 
experiences and extensive collaboration with diverse stakeholders across society.

Collections, multidisciplinary expertise, and information resources are the 
cornerstones of all museum services, as we want to rethink and build all services as 
part of a holistic experience. In addition to multi-sensory exhibitions, immersive 
experiences and interactive learning opportunities, for instance, the museum’s 
restaurant could offer experiences and lessons in food design, and the shop could 
not just be for shopping but also serve as a platform for borrowing, renting, and 
recycling. 

8	 Museum of Future Making. Implementation plan for the New Museum of Architecture and 
Design. 2024. English summary. Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design. 
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Alongside diverse content-based experiences and services, we want the museum to be 
an open living room for everyone, a place to spend time in an inspiring environment, 
or to relax in spaces that offer opportunities for silence and contemplation.

The new museum’s digital presence will be as significant and ambitious as 
its physical existence, and through new technologies, the museum aims to 
offer services and experiences to an international audience as well. Due to the 
accelerating pace of technological and digital development, we cannot yet imagine 
what kinds of solutions will be available when the museum opens in 2030.

Reaching all these ambitious goals makes the journey from this moment to the 
museum’s opening critically important. In line with our new strategy, we are 
currently launching several key development projects, all of which focus on 
building various critical capacities and capabilities as the first step.

Figure 4: At the new Architecture & Design Museum Helsinki the realms of architecture  
and design will unfold through experimentation, observation and engagement.  
It will tell the success story of Finnish design – as well as outline potential, sustainable futures.  
Its influence will extend worldwide through programs and services delivered across digital  
and virtual platforms. © Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design
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Museum spaces that transform to meet the evolving needs of communities

To find a feasible proposal for a world-class museum building, The Foundation 
for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design, together with the Real Estate 
Company ADM, a real estate company established specifically for this purpose, 
announced a design competition for the new museum building in April 2024. The 
competition is conducted in partnership with the City of Helsinki and the Finnish 
Association of Architects (SAFA). The competition is open, international and 
anonymous, and held in two stages.  

The site for the new museum is located on the waterfront of Helsinki’s historic city 
center, an area of national cultural and historical significance. The competition area, 
Makasiiniranta in South Harbour, is of global interest as it serves as a buffer zone 
for the UNESCO World Heritage Site, the Suomenlinna Sea Fortress. This area will 
undergo a major transformation, turning the current harbor into a vibrant part of 
the city center. It will become a pedestrian-friendly area with high-quality public 
outdoor spaces and multifunctional urban seaside squares.

Creating a centrally located museum of architecture and design in Helsinki requires 
a building of high architectural quality. The competition brief emphasizes the 
museum’s evolving needs, aiming for a structure that supports the institution’s goal 
to redefine the concept of a museum. The building should bring people together 
and provide immersive experiences, with design guidelines focusing on being 
welcoming, unique, creative and flexible. Additionally, the brief sets ambitious 
targets for climate resilience, energy efficiency and minimizing carbon footprint, 
ensuring solutions are both environmentally and financially sustainable.9

The vision for the museum includes co-creation and participatory design, involving 
user groups, stakeholders, and experts throughout the process. A 13-member jury 
of architects, cultural experts and policymakers will assess the competition entries, 
focusing on architectural quality, integration with the cityscape, functionality, 
sustainability and cost feasibility. 

The first phase of the competition closed in August 2024 and 623 received entries 
were revealed in September 2024. The number of entries indicates that Finnish 
design, architecture and museum are clearly in high interest. The competition 
results are planned to be announced in September 2025. 

Key figures 

The new architecture and design museum will serve both domestic and 
international audiences and will also function as the national specialist museum for 
architecture and design, as mandated by museum law. Once completed, the museum 
will be one of the largest in Finland. It aims to attract more than 400 000 on-site 
visitors annually, matching the visitor numbers of the largest museums in the 

9	 Turtiainen, Reetta (Edit.). [Online]. Competition Brief. New Museum of Architecture and 
Design. 2024. AD Museum. Accessible at: <https://www.admuseo.fi/competition> [Accessed 
updated at 12 June 2024].
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Helsinki metropolitan area during their peak years. In addition, the museum will 
target a wide online audience with its digital programs and services.

The annual budget of the new museum will exceed €22 million. With its 
comprehensive services and fundraising models, the museum plans to generate 
more than 50% of its annual budget through self-generated income – an ambitious 
goal supported by multiple revenue streams, including new commercial concepts, 
services, and partnerships, alongside the more typical museum content, programs, 
and services.

The size of the new museum building, 9,000 net square meters, has been tailored 
to the project’s resources and the demanding conditions of its central Helsinki 
waterfront location. The museum building will be constructed and owned by a real 
estate company established specifically for this purpose, with the museum renting 
the premises. 

The collections of the new Architecture and Design Museum Helsinki consist 
of those from the Museum of Finnish Architecture and the Design Museum. 
The collections span from historical craftsmanship through the golden eras of 
Art Nouveau and modernism to international and immaterial innovations in 
contemporary design. The collections include works by approximately 5,500 
designers or design groups.

Key figures

	· Visitors/year 	 < 400 000 
	· Building size 	 < 9000 m² net
	· Annual budget 	 < 22 M€
	· The staff		  < 100 
	· Collections	 < 75 000 objects 

			   < 550 000 drawings 
			   < 280 000 photos 
			   ≈ 1000 scale models
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Figure 5: The nationally and internationally valuable design and architecture collections form the 
foundation of the new museum. Dress by Vuokko Nurmesniemi, photo Max Petrelius. Drawing of 
Liittopankki Bank headquarters by architect P.E. Plomstedt, photo Ilari Järvinen. Negatives of Stockmann 
department store by architect Nils Wasastjerna, photo Ilari Järvinen. Nokia 7260 phone, photo Nokia. 
A1965 pendant lamp by designer Paavo Tynell, photo Rauno Träskelin. All © Foundation for the Finnish 
Museum of Architecture and Design

How to measure the impact? 

The new Architecture and Design Museum Helsinki will positively impact society 
by generating economic value, creating and sharing knowledge, and enhancing 
well-being. The value assessment for the implementation plan of the new museum 
has been made using several studies and assessments. 

In 2023, the City of Helsinki published a report on the regional economic impacts 
of the new museum. The report, which was based on the input-output calculation 
model used in the city’s investment projects, showed that the museum project has 
a positive impact as a large portion of the investments made by the project and 
its funders are returned to the regional and local economy through production, 
employment, wages and consumption. The museum can enhance Helsinki’s appeal 
as a tourist city and increase the “reputational capital” of the city and the region. 
The economic impacts will arise both from the museum’s operations and from the 
additional spending by museum visitors in Helsinki and the surrounding area.10

Another assessment of the impact of the new museum was made using a net 
impact model, created by a Finnish company, Upright Project, which uses machine 

10	 Laakso, S., Urponen, M. 2023. Helsinkiin suunnitellun valtakunnallisen arkkitehtuuri- 
ja designmuseon aluetaloudellisten vaikutusten arviointi. (An Assesment on Regional 
Economic Impact). Kaupunkitutkimus. TA. Attachment 6. Museum of Future Making. 
Implementation plan for the new Museum of Architecture and Design. 2024. English 
summary. Foundation for the Finnish Museum of Architecture and Design.
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learning tools to calculate the impact of organizations based on research data and 
international comparative data. The Upright Project evaluates four categories: 
society, knowledge, health and environment.11

In the society category the museum is counted to generate jobs and tax revenue, and 
to support societal structures and stability, fostering understanding and cohesion. 
It offers a platform for different perspectives and cultural encounters through its 
activities. Regarding knowledge, the museum is counted to produce content that 
generates new knowledge and to publish and share it with the public. The museum 
promotes architectural and design research, which also boosts knowledge creation.

The museum’s services contribute to health and well-being by facilitating 
interaction through courses, workshops and exhibitions. These events bring people 
together, creating shared experiences and enhancing social connections. The 
museum also offers meaningful experiences, such as learning new skills or finding 
inspiration, which benefit well-being.

Though it uses environmental resources and generates emissions, the museum’s 
primary negative impacts are first from construction, and later from event 
productions, short-term exhibitions, and the life cycles of products sold in the 
museum shop. Many of the museum’s services such as guided tours are however, 
environmentally friendly; and the impact profile accumulates from the entire value 
chain of these services.

According to the Upright’s analysis, as a result, the museum’s net impact score 
would be +64%, placing it in the top 11% of over 24,000 analysed companies, and 
implying that the museum uses resources efficiently to create significant positive 
effects in the society.12

11	 Knowledge base. Upright Project.
12	 Knowledge base. Upright Project.
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Figure 6: The net impact ratio of the AD Museum is +64%. The bars pointing to the left in the graph represent 
the museum’s resource use and negative impacts, while the bars pointing to the right depict the positive 
impacts, showing what is achieved with these resources. Only about 11% of the more than 24,000 
organizations analyzed using the same model have a higher score. © Foundation for the Finnish Museum of 
Architecture and Design 

Conclusions

Helsinki and Finland are about to receive a new museum. When the Museum of 
Finnish Architecture and the Design Museum began suffering from overcrowded 
and inadequate facilities decades ago, the goal was to resolve the space issue. 
Over the years, the problem persisted, but the world and the role of museums in 
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society have changed. As we finally approach the solution, the motivation for the 
decision is no longer solely related to spaces that enable the museums to operate 
more professionally and up to date. Instead, they are about the museums’ ability to 
influence societal development and promote positive change.

The case of the new museum of Architecture and Design in Helsinki proves 
clearly the strong public trust in the transformative power of the museum. The 
big investment of both public and private sector to build an internationally 
interesting museum with a strong societal mission reflects a shared value base 
and understanding that culture and cultural heritage have a key role in building a 
sustainable society and future.

Museums have traditionally been among the most trusted institutions in society, 
but awareness of their multifaceted positive societal impacts has only grown as 
their operations and effects have been studied more closely. To demonstrate their 
value to society, their funders, and their owners, museums still need better methods 
for measuring and proving their impact. Successfully increasing knowledge about 
their potential as agents of positive change will strengthen trust in the impact of 
museums and justify future investments in their operations.

Museums can’t of course change the society and the world alone for the better, 
but the public trust in the role of museums as agents for positive change is the 
most valuable asset museums have and gives them a unique position but also 
responsibility to act for the values they represent, together with all sectors and 
actors of our societies.
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Museums and heritage institutions, traditionally seen as treasure boxes of 

knowledge and culture, evolve into vital sanctuaries during crises, offering 

comfort and collective memory. This role was evident after the 9/11 attacks 

and in recent global events. However, as museums increasingly resemble 

commercial enterprises with retail and consumer experiences, they face the 

challenge of maintaining their core mission amidst growing commodification. 

To remain relevant, museums must transition from being merely treasure 

boxes to becoming toolboxes – dynamic spaces that foster genuine engagement 

and societal contribution. Beyond buzzwords like democratisation and 

sustainability, museums should integrate principles of embodied cognition 

and collaborate with diverse organisations. This approach will enhance their 

educational and cultural impact, ensuring they continue to serve as meaningful 

and inclusive spaces for exploration and connection.

Museums and the noise of time

Today, the world is a scary place. Achieving the net zero goal called for in the Paris 
Agreement by 2050 demands social and political mobilisation and collaboration 
between states on a scale and of a quality never seen in the history of humankind. 
Unfortunately, today, when global cooperation and solidarity are needed the 
most, right-wing nationalism is blooming in the European Union, and war is 
bursting with all its violence and unfairness. It results from a technocratic vision 
of politics, economy and society promoted by distant, bureaucratic and non-
political policymakers and public institutions. Many of these were democratically 
elected. And now, questions of our shared cultural identity are, more than ever, at 
the heart of our collective experiment, straining under the rising tension between 
our political and social imaginations. 

Formerly robust movements that championed visions of a brighter future have 
grown silent. The cultural and creative sectors acknowledge their inclination 
toward a retrospective focus, often characterised by a paradigm of coming to terms 
with a troubled past. How can we develop a sense of shared purpose based on a 

Unlocking Museums: 
Shifting From Treasure Box to Toolbox
Inês Bettencourt da Câmara
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commitment to justice, inclusion, diversity and tolerance? How can we deliver a 
healthy planet and the opportunity to flourish to future generations?

