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1
The contingent nature of the
| new museum ethics

Janet Marstine

Introduction

In 2008, Scottish performance arust Anthony Schrag sealed a column of the classical
portieo fronting the Gallery of Modern Art (GoMA) in Olasgow and, then, partway
up, held an to the fluting while extending his legs undl his feet reached the adjacenr
column (Figure 1.1 In this hrief but expressive picee, entided Push,) Scheag exerrs
both o physical and metaphorieal pressure on the muserrm. Throngh badily means

Push calls for ethical change in the museum responsive to the needs of contemporary
lety, Schrag explains:

s an instinctual, responsive piece that came from my frustration ar a
muscum’'s monolithic status within 1 culiwereal asdscape. It was 2 symbolic
gesture harking back to the myths of Samson, wherein he broke the pillars
of the temple thar held him. T was finding a way to bath critique and belong
within those systems, and attemmpr to add another, tangential pathway
through and around the building. My desire is ro disrupr cxpected modes to
find new ways of speaking.?

fn the Hebrew Bible Samson has so much rage rowards the Philistines who blinded,
seduced and imprisoned him that he draws suenoth from God o collapse the mwo
temple pillars o which he is chained during o celebrationy he thus desgoys dhe
temple and the Philistines who were inside i, sacrificing himself in the process.’
Schrag mimics Samson's act ro convey u similar alienation from an oppressive
envivonment. Schrag’s action compels the viewer to imagine dynamic and participa-
ory new muscum models defined by divergent voices. He asserrs, “the impulse for
this type of work comes from an inrerest in theories related o socially engaged
p‘mu'iccs and inviting a wide specrrum of the pubdic inte o shared cultural debate,™
Schrag's Push. adroitly encupsulutes the thinking of the new museam wthics, an

Aeproach that, [ shall argue, is a feminiseinspired mode of critical inquiry defined by
its contingent nature.
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Anthony Schiras, Prish, 2008, Gallery of Modern Art, Cllasgow. Copyrignt, Anithony

Schrag.

Bigure 1!

It is common praciice for ethics cenrers, institutes and think tnks to use symbols

of mensure, enlightenment and strength to represent the concept of ethics: images of
, turches and pillars 'I)rcd‘_nnirmtu.r‘
racteristic that does nor deline twenty-
criticpue -arrists’ systeInatic INCRUTY of the policies, prac-
to grapple with the

Pt these 1cans connote mnrul

scales, compass
certainty, # chu first-centusy muscum ethics.
1 have found institueiona]
) nseful ouchstone by which

pices and values of muscams
ecday. Sehrag's perlormance

ntltiefaccted and convingent nature of museum ethics
Famctione as such. iv refutes the rigidity of museum power with the reafities of ¢or-
s that admits complexity, contradiction and fluxt
as a discourse, 4

poreal presence to model a proce
auch as Schrag's positions muscurn crhics
s the construction of knowledge and the way we behave.
mode of asserting power

Insticutional crivicue
soctal pracice which frapact
extablished that discourse can function as w
Fwert social relations.’ By examining museum cthivs as
amics of guthorized and alternative erhics
o sphere of ingquity.

J und been shaped by the
that characterized  the

Foucauh has
Lur it may also serve o sn
sovial practice, 1 owill uininate the dyn
Jiscourse and offer u corrective to this under-theort

The authorized muscum ethics Jiscourse has both shape
of skill development wnd stanclard  setting
st coentury. Ciry Fdson's

priorirization
smugeum studies sector or much of the
advanced this notion of professionalization.
ion of external values on muscums, frut

museum and
1997 seminal volume Misetan Ethics
Nduseum ethics iy not about the imposit

ﬂEblO-m an :ll'id}'l’:il,;}ll(.!mg: of the foundations of museum practices,” he declared ¥
thics as professionalizatic as mlaved a sienid L e
e -l L.mu has plaved a significant role in Jdistinguishing public
service from personal wain and political interests. Bur in this century the shifting
teTTAm, iirl\-‘t‘f a criigue of common practice w implement change that meets ti‘x':*
current and furure needs of sociery. ’

Secial and cultural change lead alternarive Jdi
e hange lead to alternatrive discourses that undermine author-
ized discourse, Recent soctal, coonomie, politieal aud rechnologicsd trends have
sparked in the museum secrar a developing diseourse about the moral agency of
. - P g . e . . N A o
museums that contests the authorized view of ethics. Richard Sandell has argued
A iy . : R s - - . ” ""‘—,:.\-
persuasively thut objectivity is an elusive stance ared a default posidon dhat impares
value through the invoked authority of the insttuton, Sandell us | o

ue thronig v of the instituton., Sandell uses the tern “moral
activism’ to saggest
agents I promoting

it ain'cct:lon for museums to realize their potental as change
. socind inclusion and homan rights borh instde and ouiside Ll“u.‘
museum.” Hilde Hein identifies whar she cafls an “institanonal morali

hs Tiile . . Rk ¥ asserting
thar, while museums mav not have canscience, they do have moral agency ¥ ein's
T T ¥ Live al apency. SR
insticutional morality moves bevond personul and  professional ethic
that, while museum staff may come und go, their synergy across

