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collections throughout the world is a social justice imperative demanding respectful and 
consultative repatriation to Indigenous communities29 or as a means to challenge 
'reductive stereotypes' of disabled people.3° Communities have made claims :from 
museums for the repatriation or restitution of objects pertaining to their cultural 
heritage.31 

Museum Detox, the UK network of Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) 
museum workers, formed in 2014, confronts racism in museum employment and aims 
to decolonise museum practice.32 Museum Hue in the United States was founded in 
2015 to support and advocate for 'Black, Indigenous and other People of Color' .33 

Museums have also represented the impact of displacement in Holocaust and memory 
museums, for example.34 However, the cultural sector has also been responsible for 
the displacement of people. When culture is used to transform sites, the 'effect of 
regeneration may be to squeeze out poorer residents of communities' .35 The term 
'heritage dispossession' is also used to refer to the process of eviction of underprivileged 
people when certain areas are redeveloped in order to support heritage tourism.36 The 
intersectional stance of this book37 argues that the understanding and support of 
diversity and democracy through practice does not excuse the issue of class being 
ignored or placed on the backburner of the work of any museum or heritage site. 

This volume affirn15 the necessary push for museums to be at the forefront of an 
activist and socially relevant practice and argues for the working and poverty classes to 
be granted visible agency in museums. The intersection between class and the cultural 
sector has been the subject of scholarship evident in Tony Bennett et al.'s Culture, 
Class, Distinction (2009) and the work ofDave O'Brien et al. (2014). In 2003, Bobbie 
Oliver and Andrew Reeves co-edited a special thematic edition of the international 
journal LAbor History, which examined ways in which working life was represented, or 
not, throughout Australian museums and galleries. This edition includes courageous 
and substantiated accounts from a range of scholars on examples of exhibited labour 
history throughout Australia, including descriptions of associated controversies. Muse­
ums and the Working Class extends this discussion both internationally and beyond the 
bounds of exhibited representation. Laurajane Smith et al.'s Heritage, LAbour and the 
Working Classes (2011) examines how working-class communities and labour organi­
sations use heritage and also identifies where working-class heritage is excluded. This 
volume includes the heritage sector and expands this discussion to include museums, 
archives and libraries. Nina Simon's The Art of Relevance (2016) and C. A. Scott's (ed.) 
Museums and Public Value: Creating Sustainable Futures (2016) exemplify the interna­
tional push to make museums relevant to the public. This volume argues the case for 
the perspectives of the working and poverty classes to be central to this ambition. 
Museums and the Working Class is also inspired by Tony Bennett's research in The Birth 
ef the Museum (1995) concerning the emergence of the public museum as a means to 
reform the behaviour of the working class. How museums still respond to the working 
classes is central to the purpose of this volume. 

While there is extensive literature in which scholars and practitioners from the 
museum sector observe the imperative quest for diversity, such declarations co-exist 
with current sociological conunentary. For example, Owen Jones' Chavs (2011) 
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literature and the media'. Further, James challenges white, western- dominated 
notions of 'work' through her emphasis on the importance of 'Aboriginal tradi­
tional work that is generated by and sustains living on country'. s4 

Absent presence 

The notion of 'absent presence' is a recurring motif in this volume: an application 
of Derrida's discussion that nothing exists beyond the text.ss In the museum and 
heritage sectors, the text exists in the representation of displays, exhibitions, col­
lections, conservation - what is kept, exhibited, conserved, refurbished and who 
visits these sites and who is employed to work in them. There is meaning in the 
omissions of curatorial and heritage work because these gaps contain the traces of 
the missing. In Chapter 11, in their analysis of the SEKA Paper Museum in Izmit, 
Turkey, authors Meral Akba~ and Ozge Kelek<;:i note the absence of factory 
workers and the cacophony of machines that have all been rendered silent. Rabia 
Nadir, in Chapter 8, draws attention to the Walled City of Lahore in Pakistan, 
which is being redeveloped for the purposes of global tourism. This heritage policy 
threatens the rights of poor residents to inhabit 'prime, urban land' and, in tum, 
their means to livelihood. 

This volume pays attention to working-class narratives that have been overlooked. 
In Chapter 4, Philip Payton writes a compelling case for the need for the museum 
sector to recognise South Australia's Labor movement, led by the emigrant Cornish 
mining community. While this history has been acknowledged by UNESCO World 
Heritage, this international recognition has not been mirrored by the National 
Museum of Australia or in any of the museums operated by the History Trust of 
South Australia. Such visibility should not confine working-class struggle to the past. 
In Chapter 9, Wesley R. Bishop evaluates the collegial action of academics, labour 
leaders and other members of the community that saved the family home of US 
socialist politician Eugene Victor Debs from demolition in 1962. Bishop argues that 
the public history associated with Debs should be confrontative, where past struggles 
are connected with the present. This volume also echoes the observation of Amy K. 
Levin in her discussion concerning museums, sexuality and gender, that 'the recog­
nition of women in museums is not old news'.s6 In Chapter 7,Jose Manuel Vazquez 
Lij6, director of the Marea Museum, which opened in 2012 in Porto do Son in the 
northwest of Spain, discusses his work in redressing the invisibility of women 
workers in the history of Galicia's maritime industry. 