Culture is, fundamentally, a process nurtured collectively. It exists as part of the 
wider environment, and it is anchored in the interdependence between parts. Just 
as social and economic conditions determine cultural practices, culture must be in a 
dialogue with our lives. We must recognise this interconnectedness of culture with 
politics, systemic thinking and social tissue. 

Reflecting on Julian Barnes’ 2016 observation, “What could be put up against 
the noise of time? Only that music which is inside us – the music of our being”,1 
museums can become a medium for personal and collective resonance. By shifting 
focus from a nostalgic past to a forward-looking future, museums can act as Trojan 
horses, full of imagination and knowledge. They can use their diverse offerings and 
foster partnerships – be it exhibitions, theatre, dance or music – to inspire optimism 
and resilience, fostering a space with limitless possibilities.

Let’s think of the always fascinating and popular dinosaur collections, an 
inexhaustible theme in popular culture. Basically, they’re not about Tyrannosaurus 
Rex. They’re about fear, time and their fragility. And the mystery of extinction. 
They’re about us. Collections of statues, the Temple of Diana and the Acropolis: 
they’re about beauty and the importance of aesthetics. They’re about us. Collections 
of natural specimens: they’re about biodiversity, science and ambivalence. Ethics: 
they’re about us. A complex and fascinating game of mirrors in which our values, 
dreams and fears are reflected.

The Porto Santo Charter (2021)2 articulates the need for a conception of cultural 
citizenship rooted in pluralism, recognising diverse voices and valuing differences.3 
Reductive interpretations of cultural identity undermine the democratic and 
inclusive vision that culture should embody. The challenge lies in consolidating 
democracy within the cultural sphere by understanding power relations in cultural 
and educational institutions and practices. Cultural participation can potentially 
empower individuals and enhance the quality of democracy.

Museums as places of being

Museums and heritage institutions hold a publicly recognised value that transcends 
their traditional roles as repositories of knowledge and culture. In times of crisis, 
they are more than treasure boxes: they become sanctuaries for the human spirit, 
offering comfort, identity and collective memory. Shortly after the devastating 
attacks on the World Trade Centre in 2001, Phillipe of Montebello, then director of 
the Metropolitan Museum of Art, noted how visitors came to the museum seeking 
solace rather than education or art appreciation (Kimmelman, 2001). 

1	 Barnes, J. 2016. The Noise of Time. London: Jonathan Cape, p. 13. 
2	 Porto Santo Charter, published in 2021, under the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of the 

European Union: https://portosantocharter.eu. Youth Addendum to be published in 2025. 
3	 Ibid.

https://portosantocharter.eu
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The journalist Michael Kimmelman (2001) describes the busy Metropolitan 
Museum of Art reopening on Thursday 13 September 2001, with 8,200 visitors. 
Two encounters merit a first-hand account. Kimmelman describes how Montebello 
finds the artists Helen and Brice Marden in the Islamic galleries. “I always come 
here to look at the calligraphy”, Helen said. 

When our children were little, I took a course that made me come here. I remember 

nothing about the course, but I’ve been returning ever since. And today, it’s comforting 

to come back and see everything still here. All this beauty. And to see the good that 

people do.

A software developer from San Francisco, John Ayers, stranded after his flight was 
cancelled, explained that he was perusing some Islamic bowls and incense burners 
because:

I felt like I needed replenishment. Looking at what’s here refills the battery. I mean in 

terms of compassion.

These visitors found themselves drawn to the museum’s treasures not for their 
artistic value, but for the healing power they represented: symbols of human 
resilience and beauty amidst chaos. Montebello described the museum as a “womb 
of culture”,4 emphasising the unique capacity of museums to offer a space for 
healing when individuals and communities are in need.

Similarly, during the 2011 Egyptian revolution, citizens of Cairo formed a human 
chain around the Cairo Museum to protect it from looters. This act of bravery 
and unity highlights how heritage institutions embody a deeper significance. The 
citizens were not defending the museum for its economic or educational value; 
they were protecting their cultural legacy – symbols and stories that define their 
collective identity. This same sense of urgency was felt during the Notre Dame 
fire in 2019 and more recently during the fire at Copenhagen’s old stock exchange 
in April 2024, where ordinary people risked their safety to preserve artefacts that 
represent centuries of history.

The museum enterprise

So, while museums serve as treasure boxes that preserve and protect communities’ 
cultural and historical legacies, increasing commercialisation risks diluting their 
more profound significance. As they expand into retail, entertainment and 
consumer-driven experiences, there is a growing tension between their role 
as guardians of heritage and the pressures of commodification, where cultural 
treasures risk being treated as products rather than symbols of identity.

Once spaces dedicated to preserving and exhibiting cultural and artistic treasures, 
museums today are increasingly becoming tourist attractions, social hubs and 

4	 App. Kimmelman, M. 2001. Critics’ Notebook; The Solace in Sharing the Beauty of Great Art and 

Music. The New York Times. Consult. May 2024: https://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/17/arts/
critics-notebook-the-solace-in-sharing-the-beauty-of-great-art-and-music.html
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commercial enterprises. From cafés with “art on the side” to LEED (Leadership in 
Energy and Environmental Design)-certified architectural marvels, museums today 
often resemble upscale shopping malls more than cultural institutions. The Louvre 
experience can feel eerily like a shopping centre, prioritising consumer experiences 
over cultural engagement. The Guggenheim’s admission that they are competing 
with entertainment options is a more extreme example of commodification of 
culture.5

This commodification reflects a broader trend in the cultural economy, where value 
is increasingly measured not by public service or societal impact, but by consumer 
appeal. Instead of being seen as a public good, culture can be treated as a product 
or service to be consumed. This shift echoes economist Mariana Mazzucato’s 
(2011) critique6 of mistaking value-extracting activities for value-creating ones. 
In this context, museums are not just preserving history or educating the public 
– they are selling experiences, merchandise and even their brand. By applying 
Mazzucato’s argument, we can discuss how this confusion leads to rising inequality 
and diminished investment in activities that create lasting value. To foster a more 
sustainable and inclusive economy, we must reshape how we think about value and 
the entrepreneurial role of museums – ensuring that these institutions prioritise 
their public service role over market-driven pressures.

As such, the evolution of museums into spaces that offer retail, cafés and other 
consumer-oriented services may seem at odds with their traditional roles. However, 
these services, when approached with care and purpose, are not inherently 
contradictory to the mission of museums. They can enhance the visitor experience, 
foster sustainability and uphold the institution’s core values. 

Museum retail can be designed to reflect the museum’s environmental and 
cultural responsibilities. By curating products that align with the museum’s 
storytelling – such as items inspired by exhibitions or the museum’s heritage – and 
prioritising sustainable, ethically-sourced merchandise, museums can create a retail 
experience that reinforces their mission. This approach extends the educational 
journey beyond the gallery walls and ensures that the products support broader 
environmental responsibility goals, aligning with the museum’s ethos. Similarly, 
museum cafés can enhance visitors’ experience by offering more than just a break. 
Thoughtfully designed spaces can extend the museum’s narrative, offering menus 
that reflect cultural themes or sustainable food practices. 

For museums, this means recognising that every aspect of the visitor experience – 
the exhibitions, retail, cafés or architecture – must be seen as interconnected rather 
than isolated elements. To effectively engage visitors, museums must align their 
mission with every dimension of their operation, ensuring that each component 
supports a coherent and unified experience. 

5	 Lorente, J. P.  2024. Reviewing the ‘Bilbao Effect’ Inside and Beyond the Guggenheim: Its 
Coming of Age in Sprawling Cultural Landscapes. Curator: The Museum Journal, Vol. 67, No. 2, 
pp. 365-379.

6	 Mazzucato, M. 2011. The Entrepreneurial State. London: Demos, p. 113.
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Museums as toolboxes

Besides the pressures of commodification and consumerism, museums, in a race 
to be relevant, have taken on more and more responsibilities. Museums tackle 
poverty, climate change, urban development, rural development, unemployment 
and other issues, without relevant skills or budget. Within their walls, with people 
who are collection experts, there is an expectation to do more – it is never enough.

To develop a value-creating strategy, museums must progress beyond buzzwords 
and focus on genuine relevance. While these buzzwords – access, identity, 
democratisation, social inclusion, intercultural dialogue, participation, co-creation, 
decolonisation and sustainability – are essential for signalling priorities and 
organisational change, the core challenge remains how museums can truly connect 
with people. 

These evolving terms reflect significant shifts in the sector and influence how we 
describe and understand our work. However, the central question is: How can 
museums and heritage institutions be genuinely relevant to people? What drives 
individuals to visit museums? How can we transition from a mindset of obligation 
(I should or I must) to one of genuine desire (I want)?

There is a growing tension between two opposing movements within the museum. 
It is essential to address urgent societal needs, as it is equally important to stay 
connected to the unique resources and strengths that define a museum’s core 
mission. 

On the one hand, there is a focus on the time and processes involved in creating or 
maintaining exhibitions, often grounded in safer, more predictable foundations. 
Exhibitions may explore challenging themes but are frequently built on established 
risk-averse structures. Museums must balance action and introspection, avoiding 
distractions that pull them away from their core purpose. On the other hand, 
museums should emphasise the creation of environments that support the primary 
experience of being-in-the-world and being-with-others-in-the-world. This approach 
fosters a deeper sense of meaning and authentic experience, ultimately enhancing 
the value and impact of museum practices. By integrating past experiences to build 
hope and envision a future, museums can maintain relevance and fulfil their role as 
vital cultural institutions dedicated to human connection and shared experiences.

Mediation and education teams are where the real opportunity for transformation 
lies. Thinking of democracy as a methodology means favouring the process over 
the outcome, creating space and tolerance for difficult conversations, and favouring 
social imagination. This approach emphasises the importance of how decisions are 
made rather than just the results, encouraging open dialogue even on challenging 
topics. By fostering an environment where difficult conversations are welcomed 
and imaginative solutions are explored, democracy becomes a dynamic practice that 
continually adapts and evolves.

Nussbaum (2012) masterfully describes the potential of mediation within cultural 
institutions, especially when integrated into a global, polyphonic and inclusive 
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educational, lifelong learning project.7 Nussbaum underlines the political nature of 
mediation, as it arises from the urgent need to educate citizens who are supportive, 
autonomous, free and democratic – a construction that can only be built from a 
broad cultural background, in which reason and imagination are the foundations of 
autonomy and freedom of thought. 

A museum can embody Fernando Pessoa’s idea that “But I have in me all the dreams 
of the world”8 by offering visitors a transformative experience that ignites their 
potential. As such, to effectively engage diverse audiences, museums must develop 
people-specific programs that extend beyond traditional educational offerings and 
community development initiatives, leveraging various channels and departments 
such as retail, digital engagement and global service systems. This multi-faceted 
approach enables museums to create spaces where diverse interactions and 
exchanges occur. 

By collaborating with diverse organisations, artists, scientists and community 
groups, museums can break down barriers between institutions and their 
audiences, creating spaces that promote connection, solidarity and mutual aid. Such 
partnerships allow museums to transform public spaces into inclusive hubs that 
reflect the richness of community cultural resources and artistic contributions. This 
collaborative approach not only deepens democratic engagement and enhances 
well-being but also ensures that museums actively listen to and support often-
overlooked voices, providing genuine access and opportunity to all segments of 
society.
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The aim of this article is to understand the relationship between social 

technologies as a resource for social innovation through the perspective of 

sociomuseology and the practices of social museology. This article is based on 

a PhD research project in museology within the Department of Museology 

at Lusófona University. It seeks to contribute to an initial understanding of 

the museum as a social technology and proposes an exercise in self-diagnosis 

and reflection on the positioning of the museological community. Museums 

often develop strategies that have no connection to local territorial and social 

issues, with limited impact on the lives of their participating and beneficiary 

communities. Is it possible to take another route and restructure these practices?