I suggests

at, cur tune and place,
especially as huile into the mechanisms of organizational chinge, creates an instit
tonal ethics, as well as un ethics of the museum sceror. In rlu‘.: Li‘m;wt;rl“l iwii] :hinu.:
how the discourse of contemporaty museum cthics is founded on the cnnccpf t}T‘l‘l’
institutions have moral agency, And T will define three major strands of theory 'u‘-'i
practice through which muscums can assert their meral agency: soctal im‘{L;':l']‘L
radical transparency and shared guardianship of herirage. T e
Tr is well documentsd rthar the muscum sector has become tncreasingly more
responsive to the shifting needs of socicty; museums have come to :lCL‘l.“]"t u: i C\"}*L
embruce change a8 a defining element of policy.’! Nouetheless, inS[itUti&‘;’n'{i }':m‘ .""“
cracies, the demands of funding sources and allegiances to conunon p‘t"l:lti:t‘ Ic'd‘t
typically prescribed incremental change in the musewm, rather than the kinci ui'Ll l“ "L'
rethinking required to instill the values of shared :;ul'lmriw and of social or
standing among diverse communiri e

iy museumns today crearivit i i
standi : E s today creartvity and risketaking
are often funmeled wrough one-off projeers. o

~In fact. a substantive palicy an ; r ;
o rot, a s;;lbsmnnu rolicy and practice of change depend upon a muscum cthics
of change, 3 sive s is i invi e ‘
: mlt( mlr?]' al\progrcsslvg museum is undergirded and invigoruted by deer engage
et A - fay au - - 5 . ) o
wawvith the key ethical issues of the dayv. Muoscums that arve driven by o dynamic

- ethics discourse have a clear sense of i
i i 50 ]]hl\L a clear sense of the values that cheir decision-making conveys
- nrs —_— o R : H : i
continuously assess and reassess this alipnmear wirh the communites they

T ol . o C

:tt-:l\;ﬂi:tl:ltncg 7(\.f j,h‘l,f; -u.-rll1u*\|:g49.\‘-?l'(_7l'n a |‘:mgn-‘, of instirutional pelicy and planning
nents, 1.10L ulnl) ethics codes. One resalt is that institurions invested in the new

U‘SCU_?.I“I. l::tthS discourse effectively communicate the public value of muscums‘. The

-OC.,-;;;T!:;v[::‘:,r:::.%}!ms te change becuuse it huilds public wast throogh

oer; sp v and relevance,

115 d}.ﬁptt’l' T posit Fhat the new muscum cthics is among the most pivoral

f:museum professionals in the twenty-ficst century and central I(_; poud

hifting terrain o

. g"{h .lt,nm}n can help the muscum 1o acknowledse moral agency
SONSWlering why 5 cthicy i 1 ) \ A dis.
OT) 2 what museurn ethics is not, | will unpack the suthorized dis-



ew muscum ethics, Contemporarny musearn cthics and owenty-first-century musLum
this alrernative discourse within ferninist theory and within the it
f disciplines Lo advance the concept of

11 disenss the three key strands

othics. [ siruate
erature of ethics
the coniifigent nanwes of the pew museum cthics. Ane
todey: social responsibility, raclical trapspar:

stucddies fron: o broad range

i rmusenm ethics theory and practice
A ceneral tenet of my argument is that museum

ey und guardianship of heritage.
ather than a bcden of complienca. T hold that

ethigs 18 an OPPOTOILITY for orowth,

change in the muscam is anchored by change i musedm othics discourse.

What Museum Ethics is Not

seurn ethies! We might bewin by clapifving what it is not.
duty to conceal unethical behavior within ong’s own
A5SUTMDTHON rernains quite

What is contemporary mu

Museurn ethics s not @
inatitntion andfor among 3 select group of collcagues. This
common, as & indicated by the many requests Lhat 1 ruccive trom welldntentionsd
andd politieally pressed partdes to provide confidential advice concerning specific
cthical guandaries at particuler institagons. Museumn ethics of the twenty-first cen-
wsenn staff in making appropriate choices tha

rury does offer insight to support @
cannot and should

will help their instietions & flourish but i is a discourse rhat
lared pockets of the sector, Feminist ex
et significant dumage. As Hein doclures, #The appeal
from public iptervention can be divisive

Aerience sUguests

pot be contained within is6
that shieldimg insiders con inf
tor privacy asan cssentind claim to immunity
and dunperous.” Sipeilarizing cthics dilernraas overly circumseribes the issacs
involved. 1dentifymg and evaluating the opions that urise (rom any one cthical
diternma recuire that these invested engage with the larger hody of contemporary
cthics debntes. Clenrly, ethics 1w not ahout airing rhe “direy laundry’ of individuals
o instiutions: such airings cun beieay teust and do nat advance the discourse. But
central 1o the project of muscum cthies s the sharing of et -l challenges and

cholders to understand and adddruss lnrger paticros of
and courageous feadership

apportunites with diverse stak
belavior. This sharing is 2 rark of visiopary, proactive
which encouragues problem-solving and bailds toust

Museum vthies is not a universal set of values w e
¢ hetween: ethical principles
walues which a society holds Jeag-und applicd athics ~the practice of employing
aetivity, from medicine to Prsiness tO usem
lied ethics in

applicd ‘ndiseriminately. In
hose ideaks and

this lighr, it is importnt o differenti

those principles specihe arenas of
work, " While etbical principles such as individualism have shaped app
‘or example, collectivisis, ave impacied

western aulture, other operative 1‘\1“|nclpl{:ﬁ,
acknowledge

many nther parts of the world. it s critienl o

apphied othics m
of cultural relativism as applicd 0 rmuseam

the pertinence and the problematics
cthics.