Hands on 

The notion of absence in this volume does not only concern exhibited repre­
sentation museums or redevelopment within the heritage sector. Paying attention 
to class means not only acknowledging content and narratives but also aesthetics 
and the mode of representation itself Here, the volume contributes to critical dis­
cussions concerning museums and the attention economy. The latter term refers to 
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artisans in Lahore (Chapter 8) corroborate similar contemporary discussions, which 
note that while capitalism has resulted in manufacturing jobs being outsourced off­
shore, localised manual labour is still relevant.63 Moreover, Hughes' and Nadir's con­
tributions to this volume locate this imperative as central to the policies of the museum 
and heritage sectors. An understanding of the importance of trades is not a mere 
exercise in nostalgia and, conversely, a disregard for the same is not only an act of 
snobbery.64 Philosopher and mechanic Matthew Crawford states, 'Grime under the 
fingernails, bodily involvement with the machines we use entails a kind of agency'. 65 

Ethics 

This volume also makes the case for extending critical attention to human remains in 
museum collections so that the remains of those from the working-class deceased are 
also considered. In Chapter 5, Jamie Jelinski's research reveals the practice of medical 
practitioners and criminologists who have collected the remains of deceased perpe­
trators and victims of crime, including tattooed skin from working-class people, which 
have been collected and displayed by museums. Jelinski exemplifies museum ethical 
guidelines that include standards for the handling of the human remains from Indi­
genous communities but excludes principles for the treatment of human remains of 
other groups such as non-Indigenous, working-class people. 

Museums and the Working Class also has implications for how museums conduct 
'stakeholder engagement', or, to use a less corporate term: genuine community 
collaboration. Contributors to this volume reveal their frustrations in their interac­
tions with museums while undertaking their work. Museums may publicly espouse 
their commitment to research, public engagement, access and inclusion, but in this 
volume there are personal accounts of museums instituting barriers to scholarly 
inquiry. Jelinski reports in his chapter that a museum's response to his request for 
more information about displayed human remains was 'obstructive' and was fol­
lowed by the Museum's removal of the items from public display only days after 
his inquiry. In Chapter 3, Silvio Tamaso D'Onofrio recounts his efforts to find a 
cultural institution to accept his researched and curated collection of material that 
belonged to Brazilian working-class writer Edgard Cavalheiro. He notes that the 
governing body of one archival organisation lied to him by saying that they had no 
space, only later accepting a much larger collection of an internationally famous 
musician. His autoethnographic analysis prompts his associated hypotheses con­
cerning ubiquity of this elitism throughout the wider archival sector. There is a call 
through this volume for museums to understand that ethical behaviour is not 
served by avoidance of issues that may be deemed controversial or challenging but 
instead may start with honest and authentic interactions with the public. 

Employment 

Museums are being challenged to critically examine their power relationships and 
how these are played out in what they collect, whose stories they exhibit and who 
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is made to feel welcome in their halls, 66 including who is employed. Sociologists 
Orian Brook, Dave O'Brien and Mark Taylor have found that the cultural sector is 
highly inequitable, as evident in who produces and consumes artforms (a minor 
segment of the population) as well as its precarious and elite workforce. They 
observe, 'creative jobs are thus highly exclusive. Culture has a class problem. This 
class problem sits alongside the other, well-known, problems of gender and racial 
exclusions in cultural and creative occupations' .67 David Fleming, in Chapter 2, 
applies his term 'pattern of privilege' to his analysis of the significant absence of 
working-class people in British museums, a privilege that is also perpetuated 
throughout museum governance. In Chapter 12, Michelle McGrath, who describes 
her origins as 'benefits class', undertook extensive volunteer work in museums, 
despite her relevant qualifications, before being offered paid employment. 
Through her establishment of Museum as Muck, the UK network of working-class 
museum professionals, she and her 'Mucker' colleagues collectively apply their 
lived experience to affect change in the museum sector through running work­
shops, staging interventions and collecting data to address the disparity inherent in 
museums' working populations. 

This volume does not suggest that all museums do not pay any meaningful 
attention to class. There are case studies throughout the following pages that 
exemplify life-changing engagement. Beyond this text, it is important to note, for 
example, the extensive work of people's and workers' museums throughout the 
world, the push from communities to gain a voice in the cultural sector and the 
organisations that listen. But there are contributors here whose research and lived 
experience denote struggle of virtually life-denying proportions, relentless toil 
veiled by invisible prejudice. Such case studies should not be dismissed with plati­
tudinal references to unsubstantiated 'what abouts'. Paying meaningful attention to 
class involves taking notice of existing research and undertaking more. 

The authors have come together through the pages of this volume, in some 
cases, through an international call for papers. For others, their contributions fol­
lowed opportune and enriched meetings, through places of work, at international 
conferences or through social media. One author came to this book following 
family association through his research. Such networks while vast and relevant are 
not internationally or culturally even. It is hoped, then, that Museums and the 
Working Class marks an opening for further discussions from countries that are 
absent in this volume. 

'Will you be a lousy scab or ... ?' 

Museums and the Working Class is a manifesto for change through the voices of the 
working class in exhibitions, collections, conservation policy, community colla­
boration, programmes, visitor engagement, employment and governance. Florence 
Reece's father was killed while working in a coal mine in Tennessee. Later, with 
her husband Sam, also a coal miner, she helped organise miners. The song that 
Florence wrote, 'Which Side Are You On?' became the anthem of the coal 
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