This discussion derives from a paper presented at the conference To the Museums, 

Citizens! Museums and Citizenship: Experiences, Concepts and Challenges, during a 
session on PhD research in museology developed at Lusófona University, with a 
UNESCO Chair Education, Citizenship and Cultural Diversity grant, of the same 
institution. The research is entitled “Museum as Social Technology: Reflections 
in the Light of Sociomuseology” and is supervised by Professor Manuelina 
Maria Duarte Cândido and Professor Mário Caneva de Magalhães Moutinho. 
The main objective of this research is to understand the relationship between 
social technologies as a resource for social innovation and the practices of social 
museology, observed in museums and museological processes. Social function 
practices form the basis of interaction with communities. 
Much has been discussed regarding the social role of museums, with documents 
and actions dating back at least to the 1972 Round Table of Santigo de Chile, 
where professionals, academics and activists in the field warned of the urgent 
need to build more engaging, inclusive museum processes, that are concerned 
with local collaboration and sustainable and citizen-focused development. 
Too often, however, museums develop strategies with no connection to local 
territorial and social issues, with limited impact on the lives of their participating 
and beneficiary communities. But how is it possible to take another route and 
restructure these practices? What would a museum look like as a social technology? 

Museum as Social Technology? Contributions 
to Museum Management Through Sociomuseology 
Nathália Pamio Luiz
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What contributions can we think of from the point of view of sociomuseology?

Social technology, like museology, is multifaceted and has been considered and 
applied in various places and territories. The Ibero-American space has, for 
numerous reasons (some of which will be discussed below) assumed a prominent 
position in this field. The Social Technology Network (RTS), for example, created 
in Brazil in 2004,1 proposes the concept of social technology as “transformative 
techniques and methodologies, developed in interaction with the population, 
which represent solutions for social inclusion” (Bava, 2004, p. 106),2 which is 
very much in line with the principles and practices of social museology and 
sociomuseology. 

It should be emphasized that social technology has been worked on in different 
fields, with some studies in Germany (Traue, 2010) and Lithuania (Skarzauskiene 
et al., 2013), for example, thinking of the field in terms of strategies applied to social 
responsibility. In Austria, research has approached technology from a sociocultural 
perspective (Wieser, 2016). However, as was previously mentioned, this study seeks 
a more direct dialogue with the discussions that have been developed, in academic 
spaces and in actual application, in Latin America, Ibero-America and Canada. 
In these spaces, we can see an understanding of technology that is not limited to 
robotics and digital devices, but encompasses processes, methods with a social 
impact, and the accumulation and refinement of knowledge – that is, recognizing 
available knowledge as technology. It also flirts with the work carried out in Russia 
(Kasavin, 2017a; Kasavin, 2017b), which addresses a clear definition of social 
technologies in the context of the social and human sciences – in this case developed 
in the area of psychotherapy, but which also understands technology as processes, 
rather than tools, instruments and artificial devices.

Thinking about the applicability of social technologies, it is important to note 
that this term arises in a context of innovation from the perspective of social 
management and creative economy. Solutions are sought from the population 
itself, especially in areas of social vulnerability, looking to tackle deeper issues such 
as climate change or short-term difficulties such as hunger, poverty or violence. 
Over time, the term has come to be used and structured in this context of social 
management and creative economy, often communicating with a pedagogy of 
autonomy. This is Paulo Freire’s (1996) proposal, moving towards simplifying 
applicability, respecting the context, and being accessible and easily replicable, 
especially in contexts of high socioeconomic vulnerability – as Maria de Lourdes 
Borges (2021, p. 2) suggests: 

1	 In Brazil, the year 2004 was a prosperous time for government investment in science and innovation 
for development and sustainability, fostered by public policies, and for private initiatives to 
strengthen programs that were taking place in territories with a view to local development and 
sustainability, fostered by the Law on Technological Innovation, Law No. 10.973, published on 
December 2 of that year by the Brazilian government.

2	 The quotes in this article were freely translated by the author. 
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…a social technology must be simple, bring results, respect the context, be accessible 

and be easily replicable especially in contexts of high socioeconomic vulnerability.
3

It is important to differentiate between social technology and both conventional 
technology and appropriate technology since, over the years, and perceptibly 
in our society, it has been possible to observe that many technologies can be 
exclusionary, with limited reach, and not accessible to everyone. This sometimes 
results in obvious social and economic distortions. Moreover, new concepts are 
appearing, such as alternative technology, within appropriate technology, which 
is a movement to adapt modern conventional technology to the environmental 
and economic conditions of a given territory (Barbieri, 1989). What can be seen is 
that many of these technologies come from a defensive position – that is, from an 
attempt by people or social groups not to become obsolete in technological matters. 
The fact is, in many contexts, this is not a solution. At certain junctures, the 
adaptation of the conventional amplifies and increases social distortions, creating 
consequences “…in terms of social exclusion and environmental degradation” 
(Rodrigues & Barbieri, 2008, p. 1070). When Dagnino, Brandão and Novaes 
(Dagnino et al., 2004) begin to look at appropriate, alternative, adapted technology, 
they realize that it is partly rooted in India in the 1970s, where it began as a defence 
mechanism, a reflection of resistance to British occupation – manifesting as an 
attempt to improve local techniques by adapting modern technology.

Although focused on a social goal, and fundamental for us to be able to trace this 
path of supplementation towards social technology, the stance of appropriate 
technology was still very defensive, adaptive and non-questioning. This is how to 
distinguish social technology, as it brings with it political awareness.

The Incubateur Universitaire “Parole d’excluEs”4 in Québec has shown results that aid 
this discussion, understanding that conventional technologies have sometimes 
failed to provide solutions, eventually worsening social issues, and that adapted 
technology has failed to meet this demand from a broader perspective, leaving out 
various aspects. What social technology proposes is a technology that combines 
local knowledge, technology and political awareness. Hence, by broadening the 
context for observation, and using different perspectives, such as those suggested 
by new epistemologies and practices, such as decolonial ones (IUPE, 2021), a place 
of questioning reality is reached, which translates into political action and political 
awareness.

3	 Borges, M. de L. (2021). Etnometodologia na Incubação de Coletivos—Guia de Boas Práticas da 
Tecnologia Social (p. 10). Incubadora de Empreendimentos Solidários da Unilasalle, p. 2. 

4	 Created in 2007, the Incubateur Universitaire of Parole d’excluEs (IUPE) is a research system in 
the field and in academia, part of the Centre de Recherche sur les Innovations Sociales (CRISES) 
[Research Center for Social Innovations] at the Université du Québec à Montréal (UQAM), 
linked to the Faculty of Human Sciences (FSH) and the School of Management Sciences (ESG). 
With a multidisciplinary approach, the Center and Incubator are focused on social innovation 
and social change. 
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Figure 1: Thought process presented based on the analytical framework introduced in the text: Dagnino, 
R., Brandão, F. C. and Novaes, H. T. (2004). Regarding the conceptual-analytical framework of social 
technology. In: Tecnologia social: Uma estratégia para o desenvolvimento, pp. 15-64. Banco do Brasil 
Foundation. Available at: https://fbb.org.br/files/14/Livros/

But when we consider this path of technology, how do we get to museums? 
By detailing the development and transformation of this triad (conventional 
technology > appropriate technology > social technology), as well as the alignment 
between political awareness, valuing local knowledge and specialized technical 
knowledge, we can see a thread between social technology and what has been 
discussed, by UNESCO, for example, about the social function of the museum. Or 
what social museology and sociomuseology have been working on for more than 
five decades, which is understood as:

…a construction that results from a specific historical context, that does not have and 

does not want a normative nature and that presents unique answers to equally unique 

problems and that, above all, explicitly assumes political and poetic commitments.
5

When we take a closer look at social technology and realize that it has a clear 
objective of transforming reality, with the reduction of social inequalities as a way 
forward, we propose reflecting on the application of this transformation and this 
movement as an exercise from the conventional to the adapted, and to the social 
and its possible application in museological processes. 

There are many initiatives at an academic, professional and activistic level in the 
field of museology, heritage, memory and related areas, committed to discussing 
and transforming this context. We would also like to draw attention to the fact 
that current researchers have brought up innovative issues such as community 
engagement, participation and others. However, it is important to employ a 
decolonial perspective to understand that we are currently treating factors as 
innovative that have been worked on for 30 or 40 years by the New Museology 
(GTP – MINOM, 1985, p.12) (Brito, 1989, pp. 40-42), social museology and 
sociomuseology (Moutinho, 2007), especially in the Ibero-American context. For 
example, many of the references related to this study highlighted the author Mike 
Murawski as an innovation in the non-neutrality of museums (Murawski, 2021). 
The author, who is also a reference in this research, has produced compelling work, 
mainly because of the places he manages to transit. However, it is important to 
be aware that in 2021 the author uses concepts already present in the UNESCO 
Recommendation of 2015, for example (UNESCO, 2015). This shows how even 

5	 M. de S. Chagas et al., 2020, p. 54.

https://fbb.org.br/files/14/Livros/
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good initiatives recognized as academically-relevant sometimes find it difficult to 
expand references beyond their scope, their intellectual surroundings or even due to 
language barriers, where work that is not in English does not always have the same 
room or impact in the environment.

It is worth emphasizing that understanding museological processes from a political 
perspective, with a decolonial focus, valuing local knowledge and specialized 
technical knowledge, is an exercise that, even if under different labels, has already 
been developed within the framework of sociomuseology.

It is important to emphasize that we are no longer dealing with marginal museums 

and museological processes, but with a global movement of a museology with social 

responsibility in which museologists, communities and their leaders, agents working 

in the field of local development, inclusive education and scientific research, militants 

and activists, among others, are involved.

…This movement is certainly the result of broadening the field of observation of the 

multifaceted practices of museology with community roots and socially committed to 

the defense of human rights.
6
 

We highlight this context, as well as some points from the authors’ writing, because 
we believe it’s important to look at the instruments within the framework of 
their development, to understand the trajectory and development paths of these 
emerging concepts. Recognizing that innovation is possible through the multiple 
and collective development of knowledge reinforces the focus on social technology 
and what this research proposes to find in the connection between museums and 
a decolonial approach. From this point of view, as already mentioned, people have 
been discussing non-neutrality and practicing the concept all over the world for a 
long time. Perhaps a significant part of these authors’ relative invisibility lies in the 
fact that they don’t publish their work in English, which translation resources and 
platforms, such as Google Translate and DeepL Translate, can help with expanding 
and facilitating access to diverse sources.

When we suggest broadening this range of references and good practices, we 
reinforce that it is not enough to try to “…frame the new museology within the 
scope of practices and procedures of normative museology” (M. Chagas and 
Gouveia, 2014, p. 13). It is necessary to recognise that the place of research is not 
primarily responsible for producing knowledge. Knowledge doesn’t necessarily 
have to be generated solely from research, just as knowledge about a museological 
process doesn’t have to originate from the museum. The field still has a lot to learn 
from people. 

In this context of research and action in favor of plural museologies concerned with 
life and social justice, the practical-investigative mobilizations of social museology 
and sociomuseology were recognized by ICOM in 2023 with the establishment of 
the International Committee for Social Museology (SOMUS-IC). The Working 

6	 Primo & Moutinho, 2021, p. 17.



186 

Group for the creation of the Committee began its work in January 2022, bringing 
together more than 200 subscribing members and supporters from 30 countries 
from four continents, as well as national ICOM National Committees such as 
Brazil and Chile, to present the proposal to ICOM, which took place in August 
2022. According to the Committee’s own description, some of the main reasons for 
creating SOMUS include:

Desire to integrate community-based museums and museological processes within 

ICOM, as equal partners in the museology family;

Justice to promote recognition of the work and commitment of people and 

communities who often put their freedom and lives in danger, in many places 

around the world, in favor of Social Museology expressed in community museums, 

eco-museums, local museums, favela museums, LGBTQI+ museums, neighborhood 

museums, intersectional museums among other forms of museological expressions; 

and

Determination, because we believe that it is possible to extend the idea and power of 

Social Museology to territories that do not benefit from this tool to serve Citizenship 

and Human Dignity.
7

Following the presentation of the proposal by the Social Museology Working 
Group during the 165th Session on 23-24 March 2023, ICOM’s Executive Board 
decided in favor of the proposal to set up a new committee dedicated to social 
museology. Subsequently, in accordance with Article 7.3 of ICOM’s Rules of 
Procedure, the 1st SOMUS General Assembly and Election of the Board of 
Directors took place on 22 March 2024, during the 1st International Conference 
on Social Museology Caring for Life in Dialogue with the Traditions of Native Peoples 

and Afro-Descendants, which was held at the Museu da República in Rio de Janeiro, 
Brazil.