Contemporary maseum cthics is ROt 4 Ccanon of ieas bascd on consensus. The
principal cthical debates of the pwenty-first contury are marked by strong differences
pinion from diverse contributors, not neatly sett
ol of examining ethics, through @ diabectic

of o led ehrough negotiation. and
ihis is u st of Lealth. Inspirec by Socrates’ ule
process, CONSCLSUS, A applied o museus
midaead 5 nrofessional, dumocratie anl faie metl

“of the dj\i’(}{"{' [ vot ICT T ¥ 5 i}

- 3 SHY « ; s Al i

.'CO'!‘I.“r‘li 5 d Hovoces ll‘.\dl M and are I ilfh’*L[ by muscums I ""\ -

; . 5 do . et , e Y s 5 POy,
N not suggest that ethics ('CLBLI(‘H are no longer L!l" s bur that the !
I8 o M el H LA § s

5 ethics, hag, nntil recently, been com s
Lod of determining practice —-pelying

o0 COMPromise am . ry S -
B g'(ln ) dm‘.\u:_]{’g;{%)c-! ts from the field and enforced through appealing to d
wire for conformity.!” T helleve that, - ragh appealing 1o e
¥ helieve that, in a twenty-hrst-cent :
. SU-cont ; o enl o
chat respects difference, conserisus b ury maulticultural context

e onaributors, as wel e i g‘,m*n.c t'.o s;lgm?l an exclugivity and likemindedness
- RO ' ity of thought, Museurns seeking change foster
collaborative relationships on equal (ooting with diverse stokehold e ofrer
assurne the risks entailed by entertaining novel }')i")‘-iilior;-;' stakcholders and willingly
. MLT%‘“““ ct§11us i« nor a system of decrees and prohibitions instituted 1o control
chavior, as does the law, bur withour the enforcement itcentive T-} R
legalistic approach o musewn ethics has functioned te .m'&c:"rm.l‘{‘m fectntcal
seope am.{ deaden the vitality of the discourse, This is not to sl?l:tnp l \I : ISTUPS’ e
Jdies irself is static or straigheforwurd or 1o deny the vase .m‘e;“luf;ﬁ"[-:l [-\-.dj- Ja Ay
cthics. Indeed, erhics and jurisprudence have h;xd a lun-rr‘ angl r‘]v .\er"f'"-h“ o ‘uml
ship that can be traced back to the writings of Plao.té I“;h“z* o e relation
rationale for law. Ethics also deponds cm‘the, la.w ro p.t‘l;ali::' rl.j::)(":ldl.lb }—-}“-H-PUNC e
dor horm. Ethics and jurisprudence often conflict. Bue rfw n":(wt siﬂ'f ”‘1;" j.t,]fn_,!‘(_”lﬁ rhat
between law and erhics is that the former is rhm'acrcriz"cd i‘\: hcm ::I f“’“‘ difreee
cannot do —while the lauer concerns ever-shifting oj\pmx":urz-ki'izq ‘“”_[]”. Wh“'t o
do-—for the common good.' Understanding this d‘l?{k‘l‘(“'ﬂ;‘(‘ is cm’ ! . ‘f“ o the
potential of the new museum cthics to effecr change. i conral o meadizivg the
Museunt ethics today is not defined by codes. Since the Americun Associati

Museums (AAM) introduced the first such statement in .102‘3 L:“}l ssociation of
be{in the mainstay ol the museum ethics dis‘;'(.mr:a'c..”4 Frhic‘; c“r)dL‘t-“-LS 'lC(.)&r":-s 1"_*‘\'0
define uppropriate behavior, establish responsibilities .’:\nd“ ni‘%crL51'11‘:,111:1\‘%':3dmrs
o b3 gt ar o SCH-

ismnent. Mus and o Fr i s .

ot . lluseufn ﬂU‘ld p“)fl,-,slﬂhdi dAssocialions, illﬁi\riduu] IMUSEms, ne

n(}VClD NerL t':\{ 01‘;_1:'“‘112'1(:10115 (N(.i(‘)‘-‘). nguitutes, congre o -
B -t Al b

: -5 unid orher bodies deper

sovernmental org o s woddies depend
on it ¢ fn_u;unmu, tor establish professional practice. Ethics codes are not l'l llh
inding thoug yoTuay | SACE I couh o
. ¢ though they may influence the faw. They functdon through gr Sressare
museum.agsociation censure, oss of acereditation and . F- il soolation
: : censure, 108 aceredirs andd threars of professional isolati

are the typical means of enforcement.'? professiondl wolition

WS Cocles are & ¢ ) ANz 1 L Jrre Hets ang < -
]:,l.ll § l{t\ e aimed ot profess omalizi I dusz MACTIL 1 ¥ ulty
Lﬂu 4 Y 1 (& are

defined, base ube VIR Aeals o« T b cus on the
, s ed on western e r,l tenment Hv il * ]hl o 1l

