


MUSEUM ACTIVISM

Only a decade ago, the notion that museums, galleries and heritage organisations might engage
in activist practice, with explicit intent to act upon inequalities, injustices and environmental
crises, was met with scepticism and often derision. Seeking to purposefully bring about social
change was viewed by many within and beyond the museum community as inappropriately
political and antithetical to fundamental professional values. Today, although the idea remains
controversial, the way we think about the roles and responsibilities of museums as knowledge-
based, social institutions is changing. Museum Activism examines the increasing significance of
this activist trend in thinking and practice.

At this crucial time in the evolution of museum thinking and practice, this ground-breaking
volume brings together more than fifty contributors working across six continents to explore,
analyse and critically reflect upon the museum’s relationship to activism. Including contribu-
tions from practitioners, artists, activists and researchers, this wide-ranging examination of new
and divergent expressions of the inherent power of museums as forces for good, and as activists
in civil society, aims to encourage further experimentation and enrich the debate in this nascent
and uncertain field of museum practice.

Museum Activism elucidates the largely untapped potential for museums as key intellectual
and civic resources to address inequalities, injustice and environmental challenges. This
makes the book essential reading for scholars and students of museum and heritage studies,
gallery studies, arts and heritage management, and politics. It will be a source of inspiration
to museum practitioners and museum leaders around the globe.

Robert R. Janes is a Visiting Fellow at the School of Museum Studies, University of
Leicester, UK, Editor-in-Chief Emeritus of Museum Management and Curatorship, and the
founder of the Coalition of Museums for Climate Justice. He has devoted his career to
championing museums as important social institutions that can make a difference in the
lives of individuals and their communities.

Richard Sandell is Professor of Museum Studies at the University of Leicester, UK. His
research and practice is concerned with the social roles and responsibilities of museums,
galleries and heritage sites and, in particular, their capacity to shape the moral and political
climate within which human rights are experienced.
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Museums have undergone enormous changes in recent decades; an ongoing process of
renewal and transformation bringing with it changes in priority, practice and role as well as
new expectations, philosophies, imperatives and tensions that continue to attract attention
from those working in, and drawing upon, wide ranging disciplines.

Museum Meanings presents new research that explores diverse aspects of the shifting
social, cultural and political significance of museums and their agency beyond, as well as
within, the cultural sphere. Interdisciplinary, cross-cultural and international perspectives
and empirical investigation are brought to bear on the exploration of museums’ relation-
ships with their various publics (and analysis of the ways in which museums shape — and are
shaped by — such interactions).

Theoretical perspectives might be drawn from anthropology, cultural studies, art and art
history, learning and communication, media studies, architecture and design and material
culture studies amongst others. Museums are understood very broadly — to include art
galleries, historic sites and other cultural heritage institutions — as are their relationships with
diverse constituencies.
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‘Museums have woken from their slumber. Here is a clarion call to leave behind the
“immorality of inaction” and confront a troubled world, a threatened planet, and threats to
cultural diversity, equality and justice. This volume documents the extraordinary range of
ways in which museum activism, as an integral and necessary part of contemporary museum
practice, is at work in the 21st century. Janes and Sandell marshal an impressive line-up of
authors across the globe who are using the “civic resource” of the museum to bring about
environmental, social and political change. The book is a handbook for this urgent task.
Read it and join the struggle!’

— Conal McCarthy, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand

‘Are museums shrines to the past, hubs of engagement for the present, or shapers of the
future? Assembling dozens of contributions by leading and new voices in museum studies,
Museum Activism targets the core values and principles guiding museum practice today with
the aim of transforming the way we think about the social role of museums. This book
offers a deep reflection on the limits and potential for museum activism at a time of
deepening economic inequality and environmental collapse, a bold call for action for the
international museum community, and a field guide to museum activism in practice.
Slaying the zombie myth of institutional neutrality that excuses institutional complacency
and inaction, it argues for a vision of the museum as an ally and agent of change. Activists
around the world are calling on museums to leverage their cultural power to help shape the
future for the common good. This book is an insider’s guide to making it happen.’
— Beka Economopoulos, Founding Director of The Natural History Museum,
USA, a traveling museum and museum transformation project

‘Janes and Sandell have assembled a powerful volume of essays that encourages museums to
transform themselves from precious vaults into active agents of social justice. Museum Activism
is a collective call for museums to become more mindful, moral, and courageous places of
conscience. These timely essays challenge museums to become more aware of the toxic
legacies and current devastation of colonialism, imperialism, xenophobia, homophobia,
racism and sexism and to become unafraid in “addressing the big problems and the big
questions” that confront us globally. This publication provides a needed wake-up call, a
radical re-imagining of museums and a range of practical strategies for action!’
— Jennifer Scott, Director and Chief Curator of
Jane Addams Hull-House Museum, University of Illinois at Chicago, USA
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FRONTISPIECE Lyndal Osborne: Curtain of Life, 2016. Mixed media installation. Dimensions:
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“immorality of inaction” and confront a troubled world, a threatened planet, and threats
to cultural diversity, equality and justice. This volume documents the extraordinary range
of ways in which museum activism, as an integral and necessary part of contemporary
museum practice, is at work in the 21st century. Janes and Sandell marshal an impressive
line-up of authors across the globe who are using the “civic resource” of the museum to
bring about environmental, social and political change. The book is a handbook for this
urgent task. Read it and join the struggle!’

Conal McCarthy, Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand
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