The election,8 which took place online, was available to members associated with 
the committee from 14 March to 22 March 2024. As Professor Emma Nardi, 
President of ICOM, had already validated Mário Moutinho (Portugal) as Interim 
President, the General Assembly reinforced and elected him as President of 
SOMUS. The other members elected to the Board of Directors on this occasion 
were also people associated with the WG organizing the proposal: Bruno Brulon 
(Brazil), Dulce Bernarda Delgado (Peru), Lauran Bonilla-Merchav (Costa Rica), 
Leonardo Mellado (Chile), Mário Chagas (Brazil), Melissa Campos (El Salvador), 
Verónica Jeria (Argentina) and Wiliam Lopez (Colombia).9

7	 Available at: https://icom.museum/en/news/icom-creates-two-new-international-committees/ 
[Accessed 7 July 2024]

8	 Available at: https://somus.mini.icom.museum/1st-general-assembly-executive-board-
elections-2024/ [Accessed 6 July 2024]

9	 It is also worth noting that both Bruno Brulon Soares and Lauran Bonilla-Merchav were involved 
in the Working Group for the new museum definition, approved on 24 August 2022, in Prague, 
Czech Republic, during the 26th ICOM General Conference.

https://icom.museum/en/news/icom-creates-two-new-international-committees/
https://somus.mini.icom.museum/1st-general-assembly-executive-board-elections-2024/
https://somus.mini.icom.museum/1st-general-assembly-executive-board-elections-2024/
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Through this trajectory, we understand social technology as a central element in 
the link between the recognition of local knowledge associated with specialised 
technical knowledge, and a process of transformation with political awareness 
and proven social impact. Sociomuseology is understood to be a plural, 
dialogical, inclusive, polyphonic, insurgent, citizen-based museological approach 
that promotes the collective and dynamic construction of cohesion and social 
justice through memory. Both concepts are capable of generating and providing 
opportunities for democratic and citizen participation and strengthening 
community ties, in order to seek new solutions to increasingly complex and latent 
social problems, which is assimilated as social innovation.

Now, having made this journey that allows us to visualize possible links between 
the proposed theme and the social function of museums, how can we apply it in 
practice on a daily basis in the museum? I’d like to start by provoking an exercise 
in self-diagnosis and reflection, which begins by thinking, for example, about our 
position as a museological community, by naming the theme of this conference: 
To the Museums, Citizens! What positioning exercise could be carried out? Perhaps 
To the Citizens, Museums!? Or even: Museums to the Citizens!?

We will keep any possible answers open for each of us to reflect on, but we would 
like to draw attention to changes in positioning and a rethinking of our place. We 
propose an invitation to transfer us to the position of service providers, social 
workers, which we are and which we believe would work well even in terms of 
management strategy. Because as it’s not people’s job to save museums, it’s not 
museums’ job to save people either. No one is in that role. We are aligned, we are 
equals in the quest to guarantee rights and social transformation.

Yet, is it possible to create a space for people to exercise citizenship in the museum? 
Because valuing the people involved in the process can help us achieve this concept 
of an open and receptive museum – whether they are users or the very professionals 
who work so hard to keep the museums up and running.

So, as long as the museum maintains its position as a place that is so special that it 
becomes unreachable, it will be difficult to generate a place of trust, to establish a 
close relationship with different people. Moreover, it’s important to stress that what 
we’re looking for here, this close relationship, is the creation of a safe space for 
dialogue, a place (not just a physical one) where people feel safe to criticize and be 
criticized, to engage in dialogue. And where they feel welcome.

In this sense, what this reflection would like to propose is that our museological 
practices can be relationships of exchange, relationships with the users that 
can be built on affection, empathy and trust. Additionally, the sustainability of 
this relationship, which can be cultural, social, political and even financial, only 
progresses if it is built on a foundation of respect: respect for diversity, respect for 
inclusion, and in favor of social justice and human rights.

To conclude, we would like to point out that by bringing museology and social 
technology closer together, there is no intention of levelling the concepts, much less 
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placing one within the other – but rather of recognising that in certain contexts, 
the solution found by a community to solve a problem may lie in the awakening of 
political awareness in association with technical knowledge, using methodologies, 
instruments, methods and strategies, such as social technology and museologies, 
committed to human dignity and citizenship, where the museum is the result of the 
community’s own organization.
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Casa Fernando Pessoa is a museum of literature in Lisbon, Portugal, responsible 

for preserving, studying and promoting the legacy of Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935),  

recognised worldwide as one of the greatest writers of the 20th century.  

The museum was inaugurated in 1993, in the building where Pessoa lived for the 

last 15 years of his life. It went through major renovation works and reopened 

to the public in 2020, refurbished and more accessible, with a new long-term 

exhibition. The collection was arranged to engage the visitor from the first 

known written record of Pessoa at the age of six, to the last sentence he drafted, 

on the eve of his death.

The museum houses a library specialising in world poetry; an auditorium for 60 

people; a gift shop and bookstore; and a restaurant/cafeteria with a terrace. The 

building is fully accessible for visitors with disabilities. Casa Fernando Pessoa 

develops diverse educational projects and addresses different audience profiles, 

with a wide plan of events. 

Sharing stories and facts about Pessoa’s genius and exceptionality with visitors 

is our everyday work. As a home for literature, our mission is to promote 

reflection and debate on the power of literature and the transformative effects 

of reading. 

Casa Fernando Pessoa is a museum of literature in Lisbon, Portugal, responsible  
for preserving, studying and promoting the legacy of the poet Fernando Pessoa 
(1888-1935), recognised worldwide as one of the greatest writers of the 20th century.

It was inaugurated in 1993, in the building where Pessoa lived his last 15 years. It is 
located at Campo de Ourique, a bustling neighbourhood with a diverse and active 
local community, known for its traditional commerce.

Casa Fernando Pessoa is a not-for-profit municipal museum, managed by Lisboa 
Cultura/EGEAC – the municipal company of the Lisbon City Council, responsible 
for managing most of the city’s cultural public venues.

Casa Fernando Pessoa: A Home for Literature. 
Make Yourself at Home!
Clara Riso

a b s t r a c t
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Hospitality is access – access is hospitality

In 2019-2020, Casa Fernando Pessoa went through major renovation works, which 
have led to the complete overhaul of its public areas: exhibition rooms, library, 
auditorium, ticket-office, gift shop, bathrooms and the main entrance to the 
museum. The building became more accessible and sustainable, the circulation of 
visitors was improved and the exhibition area was increased. 

It reopened to the public in August 2020 with a new long-term exhibition and 
renewed spaces, services, products and stories to share.

Casa Fernando Pessoa has a team of 18 people who interact with visitors in a 
friendly and attentive way, seeking to fulfil their personal needs and requests. All 
staff received accessibility and diversity training.

Hospitality is the keyword: Casa Fernando Pessoa houses the apartment where 
Fernando Pessoa lived from 1920 till 1935, and we look forward to giving visitors 
the sense of being welcome at Pessoa’s home, a genius writer indeed, and also a 
person fascinated, as we are, by poetry and literature.

The educational content of the exhibition is accurate and accessible. All the wall texts 
and captions are written in plain language and are bilingual (Portuguese and English). 
We believe both an expert in literature and a person without the same frequent 
reading habits can enjoy the exhibition and find points of interest and curiosity in it.

To answer the needs of people with reduced mobility, relevant changes were 
implemented during the renovation works, starting with the main entrance of the 
museum. We have decided to close the main door in the façade of the building as it 
was followed by stairs. This decision provoked sustained criticism primarily, from 
people who certainly do not have mobility difficulties. Still, we believe it is a better 
option to have all visitors who come to Casa Fernando Pessoa enter through the 
same door, irrespective of whether they have reduced mobility or not. Next to the 
main door is a gate that opens onto a ramp with a slope suitable for wheelchair 
access. From here visitors can reach the courtyard at the rear of the building, where 
the main entrance is wide open.

Concerning resources for visually-impaired visitors, the museum is equipped with 
tactile floors and stations, braille captions and tactile materials. Videos throughout the 
exhibition have interpretation in Portuguese Sign Language for the deaf community. 

We are honoured to have won the Best Portuguese Museum Award for 2021, from 
the Portuguese Association of Museology, as well as the Integrated Access (physical, 
social, intellectual) Award and the Plain Language Award, both from Access 
Culture, a Portuguese association that promotes access to cultural participation. 
Moreover, in 2023, Casa Fernando Pessoa was nominated for the EMYA – 
European Museum of the Year Awards. These awards contribute to the visibility of 
the museum and are a great recognition from experts. 
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The new museography provides a feeling of intimacy, as we visit the poet’s home 
and get to know special stories with which we can relate. At the same time, it opens 
the door to Pessoa’s writings, allowing them to keep resonating in the visitor’s mind 
after they leave the museum. 

The role of cultural merchandising extends beyond a commercial imperative: it 
enables remembrance of the museum and its meanings. Taking a book from the 
bookstore, an item of merchandising, or a short verse learned by heart, are ways 
to deepen and prolong the experience of the visit, while talking about it to family 
and friends. In the bookstore, visitors can find Pessoa books translated into a great 
number of languages, probably in their mother tongue as well. Since the end of 
2005, 70 years after Pessoa’s death, his works are in the public domain, editions and 
translations have proliferated, which also facilitates increased access to his work.

The exhibition

Let’s look now at the museum’s collection and how it is displayed. The collection 
comprises a wide variety of items: books, manuscripts, periodicals, original 
furniture, works of art, personal and work objects used by Pessoa and his family 
members. It is now arranged to engage the visitor from the first known written 
record of Pessoa at the age of six to the last sentence he ever drafted. 

It is organised around three major themes, one per floor. The exhibition starts on 
the third floor: Pessoa as a writer, focusing on his major distinctive feature in world 
literature: the creation of an entangled system of literary characters, more than 
100, to whom Pessoa attributed different styles and amounts of texts – his so-called 
heteronyms. 

Figure 1: Portrait of Fernando Pessoa by Almada Negreiros (1954). 6 April 2024.  
© José Frade/EGEAC

On the second floor we present Pessoa as a reader, and we highlight the tight 
connection between reading and writing. Pessoa’s private library is the most 
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valuable resource of our collections: it comprises approximately 1,200 books from 
all ranges of knowledge, from science to religion, philosophy, mathematics and 
literature, among other interests. Pessoa was a voracious reader and left numerous 
handwritten notes in the pages of his books. These books are now on display, 
finally accessible and suitably preserved inside a glass covered closed shelf, with 
light and humidity control, while before they had to be kept in the deposit due 
to conservation concerns. In 2009, Pessoa’s documentary estate was classified 
as a National Treasure. The manuscripts are kept at the National Library. Casa 
Fernando Pessoa is responsible for his book collection. It is important to mention 
that Pessoa’s private library was entirely digitised and is accessible online on the 
museum’s website for more than 10 years, most of it free of copyright. 

On this same floor, there are two more sections – a reading room and a room for 
temporary exhibitions. The reading room is an area for visitors to have direct 
contact with Pessoa’s texts without our interference. In a literature museum, we 
believe there should be space and time for sitting down to read. The temporary 
exhibitions feature projects directly connected to Fernando Pessoa, such as an 
exhibition about the Book of Disquiet, one of Pessoa’s most engaging and fascinating 
books. Currently on display is an exhibition Queer Books in Fernando Pessoa’s Library, 
part of a broader project called “Queering the Museum”.

The journey ends at the first floor – the apartment where Pessoa lived for his last 
15 years. The areas of the rooms are drawn on the floor, as in a blueprint of an 
architecture project: the kitchen, the living-room, the poet’s room and the children’s 
room, where his nephew and niece were born in the 1920s. It was his niece, now 99 
years old, who helped us to reconstruct the layout of the flat, with her prodigious 
memory and her incredible generosity. Here, we talk with visitors about the man 
Pessoa was and the time in which he lived, his childhood in South Africa, his adult 
life in Lisbon at the outbreak of modernism, his friends, his affective relationships, 
what he published and all he left unpublished, and his eagerness for international 
recognition that only came after his death.
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Figure 2: View of the former apartment where Fernando Pessoa lived. 22 March 2024.  
© José Frade/EGEAC

The visit begins with a reading of Pessoa’s first written words – the name of 
a fictional friend in his mother’s anniversary book (a Portuguese custom to 
commemorate special days) – and ends with his last and premonitory sentence, 
written on the eve of his death. This last manuscript shows Pessoa’s last words, 
written when he was already at the hospital the day before he died, he jotted down, 
in English, a single sentence on the top of a page: “I know not what tomorrow  
will bring.” 