.‘ wiviclual pra ner inbiknts > s from rec 108 [ TR § | CyL Clein
HI practition 5 museums fr OEnzIng their mg TTCNCY Hei
A88erts, As institutional Iﬂt’ci] HN e i3 A (‘
hators NUSCLUNTS Are { H
. A alebd doned ¢ hit :
‘ . o I} i RPC s v ell as
PrEseIve va ]\.l‘.‘w, RIBE 2 10\‘\‘]\‘ OCUseC 1 \I'.l] codes g L che creative ideahs to
L { 1 L ST o 1t

bring this it
ring this aboue™=! Muse ics o !
scum ethics cudes are {raughe with contradictions indicative

These

Einvigorared by contemporary

AN sthics discourse so that o process of debare tokes
ke N, l s sclfreflexive, scknowledges the complexities and contra
-« SCNLeIMPOTary Musewm cont ity to ch s the
: orary swm context and has the ability ck
i d hus the ability to change as the

am.othics of o Lo o
lity:to 'nhiq,;:igeu}:;:,:tnlﬁI,T_r,Lt?lm‘u'y does nor prioritize the instijution’s
Collictinns bascd i|1~:,1'j|.mj‘( .LDL_ 1. sieets are the pretest for the founding of
aCsuthentic e}:pl:r.irnc:,nb‘ Rty [!Alll,‘iifl_llll rherorie, grounded in the pre-
xpénie‘mt llﬂit]LAH.’ ["mtrll ﬁ)mi?\fmly atrests thut ubiecrs are what make the
it ol valnable rhing,; e L;:;i:.(:.l‘chcs an :11{&:1‘1137:;1\@ u-s_mcl\'.sion. “The von-
. ; e 0 musewms, but s commaorn 1o hanlks,




TANET MARSTINE

private collections, and expensive stores. What distinguishes the museunt 8 its
agency, what it does with its resources, and for whom. ™ In my estimare the new
misent ethics stresses the sgency o do pood with museum rEsourees. This is not o
say that objects lose out; when museuns meet the needs of sociery, they mect the

needs of aljects in the process.

The Contingent Nature of the New Museum Ethics:
A Feminist Approach

I adidressing what musewn cthics is not, what I am arguing for is its contingent
pature, The tenm contingent emyprhasizes the conditional and relational qualiries of
the discourse. Contingeney 18 commonly defined as a dependence on factors, cir
cumsranees andfor events in the funare and thus suggests 8 lacle of certainty. The
Latin root of the word is comiingere, to have conract with, from tangere, neaning to
touch. 2 To reconceptualize MUsCUn crhics as a contingent discourse 15 ey emphasize
its dcpendcnce—fthn way it louches-upon social, political, technological and ceo-
nowmic facrors and to ackpowledge irs changeability. The contingent natare of con-
teInpOrary museum cthies suggests thar it s deepty engaged with the world around it
and that it is adaptive and tmprovisational. Looking at the discourse through the
lens of contingency helps us o undersiand the complexities of the relationship
berween museums and applied cthics.

CoOnteImpoTETY HEeum othics is shuped by--and touches—a broad range of dis-
ciplines and roethods. For example, philo oply helps us to understand the past and
present of diverse dieoretical and practical approuches o cthics and its study can
help situate susen cthics. Bducational paychology con offer insights into whar
might inspire cthicul behavior in the muscum context among staff and visitors.

Prvironmental studics pravides a mody) 1o ussess the sustainabiliry of muscums,
pjecting

Acknowledging the contingent nature of muscam ethics discourse entails 1
the artificial divide between museum cthics and 2 broud range of other applied educs
stuclies, instead buildisg upon issues of mural concern. For example, how can
medical cthics wform museums treatment of human repnaing and vice-versa! How
il the ethics of journmlism vonverye with museums’ perspectives o consotship!
Whar kind of dialogue can be sostered between palitieal cthicists and curators
developing exhibitions about war? What values might computer cthivs and digital
heritage hold in cammon?

From my perspective gercler studies and critical anthropology affer some of the
maost revolutionary nnplications for the new museum ethics. This is because rnethods
that have recently emerged from ferninisim, quect theory and post-colonial theoty
have p!.‘ﬂbll:‘.“ﬁti'-("d the process of “orhering’ in such profound rerms that they lead
(o the renegotiution of key museum relationships traditionatly configured in binaty
nelide the hinaries berween museum direcrorfeurator and support

pasitions, Thes
staff: betweon musewn stalf and their publics;

. . . . 1
n so doing. the methods of gender studics and post-colonilism call

comnuhities
for a reconsideration of representation iselfe the core function of MUSCUME.
Wiy {octs on contingency inmuseun ethics is shaped by feminist theory. Heln

e i trendl 5e 1 means wwards ethical hehavior hecause 1t oifers &

angd berween musewms ad sOURCE

o‘vm‘uf l‘.ung_. _\.\,.»,mm by which to engage in selforeflesiviey. Hein argues lor the adog
tion of feminisr thee = . audop-

¢t the museum context because of ity { .
process: ’ 1seum context because of ity forus on inclusion und
L