Figure 3: Example of Pessoa’s dazzling creativity. 22 March 2024. © José Frade/EGEAC

Beyond museography

The exhibition is the main feature of the museum. People from around the world 
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come to visit the place where Fernando Pessoa lived, wanting to know more about 
his life and his poetry. However, the museum lives beyond museography. The daily 
work of the museum’s team – reception, mediation, library, communication and 
administrative staff – is attuned to the needs of the public, making the museum 
dynamic and welcoming.

Since its foundation, the museum houses a library specialising in poetry, as a 
working place for students and researchers. Portuguese and foreign poetry books, 
texts on literary theory and criticism and, of course, works by and about Pessoa in 
several languages are available on the open access shelves and for home loan.

The auditorium can be found on the ground floor. It was technically and 
acoustically improved during the renovation works. Once a week, we organise 
heritage-based programmes regarding our collections, as well as programmes 
generally connected to the book circuit: readings, book presentations, workshops to 
promote reading and writing, debates on relevant current issues.

We receive school groups practically every day, as Pessoa is studied throughout our 
school system. Teachers and groups visit the museum, or book specific workshops, 
to step into Pessoa’s texts from different perspectives and approaches than the ones 
used in the classroom.

Since 2017, we have organised monthly tours with audio description and with 
interpretation in Portuguese Sign Language, for audiences with special needs. 
Last year, we started working with deaf mediators, who are now part of our team. 
As a result, the tours are now made directly in Portuguese Sign Language and 
interpreted into Portuguese (and not the other way around). Visits with audio 
description follow a script validated by specialists, written specifically for our 
exhibition, to audio-describe part of the exhibit. The entire mediation team has 
undergone specific training.

The staff also underwent training before starting what we call Relaxed Session 
mornings at the museum about two years ago with APPDA (Portuguese 
Association for Developmental Disorders and Autism). During these sessions, 
which happen every two months on a Saturday morning, the museum receives 
people who are more sensitive and reactive to stimuli. On these occasions, the 
museum is prepared – the light and volume of the sound installations are regulated, 
the staff wear waistcoats to be easily identified, and comfort spaces are prepared 
in case anyone feels the need to retreat for a while. Soon, we will design and 
implement a guided tour specifically for neurodivergent audiences.

Regarding social responsibility programs and community outreach programs, we 
can highlight a few initiatives: a rap workshop with institutionalised teenagers; 
a solidarity concert in collaboration with the Union of Refugees in Portugal; 
reading workshops for people with mental illnesses, women victims of violence, 
and prisoners; initiatives to combat racism, homophobia and other forms of 
discrimination or social isolation. “Readings in your Ear” (Leituras ao Ouvido), for 
instance, is a program started in March 2020, during the Covid-19 pandemic. 
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Today, our team still makes daily telephone calls, to read out poems or short stories 
to people who are rather lonely or who enjoy having a short poetic break during the 
work time. There are people who have been taking part in this programme since 
the beginning, which means that we’ve already had a four-year relationship with 
people with very different profiles who live in different parts of the country. One 
last example: the project “Hung out Poetry” (Poesia Estendida). Also started during 
the pandemic, it consists of the production of flags upon which short verses are 
printed, which are distributed free of charge to residents of the neighbourhood, 
so that they can hang them up in windows or balconies. It was created as a way of 
poetically greeting the neighbours in front of you or those passing by on the street, 
at a time when we couldn’t do it any other way.

Figure 4: Casa Fernando Pessoa – façade. 12 March 2024. © José Frade/EGEAC 

Outdoors

As part of the plan to develop collaborations with other institutions and museums, 
there are several programmes taking place outside Casa Fernando Pessoa. The 
mediation team goes to schools, libraries or similar spaces to hold workshops, in 
addition to the frequent pessoanos walks, guided tours through Lisbon to see the 
places where Pessoa spent time 100 years ago.

Partnerships with museums, universities, publishing houses and cultural 
associations are also an important part of our work. In the academic field, we 
collaborate with research centres at different universities across the country. 

In artistic programming, examples can be seen in our long-term collaboration with 
the National Theatre D. Maria II or with the Hot Club of Portugal, which organises 
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jazz duo performances on the museum’s courtyard terrace for summer evenings.

Make yourself at home

Perhaps what is written here will arouse your curiosity about visiting Casa 
Fernando Pessoa. We’ll be glad to answer any questions you may have as you 
prepare your visit. On the Casa Fernando Pessoa website, you’ll also find a virtual 
tour, useful information about the museum and our contact details. But there’s 
nothing quite like getting personally in touch with our team, who are available 
every day to welcome visitors and cater to everyone’s different interests, in the hope 
that we can make you feel at home.

Sharing stories and facts about Pessoa’s genius and exceptionality with visitors is 
our everyday work. As a home for literature, our mission is to promote reflection 
and debate on the power of literature and on the transformative effects of reading. 
The power of literature can be surprisingly strong.
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Museum foresight studies have become a trend in recent years, coming from 

professional, governmental and academic circles. In this context, the Museums 

in the Future Project Group (GPMF) was created in 2019 by the Portuguese 

Government with the aim of proposing public policy measures for museums 

and monuments under the management of the Ministry of Culture. The GPMF 

concluded its work in early 2021, with the publication of a report containing 50 

recommendations for the 2030 timeframe. 

This article looks back at this experience in the light of its objectives, 

methodologies, process and effects. It presents a survey of measures inspired by 

the recommendations of the final report, which have been implemented since 

the group’s demise, and questions the role of foresight studies in the formulation 

of public policies for museums.

Introduction 

Can forward thinking influence the design of public policies for museums? In 
other words, how does preparing for the future have the potential to form a basis 
for supporting the formulation of national museum policies? And in what ways 
can the reflective scope of foresight be linked to planning, strategy and action? 
Addressing these questions forms the backdrop to this text, which is anchored in 
a public policy measure by the Portuguese government, the creation of a project 
group called Museums in the Future, which I coordinated from 2019 to 2021 
(Camacho et al. 2021).1 

This article takes a retrospective look at this unusual government initiative in the 
museums and cultural heritage sectors in Portugal: entrusting a multidisciplinary 

1	 The central nucleus of the Museums in the Future Project Group was formed by Ana 
Carvalho, José Varejão, Raquel Henriques da Silva and Sara Brighenti, joined by institutional 
representatives and two museum directors, Emília Ferreira and Isabel Fernandes. For the 
quantitative characterization of the universe of 37 museums and monuments covered by the 
project, the group had the collaboration of José Soares Neves, Jorge Santos and Maria João Lima, 
researchers from the Portuguese Observatory of Cultural Activities.

Public Policies Facing the Future: 
A Portuguese Initiative Under Analysis, 
the “Museums in the Future Project Group”
Clara Frayão Camacho

a b s t r a c t
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technical group with thinking about the design of scenarios to prepare the future 
of a number of public museum entities. In other words, the political authority was 
providing a moment of pause to think, consider and present proposals, with a view 
to preparing a strategy and measures.

However, before introducing the objectives, methodology, process and proposals 
of this group, I’d like to take you back to 2017, when the theme of the future of 
museums was introduced by ICOM Portugal at its spring conference. At that 
meeting, I co-authored with Graça Filipe, the paper “What future do we want to 
give to the museum(s) now? Some questions of contemporary museology: between 
the world panorama and the situation in Portugal”, which formed the basis of an 
article published the following year (Filipe and Camacho, 2018). At the time, we 
expressed concern about the evolution of Portuguese museums and the difficulties 
in fulfilling their social function, and identified trends, risks and challenges in 
preparing for their future. However, at the time the discussion on the future of 
museums remained restricted to professional circles, with no ramifications for 
other meetings or noticeable consequences for national public policies. 

In 2017, ICOM Portugal also questioned government policies (or the lack thereof) 
with the Manifesto Contributions for an Urgent and Necessary National Museological 

Policy (ICOM Portugal, 2017) released on International Museum Day, which 
identified the main problems facing museums and pointed out lines of force for 
resolving them. These included making the museum sector autonomous within the 
Culture Department and the revitalisation of the Portuguese Museum Network, 
making management models more flexible and dignifying professionals.

Although there were no developments in relation to these recommendations, two 
years later, in February 2019, the Portuguese Government – more specifically the 
21st Constitutional Government, with Graça Fonseca as Minister of Culture – 
created the aforementioned Museums in the Future Project Group (GPMF). Its 
mission was to:

…identify, design and propose measures that contribute to the sustainability, 

accessibility, innovation and relevance of museums under the Directorate-General for 

Cultural Heritage and the Regional Directorates for Culture.
2
 

In addition to this objective, it was tasked with proposing instruments and actions 
for a wide range of museum functions, from management and conservation to 
education and communication. In short, the aim was for the GPMF to draw up 
proposals that could be translated into public policy measures for 2030.

For Neves (2021), the launch of the GPMF was part of a new cycle of cultural 
policies that included “reflection leading to the creation of strategic planning 
instruments”. In the same governmental context and coinciding with this, the 
creation of the National Arts Plan (PNA), in the form of a mission structure for the 
period 2019-2029 (Vale et al. 2019), showed an innovative strategy of articulation 

2	 Council of Ministers Resolution 35/2019 of 18 February.
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between the areas of culture and education, in the arts and cultural heritage, from 
which the GPMF benefited by integrating concepts, premises and values from the 
PNA into its propositional framework.

The GPMF was positive about equipping political decision-makers and leaders with 
data, information and reflection. This perspective was combined with the conviction 
that the future is being built and is not predetermined. The GPMF was aware that 
at any given time, we face countless possible outcomes, and that – as individuals 
and through the organizations we work for – we can have a significant influence 
on how the future unfolds (Rozan, 2022). Such a construction presupposed the 
involvement of agents of the museum ecosystem: politicians, leaders of supervisory 
bodies, museum directors and professionals, associations, patrons, the public and 
communities. It seemed clear then that the set of proposals that would emanate 
from the GPMF would influence cultural policies, in the sense that these are crucial 
to enhancing the place of museums in society, their reach and relevance (Carvalho, 
Camacho and Silva, 2021). In this sense, the national museums and the other 
museums and monuments under the supervision of the Ministry of Culture bodies – 
a total of 37 entities – would be the direct beneficiaries of the policies that would be 
created. Although the creation of the GPMF was aimed at these national museums 
and monuments, in practice the museums of the Portuguese Museum Network – 
a system made up, at the time, of around 160 accredited museums dependent on 
different public and private entities – would also be influenced by the policies that 
would be supported by the GPMF’s recommendations.

Process and methodology

The GPMF’s reflection started from the trends in society – in other words, the 
context for the museum. Instead of focusing on the discussion of the concept of 
the museum, which at the time was under international debate within ICOM and 
which we were following, we thought we’d do an exercise in the opposite direction: 
what influences museums today? What do they have to respond to in order to be 
relevant and have an impact on society? 

Looking at society prospectively allowed us to identify trends and visions, on which 
we based the identification of some factors of change that could have an impact 
on museums in Portugal in the 2030s. Taking the article by Filipe and Camacho 
(2018) as a starting point, the trends selected covered the following areas: trust 
and well-being, tourism, digital technologies, participation and sustainability, and 
demographic changes. At the same time, the broad competencies assigned to the 
GPMF were organized into five agglutinating axes: management; networks and 
partnerships; digital transformation; collection management; and audiences and 
mediation. 

As with any project, the GPMF began by identifying and exploring a bibliography 
of references, having verified the profusion and relevance of recent studies, both 
on the future of museums and on government public policies in different countries. 
François Mairesse (2017) presented a referential overview of museum foresight 
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studies, highlighting the profusion of works that emerged at the beginning of the 
millennium, predominantly focused on a timeline up to 2030.

In the case of professional prospective studies, the publications of the American 
Alliance of Museums (Center for the Future of Museums, 2020), the Museums 
Association (2019) in the United Kingdom and the Association Générale des 
Conservateurs des Collections Publiques de France (2011) were particularly 
inspiring. In the government context, the UK Arts Council’s strategic plan (2019), 
the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture’s museum policy (Mattila, 2018), the 
Norwegian cultural policy White Paper (Norwegian Ministry of Culture, 2019) and 
the 21st Century Museums Mission, promoted by the French Ministry of Culture 
(Eidelman, 2017) were, among others, the main European references. As part of the 
specific bibliography of authorial reflection, the contributions of Fleming (2019), 
Lord (2019), Mairesse (2016; 2017) and Negri (2013) were particularly relevant. 

The methodology adopted by the GPMF was qualitative and participatory in nature, 
complemented by quantitative approaches, which supported a global vision, based 
on knowledge of the field and the particularities of each case. The characterisation 
of the museums and monuments was based on indicators, drawn up on the basis of 
the collection, processing and analysis of quantitative data, complemented by online 
documentary research and specific contacts to obtain clarification from the team 
at the Portuguese Observatory for Cultural Activities, coordinated by José Soares 
Neves.

The more than 30 face-to-face interviews with directors of the museums and 
monuments covered by the project and with professionals in the sector, as well as 
visits to approximately 20 of these organisations were decisive for consultation on 
the ground. These visits were interrupted by the pandemic, which forced cultural 
facilities to close their doors. The final report was written during the pandemic. 
The regular meetings with professional organisations have allowed for a fruitful 
and collaborative dialogue with the museum community.

The situation diagnosed in museums and monuments was serious, had both distant 
and proximate causes, and required measures and intervention. To respond to the 
problems encountered, the report produced 50 recommendations that could lead to 
short-, medium- and long-term measures, with three possible directions: designing 
a strategy, addressing immediate situations and preparing structural solutions.

On 7 July 2020, a preliminary version of the GPMF’s report was presented to 
the Minister of Culture and subsequently to the heads of the bodies responsible, 
the Directorate-General for Cultural Heritage and the Regional Directorates for 
Culture, the directors of the museums and monuments concerned and professional 
associations, to gather comments and suggestions. The final version incorporated 
contributions from the public assessment and a summary of the issues raised. 

The final report, structured in three parts – 1) trends, 2) diagnosis and lines of 
action and 3) recommendations – was presented to the Minister of Culture and the 
Assistant Secretary of State for Cultural Heritage on 4 November 2020, and then 
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disseminated to the museums and monuments concerned, professional associations 
and all those who had collaborated in its preparation. 

This report is neither a scientific, in-depth and conceptual discussion publication, 
nor an exhaustive White Paper, nor a strategy. Any of these formats would require 
other human resources, which were absent from a group whose composition and 
pro bono contribution inevitably marked the entire process. The report is a practical 
and operational tool to support the design of policies for museums, presenting 
recommendations on a wide range of topics, including the management model, in a 
constructive and forward-looking document.

The report and the executive summary, the latter also translated into English, gave 
rise to digital publications, made available online in February 2021. The GPMF’s 
mission was then completed.

After the conclusion of the project, what developments?

In January and February 2021, ICOM Portugal organized five digital conferences 
dedicated to the thematic axes on which the GPMF report was structured (ICOM 
Portugal 2021). These conferences greatly mobilized professionals and were 
transmitted via Zoom and Facebook Live, which together had approximately 800 
participants, with a reach that multiplied the number by a factor of 10 (Neves and 
Felismino, 2021). Just as important, if not more so, than the quantitative impact, at 
the time were the expectations of fulfilment, evident in the questions and debates. 
There was an involved and participatory professional environment, with signs 
of adherence to the proposals put forward, which suggested a context conducive 
to the implementation of policies based on the diagnosis and recommendations 
suggested.

After the Final Report was delivered, the Office of the Assistant Secretary of State 
for Cultural Heritage began drafting the Strategic Plan for Museums, Monuments and 

Palaces (2021-2031), based on the GPMF’s proposals and recommendations, a very 
brief preliminary version of which was presented at the end of July 2021. 

On a political level, in June 2021, the Parliament’s Culture and Communication 
Committee heard two members of the GPMF, the economist José Varejão and 
myself as coordinator of the group. The division of the Directorate-General for 
Cultural Heritage into two bodies, one for the management of museums and 
monuments and the other for the area of cultural heritage, the lack of human 
resources and digitization were some of the topics on which clarification was 
requested. However, the main reason for the hearing, a reason that was beginning 
to take shape more and more consistently, was to find out whether the proposals 
in the report would be put into practice or, to use the expression of one of the MPs 
who spoke at the hearing, whether they would remain in the drawer.

Even so, the ministerial office continued to work on the aforementioned Strategic 

Plan for Museums, Monuments and Palaces (2021-2031); however, it was never 
approved. Since February 2022 I have not become aware of any updates. 
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Having analysed the context and the process, it is important to ask: after being 
published, disseminated and debated at professional meetings and considered as the 
basis of a government strategic plan, which has since been discontinued, was the 
Museums in the Future Report just another piece of literature or was it an effective 
instrument for supporting public policies? The following exercise is to illustrate, 
by way of example and without intending to be exhaustive, some measures that 
have been implemented since 2021 from the Ministry of Culture, regardless of the 
existence of explicit references to the GPMF’s proposals. 

Among the measures implemented in line with the recommendations put forward, 
the main one was the division of the Directorate-General for Cultural Heritage 
into two bodies: the Public Business Entity Museums and Monuments of Portugal 
(MMP) and the Public Institute for Cultural Heritage. Although this measure 
coincides in content, it goes further in the legal-administrative form adopted by the 
MMP, a public business entity, while the GPMF proposed a public institute. The 
Recovery and Resilience Plan (PRR), which is currently being implemented, also 
meets one of the main proposals of the management axis. With regard to human 
resources, the recruitment of a significant number of restoration conservators was a 
far-reaching measure and in line with the recommendations made. 

However, I must point out that these mechanisms will only be fully effective if 
other persistent problems of staff shortages are resolved, for which we proposed, 
among other measures, an employment program for young graduates and the 
recognition of museums with this capacity as research entities.

With regard to the structuring of national museums, the Portuguese Museums 
Network was relaunched (which was part of the proposals of the network’s axis), and 
has further developed by holding national meetings in 2022 and 2024 – which had 
been inexplicably interrupted for the previous nine years – and with the creation of a 
working group, whose report was presented and published in 2023 (RPM Working 
Group, 2023). I hope that the MMP will put these proposals into practice, most 
of which are in line with those of the GPMF, in particular the creation of support 
centres for museums in the territory, which was provided for 20 years ago in the 
Framework Law on Portuguese Museums and has always been postponed. 

In terms of knowledge, the GPMF proposed launching a survey of the national 
museum scene, which has not been updated since 2013 (Neves, Santos and Lima, 
2013). This gap has recently been partly filled with a Survey of Museums from the 
Portuguese Museums Network, the preliminary results of which were presented 
on 21 March 2024 at the meeting of museums from this network in Ílhavo, central 
Portugal, and are awaiting publication. However, data on the rest of the Portuguese 
museum sector has yet to be surveyed and systematized. 

Another study (Carvalho and Camacho, 2023) sought to discuss the GPMF’s 
conclusions and recommendations for a 10-year public policy, addressing three 
aspects of sustainability concerns: collections management, participation, and 
education and mediation. In these areas, the government’s weak commitment 
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to incorporating the GPMF’s recommendations into concrete policy measures 
that promote the role of museums for a more sustainable future and culture as a 
fundamental pillar for democracy and sustainable development was notable. Our 
analysis confirmed that, in Portuguese national policies, museums (and culture) 
do not actively contribute to achieving the SDGs of the 2030 Agenda. As far as 
museums themselves are concerned, despite recognizing sustainability concerns, 
many have not yet integrated strategies to put sustainability into practice.

Among the recommendations made by the GPMF on the public axis, it is worth 
highlighting one that was materialized and publicly presented in December 2023: 
the Commitment to the Social Impact of Cultural Organizations, promoted by the 
National Arts Plan, in collaboration with the now defunct DGPC and currently 
with the MMP. It is a planning and self-assessment tool that supports museums and 
other cultural organizations in defining their objectives, impacts and indicators, in 
terms of their relationship with audiences and communities (Camacho et al., 2023).3 
and has been the subject of an extensive dissemination program that reached more 
than 500 people in the first half of 2024, a period in which 17 organizations of 
various types also formally joined: museums, libraries, archives, theatres and artistic 
structures.

Looking back, what can we learn from this forward-looking report?

More than three years after the end of the GPMF, the changes in the world lead me 
to a number of more than obvious observations on various levels: the multiplication 
and approximation of war scenarios; the distancing or distrust of democratic 
institutions; the exponentiation of the climate emergency; and the accelerated 
spread of artificial intelligence. With the exception of war, the other scenarios 
were taken into account in the future trends envisioned by the GPMF, although 
occasionally to a lesser extent than they came to be. 

To corroborate and amplify the scenarios pointed out, I note the renewal of 
foresight services in the Portuguese Public Administration, which, in a recent 
publication (RePLAN Multisectoral Foresight Team, 2024), identified nine 
megatrends up to 2050: worsening climate change; increasing pressure on natural 
resources; diversification and changing economic models; divergent demographic 
developments; a more urban world; a more digital world; a multipolar world; 
accelerating technological development; and new challenges to democracy. 

These scenarios will have an impact on Portuguese museums. Against this 
backdrop, we inevitably need stronger and more active museums, whose civic 
positioning is not distanced from contemporary problems or from involvement in 
proposals for solutions, together with the social and cultural ecosystem of which 
they are a part. In order to strengthen museums, most of the proposals put forward 
by the GPMF in 2021 are still relevant and can continue to serve as guidelines for 
public policies. 

3	 This management and social accountability tool is available on a website www.cisoc.pna.gov.pt 

http://www.cisoc.pna.gov.pt
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From this perspective, I would like to list a few conditions on which, in my opinion, 
the construction of multiple futures for museums is based: the achievement of 
professional and political consensus; the allocation of resources; the stability and 
continuity of policies; and finally, a committed and participatory society, aware of 
the relevance of museums and heritage. 

With these factors in mind, I return to the initial questions of this text. The 
experience of creating a project group with a time window open to thought and 
reflection, an operation based on participatory approaches and an implementation 
of the proposal booklet it had been tasked with, showed that it is possible to 
integrate this methodology into the first phases of the public policy cycle, those 
of anticipation and planning (PlanApp, 2023).4 Or, if we want to use another 
terminological grid, at the formulation stage (Howlett, 2019 in Maravalhas, 
2022), where a wide range of available options for dealing with public problems 
are analysed, and the different alternatives are compared and some paths are 
considered.

In 2021, the favourable reception of most of the GPMF’s proposals by the 
professional community demonstrated the real possibility of reaching consensus 
around a mobilising project based on responses to the needs of Portuguese 
museums. This context made it possible to move on to the next stages of the public 
policy cycle: design and implementation. However, as we have seen, the outline of 
a 10-year government strategic plan was interrupted. Nevertheless, a significant 
number of measures were implemented by the Ministry of Culture, totally or 
partially in line with the proposals in the GPMF report, although without any 
reference to that document.

If forward-thinking has effectively influenced the design of public policies in this 
case, it cannot be ignored that the discontinuity of these same policies can cause 
damage to the fragile situation of museums, just as an increase in the allocation 
of resources is indispensable to their strengthening. With the guarantee of these 
variables and the participatory involvement of society, we will move towards 
a paradigm shift, in which the value and relevance of museums are recognized 
in their intrinsic and instrumental aspects, as caring and educating entities that 
contribute to well-being, inclusion and sustainability.

In 2017, when I took part in ICOM Portugal’s spring conference, I was convinced 
that mapping the future was an essential element of analysis for formulating 
consistent public policies, equipped with information and data, and open to citizen 
participation. The experience of coordinating the GPMF, by demonstrating in 
practice the potential of the foresight approach and its articulation with strategic 
planning, reinforced my conviction that this is the most advantageous way to think 
systemically and make informed decisions for Portuguese museums.

4	 According to PlanAPP – Competence Center for Planning, Policies and Prospective Public 
Administration – the phases of the public policy cycle are as follows: anticipation and planning, 
design and implementation, monitoring and evaluation.
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In the past year, climate activists have symbolically or physically blocked CO2-

emitting infrastructure, airports, main roads and coal mining areas with their 

actions. What was surprising to many, however, was that renowned museums 

were also chosen as targets for actions, which sparked a broad media discussion. 