1 propose feminist thi:ory as o point of d[:p;irturc tor the reconstruction of
'r;-ln.mcur?ms, in part because of irs open-endedoess and inherent ;“—l\_’iT‘.‘L;liﬂlﬂ
There is no single feminist theory, nor even a projected L!(’f‘vigl\v for (;n-l
There i no canon, alhough there are some pivotal ¢ . o

e oot 7 larvations. Feminism
makes no claims o ultimate docrrinal verites, T tako this renunciation of
universalism and conconitant lack of finality us an asser”®

The kind of feminism that Hein advocates for in the muscum conprext is not un
essentialized voderstanding of gender, por is i an argument for equality. It is mor

deeply subversive for ir chullenges the “orhering” that underping museurn policy und
practice. She states: ‘ o

Ldo not minimize the achiocvements of gender equity thar bave been realized
in modern society, inclusive of museums, but t:;&':}{?l)fﬁiﬂll\" these :-imu;;:t
simply to the extension of rights and privileges traditionally confined
men, ?\'ithmlr. alleviating the disequilibrium that underhies l}w’ very po
lity of acoording such rights and privilepes o anyone., Thar :]iséquiliiﬁium
stems from a profound climate of awnership and entitlernent implircir in the

charucterization of the humen subjects, relative o an objeer observed
Sdesired, cultivated ssessed, feare ¢ . cvered.
desin 1 Lh lv‘lttd,ip(‘l.‘\hi,hhl.d, feared, tamed, conguered, or cven revered
eminist theory secks radical revision of the very noti f ivi .
o heory wvision af the very notions of subjectivity and
othurness.

:Hc..l'n’s f-cm.inib:t theory for museums converges with queer theory and post-colotind
} th(.ory in its iavestment not in reversing the subjecrrobject dichotomy bur in- r];*
-Jﬂﬂ}:rullon from it, along wirh orher patriarchal binary oppositions that im.pcd'c u"L
cedses of engagement, mutuality and fluidity.”™ She asseres {L‘Hl}lll."\'lTl‘“‘s potential T} u
FIUSEULTL L'T:l}ir_‘:j of sociality, “Feminist theory holds up an ideal (')l: ‘;;at‘;'ll li\li“ :J}I’ﬂ
promotes integrared relations between self and other, sell and m\mr;r. il; an l'en\:r

‘énment thar is -represshee o caring i CIni
tatac of at is non-repressive and caring.”? Flein's funinsm clucidates the contingent
baturé of contenporary musenm cthics. She note 4

e
: s, “Feminist theory accommodates
MPETANENee A es oL pssi iori o oo
‘Wl[; o ;( and does not assign priority o changeless immortality. It is respon
o the dynamic world that spe i, i el roep - .
. spuawne -h alone s percepti
dered 0 jak d i, in which alone it perceptions way be
ransformarive a1t F s emind
uns r? tive potential of Hein's feminist perspective makes it a useful con
COwWnIch AR aigmes g H y ) /
oy e to reconceive museum ethics, Irs focus on collaborarion and
f s o g ot i 3 i g B
v I,_U nL\\iumlu.;mndmgs of the importance of social responsibility in
. S el1n nela e ol i N y )
phasis on process over producs poinrs to the cenrrality of

il‘[\agine t'h) oy Y . -

sHain lr't'L 1!.011(.11 of contingeney as a bodily presence. Indeed, feminist
2in articulates i, is fe h ~ . . o =

. s it, is founded on contingencies thar set a useful prevedent



Jeas

“must be actunest o

for the now muscuin etivics. Hein declares, feminist theory
T suggest that a

and change, and must adinir s faltibilivy.
for redistribution and reintegration should model
also the museum selé7 Y Contemporary HRIsEIm
assert dynamism and

complexity, criicism,
chmiler phiabiliy andd re
the use of things i s
conlingent naare

adiness
wms and

cthics adapts the of feminist theory T

sellreflexivity.

The conringency of CORIEITPOTATY muscuim cthics
ity of the new muselm cthics co outside forces opens up
responsibility, yaclical

daes not imply that the dis-

course is weak, The sensiiv
[:_u)s'sihililirs far  systemic transformation - towards  soctal
pransparency anad shared guardianship of heritage. T put foreh these
cumscribed o aniversal prmciples bur, fram a feminist viewpolit,
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own and secictal assumptions ag well as altermative views.”® Moral aclivism pre-
sumes that such efforts will have an impact cutside the museume—they will con-
vribuee to o more just society. In acknowledging the contingent relations between the

causemn and the world, activism aiso suggests tha institutions assume  ethical

responsibilities outside the museum, some of whicl might conflict with the
umediate mterests of the museum. As Peter Welch nates in the context of tangible

andd inrangible heritages

Should musensns actively stand up for the rights of commupities 1o sustain
raditions in si and exert pressure on states or uther governmental entiries
SOULCEs 0

where these righes are in jeepardy? Should museums devote e
informing local communities of collections already i the institution that
might enable them to preserve their heritage? Museums to some extent do
all of these things, The extent o which s institution can implement the
breadest spectrum of engagements with intngible heritage is, in my view,

the most ethical position to ke’

For Welch, pramoting intangible heritage 23 intelleetial property and a uman vight
is an activist agenda that may eutweigh che shortterm intorests of the museuny to
collect abjects but ultimarely srremgthens the museum by giving it ethical puarpose.