In this context, the decades-long constructive commitment of artists towards 

a more climate-friendly future, often in cooperation with climate activists, 

fell behind. How should museums and art change in times of climate crisis? 

What role could artists and cultural workers play in the development of a 

more climate-just society? What impact does it have on museums and cultural 

institutions when ecological sustainability becomes the basis of all curatorial 

and business decisions?

In recent years, climate change has led to an increase in extreme weather events 
worldwide. Long periods of drought and severe heat waves are followed by 
thunderstorms and heavy rainfall. Floods and landslides are occurring much more 
frequently and can cause major damage. Extreme weather events are becoming 
more frequent and more severe, as forecasts have predicted for years. Scientists 
agree that this is caused by the climate crisis – in physical terms, among other 
things, by the fact that warmer air can carry more moisture: if the temperature rises 
by one degree, there is seven percent more water vapor. On the path of high CO2 
emissions we are currently following, flood events are expected to double globally 
by the end of the century. The largest increases are likely to occur along the tropical 
coasts of Africa and Asia. The likelihood of flooding will increase most along the 
coasts of the North Atlantic, the Indian Ocean and the Pacific Islands.1 All over the 
world museums will be increasingly affected by these extreme weather events. Our 
collections are threatened and the need for enforced emergency preparedness to 
fend off the worst is urgent. Science agrees we are endangering human civilisation, 

1	 Fathom, Water Resources Research. 2024. [Online]. A 30 m Global Flood Inundation Model for 

Any Climate Scenario. Available at: https://www.fathom.global/academic-papers/global-flood-
inundation-model-for-any-climate/ [Accessed 2 April 2025].

Art and Activism in the Climate Crisis: 
Between the Movement and the Museum
Elke Kellner
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and the extent of a massive climate change can only be contained by quickly 
reducing our greenhouse gas emissions. As US President Barack Obama has put 
it, “We’re the first generation to feel the impact of climate change and the last 
generation that can do something about it.”2

Figure 1: Oliver Ressler, Barricade Cultures of the Future, 4K video, 38 min., 2021.  
Courtesy of the artist; àngels barcelona; The Gallery Apart, Rome © Bildrecht, Vienna 

This quote became the motto of an international climate movement. Different 
groups of activists, such as Fridays for Future, Extinction Rebellion and The 
Letzte (Last) Generation, formed to raise awareness of the urgency to act. Huge 
protest marches were organized, politicians were addressed, and citizens were 
asked to join and support the movement. Many countries pledged to reduce carbon 
emissions according to the Two-Degree-Target of the Kyoto Protocol,3 but still 
climate change and warming progresses rapidly. For the (mainly) young people 
who founded and joined these movements, change is too slow to fight the climate 
crisis, and this view is supported by science. They feel their future and lives being 
threatened by the massive effects that can be expected and that can already be felt. 
In 2022 activists turned to other strategies to raise awareness: in recent years, 
climate movements have blocked CO2-emitting infrastructures, airports, major 
roads or coal mining areas with their actions. What was surprising to many, 
however, was that renowned museums were increasingly chosen as targets for 
actions, with iconic objects attacked to attract attention. 

2	 Obama, B. 2014. [Online] Remarks by the President at U.N. Climate Change Summit, United Nations 
Headquarters, New York, NY, USA. Available at: https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-
press-office/2014/09/23/remarks-president-un-climate-change-summit [Accessed 2 April 2025].

3	 United Nations. [Online]. 1998. Kyoto Protocol. Available at: https://unfccc.int/resource/docs/
convkp/kpeng.pdf [Accessed 2 April 2025]. 

https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2014/09/23/remarks-president-un-climate-change-summit
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Two well-known examples

In October 2022, at the National Gallery, London: two activists from Just Stop Oil 
threw soup on Vincent van Gogh’s Sunflowers and glued themselves onto the wall of 
the museum. The painting was well protected behind glass and remained intact.4

Figure 2: Just Stop Oil action carried out on 14 October 2022 at the National Gallery (London).  
© Just Stop Oil

In November 2022, at the Leopold Museum, Vienna, Climate activists of the Letzte 
Generation5 poured oil on the painting Death and Life by Gustav Klimt. Again, the 
painting was well protected behind glass and remained intact.

Those actions, carefully choreographed and captured on social media, were 
designed to shock citizens, mobilise them and compel governments to enact 
aggressive climate policies. This, of course, sparked a broad discussion. Vandalising 
of art and museums was strongly condemned by many, although in most cases the 
art pieces were not damaged. The question is whether actions of this kind have the 
desired effect: namely, increasing attention on the issue so that the population and 
politicians begin to rethink and act.

4	 Gayle, D. 2022. [Online] Just Stop Oil activists throw soup at Van Gogh’s Sunflowers, The 

Guardian. Available at: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/oct/14/just-stop-oil-
activists-throw-soup-at-van-goghs-sunflowers [Accessed 2 April 2025]. 

5	 Video posted by Letzte Generation on X: https://x.com/letztegenAT/
status/1592461949719437312 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/oct/14/just-stop-oil-activists-throw-soup-at-van-goghs-sunflowers
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2022/oct/14/just-stop-oil-activists-throw-soup-at-van-goghs-sunflowers
https://x.com/letztegenAT/status/1592461949719437312
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212 

How does public perception of climate protest influence  

support for climate action?

In the recent paper “How does public perception of climate protest influence support 
for climate action?”,6 researchers in an online experiment asked US participants to 
give their views on a range of civil disobedience tactics. They concluded: 

Most Americans view climate-related NVCD as appropriate if it is non-violent and 

targeted towards those companies or entities which are responsible for taking actions 

to the detriment of the climate. This could be in the form of promoting fossil fuel 

use or even accepting fossil fuel financing. Conversely, actions that are violent, or 

targeted at entities not seen as being responsible for exacerbating climate change are 

seen as inappropriate targets. 

Museums were found to be the least appropriate target for such actions. The attacks 
on museums specifically had such a massive public backlash that the response must 
be seen as mainly negative and not supporting the cause.

Historically though, civil disobedience has often been an effective means of 
changing public opinion and politics, as seen, for example, in the Civil Rights 
Movement of the 1960s. Activists often used methods of disruption to gain media 
attention and overcome political asymmetries. Related to these perceptions are 
probably shifts in the so-called Overton window. Named after the US scientist 
Joseph B. Overton, it specifies the politically permissible framework for action on 
certain topics. Overton said that out of the multitude of possible positions on an 
issue, only a few that are close to the left or right of the mainstream position are 
accepted by the public. But if particularly extreme actions are taken, the public 
discourse can be shifted in favour of extremist agendas.7

We can find such dynamics at work most recently when in March 2024 a Pro-
Palestine activist attacked a portrait painting by Philip Alexius de László at Trinity 
College, part of the University of Cambridge, depicting Lord Balfour, who authored 
the famous 1917 letter declaring that the British government would support a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine. The activist organization Palestine Action posted a 
video on the social media platform X showing a lone demonstrator attacking the 
painting, spraying it with red paint and cutting it several times. The huge difference 
here is that the activist actually wanted to destroy the artwork – instead of just 
using it to gain media attention. A horrifying sight for museum professionals and a 
thorough warning that radical political activists are more and more ready to attack 
museums and the heritage they preserve.

As the ICOM Code of Ethics states, “Museums have particular responsibilities 
to all for the care, accessibility and interpretation of primary evidence collected 

6	 Badullovich, N. 2024. [Online]. How does public perception of climate protest influence support 
for climate action?, Nature. Available at: https://www.nature.com/articles/s44168-023-00096-
9?fromPaywallRec=false#Sec1 [Accessed 2 April 2025].

7	 Mackinac Center for Public Policy. 2022. [Online]. A Brief Explanation of The Overton Window. 
Available at: https://www.mackinac.org/OvertonWindow [Accessed 2 April 2025]. 

https://www.mackinac.org/OvertonWindow
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and held in their collections.”8 Museums are not only responsible for preserving 
that heritage, but even more for serving as public spaces in an open society. As 
institutions of a democratic society, museums address the challenges of today’s 
world. They promote the understanding of an increasingly complex world, 
contribute to human dignity and convey the values ​​of justice and general equality. 
Especially in times of crisis, museums provide historical facts and important 
perspectives and interpretations.

In a more and more complex world, many people seem overwhelmed by the many 
crises we are facing today, from the recent COVID-19 pandemic to the war of 
Russia against Ukraine, or the more obvious effects of the climate crisis. The radical 
philosopher Nancy Fraser places global warming within a general interlocking 
social crisis. 

Even as pockets of denialism persist, the threat of climate change has reached the 

political stage. A new generation of activist youth is insisting that we cease to evade 

the mortal threat posed by global warming and save the planet. At the same time, 

movements for degrowth are gaining strength. Convinced that consumerist lifestyles 

are driving us into the abyss, they seek a transformation of ways of living […] Eco-

politics, in a word, has become ubiquitous. No longer the exclusive property of stand-

alone environmental movements, climate change now appears as a pressing matter on 

which every political actor must take a stand […] a new commonsense.
9
 

She argues that eco-politics need to be anti-capitalist rather than merely 
environmental. Other concepts stay more within the parameters of our current 
economic system but still urge for a quite radical transformation of priorities  
– like the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) proposed by the United 
Nations in 2016.

Agenda 2030 and the 17 Sustainable Development Goals of the United Nations

Agenda 203010 pursued by the United Nations through the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs)11 envisages a world in which every individual can live 
a dignified and fulfilling life, a world that ensures the planet’s survival through 
responsible consumption and sustainable growth, and a world without hunger, 
poverty, injustice and inequality. It is an agenda for the sustainable economic, 
social and environmental transformation of our society. In that regard, the 17 
SDGs are an ambitious call to us all, at both the individual and institutional level, 
to contribute to the sustainable development of our planet so as to safeguard our 
future potential.

8	 ICOM. 2017. [Online]. Code of Ethics. Available at: https://icom.museum/wp-content/
uploads/2018/07/ICOM-code-En-web.pdf [Accessed 2 April 2025]. 

9	 Fraser, N. 2021. Climates of capital: For a trans-environmental eco-socialism, New Left Review.
10	 “Transforming our world: the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development”, Resolution adopted by 

the UN General Assembly on 25 September 2015, Available at: https://documents.un.org/doc/
undoc/gen/n15/291/89/pdf/n1529189.pdf [Accessed 2 April 2025].

11	 https://sdgs.un.org/goals

https://icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/ICOM-code-En-web.pdf
https://icom.museum/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/ICOM-code-En-web.pdf
https://documents.un.org/doc/undoc/gen/n15/291/89/pdf/n1529189.pdf
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Major global trends, such as climate change, demographic change, rapid 
urbanisation, technology and shifts in global economic power, have the capacity 
to increase inequalities and disparities, and affect the quality of life, outlook and 
well-being of communities in both rural and urban areas. At the same time, 
there is opportunity to respond to these mega-trends in a way which promotes 
more sustainable living, and more equitable and connected societies. So, how can 
museums contribute to a sustainable transformation? How can museums, how can 
cultural and creative interventions help individuals and communities to bridge 
divisions and move towards a more equal society based on human potential? And 
how can this be presented and communicated in a broadly effective way? The goal 
of museums is to save cultural heritage and to promote public awareness for the 
important role of museums in our society. We learn from the past to shape the 
present to ensure a viable world for all of mankind in the future. Museums serve 
as dynamic educational hubs, fostering curiosity, creativity and critical thinking. 
Museums are innovators in promoting sustainable change to respond to the social, 
economic and environmental challenges of our times. Initiatives to reach the UN 
sustainability goals must be on the top of our agenda. The 17 SDGs adopted by 
the United Nations in 2015 provide an ideal framework within which to act. The 
17 goals are an agenda for the sustainable transformation of our society by 2030 
on an economic, social and ecological level. They are a universal call to action to 
end poverty, protect the planet and improve the lives and prospects of everyone, 
everywhere. And they can and should be used by museums.

17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Goals for sustainable development

There were, however, no guidelines to be found on how museums can transform 
and use the SDGs in their daily work. And so, we developed our own pilot-project 
17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Goals for Sustainable Development in 2021. The project was an 
initiative by ICOM Austria in cooperation with BMKÖS – the Federal Ministry of 
Arts, Culture, Civil Service and Sport of Austria.