Radical Transprarency

Twenty-rst-century mnseun ethics js also built upon a new theory and practice of
rapspareney 0 museums. Social responsibility will nor (lourish in museum culture
unless participants know the stakes: unless museums disclose what isstues they are
the “hows” and
hoices, This is not manspateney as Foucaule critigued it, the trans
lize power.™ This is neither the transpas-
ency of which feminises have been wary, a mode 1o justify convention and its
unequal power relutions.® Relical tronsparency is a liberatory antidow: o the
assumed alignments and reacabilicy of knowledge, Rad

facing,
impact of these ©
mission of knowledye to assert or rationa

describes bur olso analyzes beha
communication  that adoues accountahility--ackuowledgement
of responsibility for actions. A transparent wall rext might ell us
unkiown prasvenance; a radically transparent wall rext would addivionally ooy
cthical sssues of exhibiring works of unknown provenapce. Rac
to be perecived as a reasted source of knew

and  assumption

age tl

necessary beeme museums continue
ecdue.® For our publics 1
choices in order o experience wh
the museurn sector it reveals choices and actions that can be uss
For ail stakeholders i provides o means 1o think critieally about muscums and ©
engage in othics discourse, thus leading to greater selfrefiexiviey. :
As the coonomic downtuen b caused some lenders of culture
in questionzble cthics praciices. transparency has become

and indusiry ®

Chge
Jivorced from radical implications. Transparency s rypicat
o i T Y YE

. e D v e irerasinely diverse publi

swhys” of their decision-making processes and the larger

al transparency not only

roand considers s signilicance. It is a mode of

Jar an artifact is of

lieul transpurency 8

adival cransparency offers the freedam to make informed
ar they wish and 1o participate as they'd like. For
e el wmended:

a b uzawonl

- ki
iy defined as being eV,

THE CORNTINGENT NATURE OF IHE NEW MUSTUIN ETHICS

and complex I'{‘,Sl.!OI‘{HiL“IEiEiL’S, conremporary museum cthics calls for a new, more
asserrive position of radical transparency comtingent upon the changing nv,u(]\ of
society. Radical transparency is declarative and self-reflextve, az t)]‘!po:vclhtu ;1 1‘-{rri—
archal authoritative voice. A feminist commimment oo i,r'nnsp:\r(-m:y. :1;--1 lein %:':; it
i a declaration of one’s theoretical approach® The E\’ianchcsLer,’\drw;i-:l;nnA';;A.ti' ‘
Upiversity of Manchester, for example, < et = the

! stributes uomanifesto that declares its the-
oretical approach, infarmed by post-colonial theory, and that situares hoth s erhical
past ans future.®? ' R

Radical transparency does not reguire thut an instivagion share all informarion
equally. There will be concerns that remain private, such sy some fmancial lnfc\.r-na-
tion Concerming individual donors. Some issues may Fwe vime-aensitve and lr:u.\'r;]hmrv
ency might necur after o delicare negovarion, rarher than during the process, So.m.u
indigenous cultures may vestict objecrs and knowledge because of the spiLitu*x!
power andfor sacred knowledee associated with them.® What debies :';n}i‘_‘;.il rrun‘s»

SrOTCY 1S at t i iUt and s ¢ it1es o .
parency 18 that the institution and s communines lo;:,ahct earablish clear wupdelites

for what can and cannot be shared, explain the choices behind these guidelines and
review them routinely, The larger culture of openness thar radical transparency cre

ates within 2 museum instills awareness that all activities need o be carried out i

iturional values.

such a way thut they ate consistent with ir
 Radical transparency hinge
tools from wall texts to web sites to operate eflectively, Radical rransparency also is a

¥ hE b

s upon an array of broadly accessible communicadons

bridge to communication: it solicits data and commentary in diverse forms and
employs these resources as o means o impact future deciston-making. Muscur
blogs and weh pages revelatory of the messingss of curarorial decisions:™ live

faeds that strate 4 discuss conscrvarti a6

- b dm}wnumu and -fiib&.u‘:.b conscrvarion measures:®® home pages thar
~provide Brancial data, seeategic plans, anoual reports, collections policies, Jdewcces
~sion-activiry, staff and hoard directories and organizational clharts:® wall texts th

expliin how some visitors might find it unethical w view cerrain materials on dis-

i

¥, gor example, humun remains, and thay provide alternative routes;™ technolio-
that facilitte visitor-generated  contene:™
L

exhibitions/urtists’  projects  that
open storage and wansparent glassswalled offices into which

A sustain o " S

} sustdin a culture of transparency becanse they coavey a sub-texe thar justifies
ehavier rather the i isi i ; , - ‘
chavier rather then analvzing decision-making.” For cxample, muscum leacders

vhnar: aralutionl nme] cec : .

} dif(' .-[]‘ldtlﬂl‘ analytical and responsive to sociul needs. Though these ven-

> w lane . . gy ; : H .
anguage of transparency, the institutions that develop them are

. s arcd often personal voice of radical

help co IS T DEreEive . g

fﬁ“cultlL omnunities to perceive o challenging exhibition, program or
M . . - B
L approoriate. rather than merelv controversial 7 As Pere

frialidi



Brown hus demonserated, unconventional approaches to exhibidons often require
earer transparchcy than docs common praceice.”