Figure 3: Doris Rothauer (Project Manager), Andrea Maier (State Secretary, Federal  
Ministry for Arts, Culture, the Civil Service and Sport), Bettina Leidl  
(President, ICOM Austria / Director MuseumsQuartier Vienna). © ICOM Austria
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ICOM Austria started this unique initiative by inviting 17 museums in Austria to 
address the 17 SDGs actively, directly and visibly, to heighten awareness, to offer 
a road map and to stimulate thought. ICOM Austria nominated a broad range of 
museums, big and small, regional, city and federal museums all over Austria – to 
develop concrete measures and activities for each of the 17 SDGs as a contribution 
to the achievement of the goals, and thus to act as best practice examples and role 
models. In selecting the museums, attention was paid not only to the variety of 
their cultural themes and positions but also to a good assortment in terms of size 
and geographical spread. The SDGs were allocated by drawing lots to encourage 
responsibility, openness and creativity. 

ICOM Austria’s Chair Bettina Leidl and Project Manager Doris Rothauer first 
set up a framework to support the museums with workshops to develop and 
implement their respective strategies, measures and activities. We invited diverse 
teams from different departments of the participating museums to attend these 
online workshops. Initially the program described the different SDGs and how 
they could be applied to museums; then the teams were asked to generate ideas and 
plans for projects in their museums. In the second half of the year, the museums 
realized those projects and communicated them via their platforms and social 
media. During the project many deep connections between the different museums 
were formed and cooperation developed. Museums initiated internal discussions 
and staff-members worked together across the borders of the usual disciplines and 
departments, reflecting the organisations’ internal habits and behaviours.

Project examples

Museum der Moderne Salzburg 

The Museum der Moderne Salzburg organized events, discussions, actions and film 
projections to investigate SDG 2, Zero Hunger. The central focus was to look at 
what could be done at the individual level by museum staff and at the institutional 
level by the museum itself to support sustainable global development. 

The goals were to:

	· Create awareness of the 17 SDGs based on SDG 2 Zero Hunger
	· Internal reflection and assessment of the team’s attitude to food and on ways 

in which every staff member can make a valuable contribution to this issue
	· Establish the museum as a place of encounter and discussion of socially 

relevant issues
	· Draw attention to the issue and highlight it from different angles with 

cooperation partners such as Caritas Salzburg, Das Kino and Salzburg Open-
Air Museum

	· Develop cooperation with partners focusing on food security, nutrition, 
sustainable farming and use of leftover food, such as food sharing Österreich, 
ABZ Itzling, Caritas Salzburg and Biohof Achleitner

	· Design the museum more sustainably and using SDG 2 as a starting point 
from which to apply for the Ecolabel 
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The role of art is to show the way. This is something we are committed to. We share 

the vision of the international community of a good future for all.  

Thorsten Sadowsky, Director, Museum der Moderne Salzburg12 

Werner Berg Museum

The Werner Berg Museum in Carinthia used its special exhibition Doma / Home 

– In Search of the Carinthian Slovenes from May to October 2021 as the basis for 
its contribution to SDG 5 Gender Equality. The aim of the various events in 
connection with the exhibition was to raise awareness and promote discussion of 
the subject of gender equality with the involvement of all genders.

The exhibition showed the changing gender role model over the past 90 years 
as reflected in the works of Werner Berg and Karlheinz Fessl. The discussion 
of gender equality was also extended to the different native language groups 
in Carinthia. Apart from readings, book presentations, concerts and a Fest des 

Miteinander (Festival of Togetherness), students from Austrian and Slovene 
secondary schools interacted with the portraits by Berg and Fessl, investigated 
past and present gender roles, expanded to include the colourful rainbow of equal 
opportunity, tolerance and enriching diversity. The workshops provided a basis for 
a voyage of discovery by the students on their own and during art classes at school. 
The results were presented on 30 October 2021 in the form of an exhibition of the 
students work in the museum.

Art means creativity. Creativity is engendered through diversity and uniqueness – 

building bridges together through equal opportunity.  

Arthur Ottowitz, Director, Werner Berg Museum13

Graz Museum

What does marine pollution have to do with Graz? Graz is by the sea? Not quite, 
but it is at least connected indirectly with the Black Sea via a river extending over 
1,000 km. The inland region therefore shares responsibility for ensuring that 
the sea stays clean. At the same time, the pollution of urban waterways is a great 
problem. The permanent exhibition 360 GRAZ: Eine Geschichte der Stadt (A History 
of the City) added a focus on pollution of the river Mur. The Gothic Hall of the 
museum was transformed into a workshop area, with the HomeShop installation by 
Joanna Zabielska highlighting the problem of marine pollution with (micro)plastics.

There was also a series of themed guided tours and workshops for adults and 
children. Various activities, measures and interventions were organised with the 
aim of:

12	 Leidl, B., Kellner, E. and Rothauer, D. 2022. 17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Museums as Pioneers of Social, 

Ecological and Economic Development. A manual by ICOM Austria, Vienna: ICOM Austria, p. 14.
13	 Leidl, B., Kellner, E. and Rothauer, D., 2022. “17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Museums as Pioneers 

of Social, Ecological and Economic Development. A manual by ICOM Austria”, Vienna: ICOM 
Austria, p. 42.
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	· Raising awareness of the dangers of water pollution
	· Placing present-day challenges in a historical context
	· Promoting a creative and experimental approach to the issue
	· Offering stimulus for a positive contribution to a solution

It was a challenge to choose only three examples from the 17 amazing projects, but 
I think these show the variety of possible approaches best. Museums were either 
working with their collections and exhibitions, reflecting internally or building 
bridges with our partners and institutions. The projects realised show that very 
different target groups of visitors – or even people who were not involved with the 
museum before – could be motivated to participate, and many events were staged 
in the public space outside the museums. Communication of all activities on the 
different channels and social media was also of key importance. We documented 
the project in our publication 17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Sustainable Development Goals, 
which had great impact internationally. ICOM Austria was invited to present 
the project with an online webinar14 and a presentation at the Austrian Cultural 
Forum15 during the UN Climate Week in New York in 2022.

Figure 4: Cover of “17 Museums x 17 SDGs – Sustainable Development Goals,  
Museums as Pioneers of Social, Environmental and Economic Development.  
A Manual from ICOM Austria”. © ICOM Austria 

14	 ICOM Austria webinar: http://icom-oesterreich.at/news/un-climate-week-webinar-2022-
looking-ahead-17-museums-x-17-sdgs-innovations-austrian-museums 

15	 http://icom-oesterreich.at/publikationen/17-museums-x-17-sdgs-sustainable-development-goals 

http://icom-oesterreich.at/news/un-climate-week-webinar-2022-looking-ahead-17-museums-x-17-sdgs-innovations-austrian-museums
http://icom-oesterreich.at/news/un-climate-week-webinar-2022-looking-ahead-17-museums-x-17-sdgs-innovations-austrian-museums
http://icom-oesterreich.at/publikationen/17-museums-x-17-sdgs-sustainable-development-goals
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ICOM Museums & SDGs

Following this project, ICOM Austria initiated another series with 10 Viennese 

Museums x 10 SDGs which was also a great success. Many museums in Austria 
began to focus their work on questions such as: how should museums and art 
change in times of climate crisis? What role could artists and cultural workers play 
in the development of a more climate-just society? What impact does it have on 
museums and cultural institutions when ecological sustainability becomes the basis 
of curatorial and business decisions? As a further result, ICOM Austria founded 
the platform ICOM Museums & SDGs for Austrian museums, in order for them 
to stay in touch, coordinate and exchange information on their current projects 
concerning issues of climate change as well as social and ecological sustainability. 
Main topics included the New Bizot Green Protocol which prioritizes sustainability 
by recommending wider climatic conditions for museums; and a presentation by 
Caitlin Southwick from Ki Culture showing how museums can save up to 50% 
of energy costs and to dramatically reduce CO2 emissions when they get “Climate 
Control Under Control”.16 

The Austrian Ecolabel – guidelines for sustainability and saving energy 

in museums

Another very fruitful initiative is the Austrian “Umweltzeichen”17 – a certification 
process with the goal of sustainability in all technical areas of the museum – from 
the handling of objects during transport, conservation and storage, to the choice 
of materials when building the exhibition, requirements for external service 
providers on site (such as restaurants and shops), or criteria for means of lighting of 
exhibition areas and possibilities of sustainable energy production (like solar panels 
on museum buildings). The certification is supervised by the federal ministry. 
Currently 46 museums in Austria have undergone the process and committed to the 
program. Sustainability, ecology and the conscious use of resources as well as socio-
political responsibility are always at the forefront of sustainably managed museums 
with the Austrian Ecolabel.

Getting ready for the future

Museums have the chance to tackle the great concerns of our age with a great 
variety of approaches. The Museums-Quartier in Vienna is driving forward 
its vision MQ goes green as an energy-efficient and environmentally conscious 
institution, with the aim not just of imparting knowledge on the topic of 
sustainability and stimulating discourse, but also of actively inspiring creativity 
and acting as a role model, focusing on ecological themes and increasing the use 
of public space. Through sustainable measures, Museums-Quartier endeavours 
to make an important contribution to the transformation of society, with the 
goal of becoming a climate-neutral cultural district by 2030. Key initiatives are 
environmentally themed artistic projects, the greening of the area, and resource-

16	 Ki Culture website: https://www.kiculture.org/ki-futures/
17	 “Umweltzeichen” Austrian Ecolabel website: https://www.umweltzeichen.at/de/kultur/museen

https://www.kiculture.org/ki-futures/
https://www.umweltzeichen.at/de/kultur/museen
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efficient operations. In the long term, the entire Museums-Quartier will move 
towards renewable energies, greater biodiversity and more trees throughout the 
complex. 

Meanwhile the MAK (Museums of Applied Arts) in Vienna explores the spatial 
aspects of protest cultures in its exhibition PROTEST/ARCHITECTURE: Barricades, 

Camps, Superglue (14 February 2024 - 25 August 2024, MAK, Vienna).18 It focuses 
on political movements that have manifested themselves in public space and 
produced specific architecture and design objects. The research for the exhibition 
revealed an ambivalent, often utopian and sometimes risky spectrum: it ranges 
from the fighting at the barricades during the July Revolution of 1830 in Paris to 
protesters using their bodies in the numerous protest camps that can be found in 
almost all regions of the world today. 

The Technical Museum in Vienna has taken on the issues of global warming and 
the energy crisis with the exhibition Energy Transition – A Race Against Time

19 
(16 June 2023 – 30 December 2024). With a variety of multimedia installations, 
numerous interactive elements, innovative best practice examples from research 
and industry, and highlighted objects from the collection of the Technical Museum 
Vienna, the exhibition provides insights into diverse and intertwined challenges, 
as well as diverse and innovative solutions. Visitors can experience for themselves 
what a successful energy transition and a climate-neutral future could look like and 
receive sound orientation knowledge to actively participate in the climate discourse 
themselves.

Museums are getting ready for the future, but we are not there yet! Museums 
face many opportunities and challenges. Museums are increasingly conquering 
the digital space as a democratic and inclusive field of action. Museums are 
committed to support the Agenda 2030 of the United Nations, promoting the 
17 Sustainable Development Goals that envisage a world where every individual 
can live a dignified and fulfilling life, a world that ensures the planet’s survival 
through responsible consumption and sustainable growth. Museum exhibitions 
demonstrate the complex dynamics of the climate movements, of energy transition 
and of the climate crisis, giving an overview of possible strategies and novel 
technologies, and seeking to open new perspectives for visitors that empower them 
to actively participate in the climate discourse. Museums increasingly open-up their 
doors and re-design their digital presences to be accessible to everyone, without 
barriers. Museums want visitors with diverse biographical, cultural and religious 
backgrounds not only to feel welcome, but to feel invited to actively shape and 
participate. Museums are pushing the boundaries within the fast-moving digital 
world, and the great international network of ICOM provides those important 
opportunities for exchange to develop amazing new visions for museums. To the 

Museums, Citizens!

18	 https://www.mak.at/protestarchitecture 
19	 https://www.technischesmuseum.at/exhibition/energy_transition 

https://www.mak.at/protestarchitecture
https://www.technischesmuseum.at/exhibition/energy_transition
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