Radical transparency is a strategy rhat can reinvigorare the ethics code. The can-
cept af the “living” or “hreathing” othics code which prioritizes an ongoing and
transarent process of debare among Jiverse stakeholders is developing from the
new mmusewm othics discourse, This shift in emphasis from product to proc
nnderscores the contingencies of the ethics discourse today for it Joes nov depend

on consensus buat instewd welcomes conflicting views s a constructive contribution,
cristics of the *Tiving” ethics

The mansparent, collaborative and self-retlexive cha
code make it a mechanism appropriate (o asserting moral agency.

The concent of the living cthics code has begun 1o take hold, for example wt the
Curators Comrairtee (CutCom) of the AAM. As John Maver, a CurCom member

whe helped spearhead its new Code of Fthics for Curarors, explaing, ™ the initiarive

K}

began with o creative process of rewriting, rather than o tevising of an earber docy-
mept. Transforming stanic codes into living, breathing guidelines typically demands
this kind of active rethinking. From 2006 to 2009, the CurCom Edhics Committee
underwent a broadly inclusive and transparent interrogation of the ethics discourse
(or curators. By working together on a Yahoo group to which anyone conld sub-
scribe, the commitee made all discussions aml review available (or comment and
participation. The commirtee also ercated an electronte archive of the work for

te enlist diverse con-

futuee review. 1t used listservs, mailings and conferences
stituenes in dialopue, Nonetheless, i is ndicative of vhe sway that rraditional ethics
codes have in the seotor that, though over 5600 people were contacied for feedi
anly 20 respended, The sinail pumber of responses reflects a lack of understanding
of the transparent and consalrative nature of the living ethies cade.

Maver wsserts thar transparency remains the defining feature of the inftiative. The

radicality of this tansparency is thar it i sustained into che future. He states:

We listened to and considered the comments from all our reviewers, and
perhaps most importantly, accepted the fuct that developing o code ot ethics
is a process. To this end we have advocated for and created a standing

committee on echics for CurlTom.”

Bur, as is somerimes the case, reality has checked idealism. A slow and politically
sensitive approval process of the new CurCom code by the AAM Board of Trustes
has hampered effors for sustained ongoing review by the Sranding Edhies Committee.™

More important, however, iy that the ethics code, even the more contingent living,
Jiscourse ini'(_n'zncrj

Breuthing ethics code. is just one tool in s lurger museum vthic

by radical transparency. Bihics codes do not resolve ethics issues but can promoté ;

an cthivs of social change when seen as part al o matrix of other mechanisms, trom
wie plans, invested in the morst

sion statemcents o vision staements o SEratt

mi
agency ol museums andd whieh are routinely interrogated and re-imagined.

Radical rransparency has particular resonance for the current climate in which thé
musenm sector iz rapidly expanding o countries where government reseeicts fre
dom of speech. Accepting racdical trapsparency as theory and practice sets 4 modd
for cmerging musedm professionals who are neygotiating the camplex dynarmic 0
wship in these countries,” :

intellectual rigor and cen

CAs it establishes new pathways o accountability,
refinagines the respons

Radical rransparency’s most signifl

I ant impact, however, may be s abdlivy
offer up 8 process 1o cnghle negotiation among competing parties, each with
claims o the muscunn Meeting the needs of competing pi.il‘tiﬁ;-; 5 one !of rl-;c: NOsE
difficulv issues that museums of the owenry-first cenTuTY cncnoumter. (‘It;nwstjvd cawr“x—
ership of objecrs, performances and kpowledge can become pninful-bcca;lbt.‘.ori the
intrinsic ries of heritage to concepts of identity, creativity and human T;i(flﬁt'a‘ 5
Complicating the issue s that muoseums’ vanous publics continuously rt:c.em:till;w
themselves and evervone, including muscum siafl, identifies with more

o than oue
group. How can museums he fair to all involved? How do rhey choose whose voices

will be heard and unravel the politics of who speaks for whom! As Sheds Watson
descrihes:

Idenrity is shout difference, and one community's difference will often fore-
ground past or present disputes with others. For many mascum workers
such complex issues require nor onlv good consultaton skills bur :aisoi
imevitably, some cxercise of power over community representation. F{uci;
issucs require vistonary leadership and good management.®!

Radical transparency is central 1o visionary leadership and good management. Radical
transparency gencrates accouncability in policies, processes and practices that diverse
groups ean trust and help shepe. Though it's nor an casy fx, radicnl tonsparency

helps nurture understanding not only berween the museum and commuanities but
among communities thansclves.

The Ethics of Guardianship

."H’l[{.’ﬂ]p()l';ll'\' muEeum l':!hik:h
lities 1o collections in the musewn, Feminism, post-colonial

thieory, and digiral heritage studies have ot conrcibuted 1o the construcrion of a more

nd contingent relaviomship between objects and experiences in the museinm;
nricipates a corresponding transition {rom a stance of possession to one of
& 1:\§l}i;). In contemporary muscum ethics discourse the concepr of guardian-
hip is a‘means rowards respecting the dynamic, experientad and contingent qualicy

E.ance R:ef.‘cptit:m theory asserts that making meaning fram objects is unstable
i dl:-x:t_ upon the perspective of those engaging the obices.™ Heritase studies

nateriol culture as a social process, rather than a body of conerete things.®
heory halds thas museums are o kind of theater in which culru:\: is
denacted through institutional roce: ors

<5 And post-colonial theory

he western reli: - e - .
: reliance on vision as o definitive wiy ol lnewing, mirmfm-iug
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approaches o oxhibitions. 7 In the museum
d children’s owscums Luailt on experiences,
in collections-hased

indigenous paradigms for multsensory
itself the model of scionce centers @i
rather than collections, presents new puthwiays for learning
The paradigm of indigenous museums as cultural conters demonstrates
v comnuinities o thrive. ™ The example
vhe affective possibilities of

institunions.
arial of the experiential to empowe

the pote
of ferminist curation 28 4 hadily act underscores

muscums.®
Privileging aflect otlers what Sandra
objects, sphysical, cauleisensory, acsthetic, cmotional, immersive,
pilges the place in museims for intangible beritage. Tiis equally mformed by new
thinking in digical heritage, particularly Ross Parry's deconstruction of the binary
relationship between virtuakity and anthenricicys”! w a postancedia world the vireaal
has authenticity and new understandings of the physical object can be produced
through virtual means. As Lev Manovich sugpests, user choice and organization of
information 1w awvershadow medinm.”? Privileging experience Gpens up Hew
Jdirections for ethical care and sharing of herioge.
offectively encapsulates
{ from Maori eulture oy cri-
anel 10 promote inst st 2

Druddley Jdescribes as a subjective experience of
1250 . N .
and acknowl-

The concept of puardianship these new  directions,

Ciuardiapship is a torm that Haidy Gueismar has adopre
e notion of cultural “property’”

in partnership with source COMMURNILEs, which is

o experiential quality of heritage. She

tique as cOnsUMErist ¢
positien of temporal curctaking,
apprapriste 1o respecting the dynamic

explains:

an Kedtwkitonged, acknowl-

lianship, known mn Naort
Lseutn and other owners

The concept of giarn
edges both the eighits and responsibilitics of the m
e care of collections, Onee i i understood that these are hoth
aed, Maopri groups are increasingly supportive of
| exhibitionary conest {or their com-
ess of consulttion).
P

in
acknowledged and respe
using the museuoy as o storchouse and
Lreasures (prm-’idtj there s an ongoing proc
nation of puardianship deve
on. The acknowledpment that

TRUnIY
Rather than condirion of ownership, this
sultation mnd colaborath

relationships of con
property s a relarionship rather thar an chiject su
which acknowledpes the podi
s vital 1o their identities.

jpgests an alternative view
iricat and social relations
.

of cultaral property
that chiects are enme hed within a

ardship, this idea of yuardianship,

Sometimes oaually relerred Lo oas stew
ape but to all cultur

i relevant not only w indigenous cultural he

il

rotes,
rangilie and inrangible.

Cleismar's soncept of guardianshi
from a fomminist as well as postcolonial peTspective.
theary “advocares divertng the focus on praducts and their consumpt
tices and processes that vitlize societies.”
relationships with multiple stakehole

o as @ stratesy foor care of objects makes 8

depiction of prac
suardianship enables collaborative
chews entitfement, instead proposing
bormoene sonbiiie eRoggement by empha

source COMMUiitcs. Toes
o .

e ing the dyn

déserving of tespec
‘ 2rving of respect as are human remains from the

Hein declares that Foninid
fion T o
S Ay g feminist practd
lors inchudid

4 model of nurthy
i e

[ CONTINGERNT NATURE OF THE NEW MUSEUM ETHICS

Guardianship carri i fi
anship carrics sienificant wnplications f .
thing animate. to be 1""4;1'1(_ | ”r;p[h“’“o“-“ for nnderstanding beritage as some-
. 3 + respected, and communal, o he share .

[ Rk . : ¢ shared. el Nordoss
that property is o relutionship, rather than an object A E{ In acknowledsing
. B . . . . ¢ Rl oy aned Lhwes expern N R
contingent, guardians s soci ; . ! z experiential m
ontingent, goardianship is socially inclusive. [t enables diverse pud v
rgagement, cnd P " . . S WV atlvwnys
I; b‘? NCOUTagIng & range uf FREGCIPAbOTY  @ncountaers and  visitor i ;
AL oo . b X N L sitor-centere
carainy sround heritage in the museum, from community curatios EmTCred
rituads, v ocuration o performing

I recognizing the living guality of ¢

} ﬁ, ing he living guality of culture, suardianship leads to new thinkin
about collec 4 MmAnaee . cing
. |Ul k ;meq anagement and aceess to thw konowledge. It admits che |l '\i'
and complexite of idenddty i T S ) e A 5 the huadicy
an complexity of identity in the cataloguing of objects, rather than defiuig ;.I )
rions by the Himits of software and taxonomie « uinig collee-

pventions. And it prom
s by o i pare . ; promaotes tech-
nology as a means Lo chillenge conventiona! disrinations between ibiu ]
l_c%um!,l.gg, et T : : . ' 5 betweon exhibitions and
Mus : d by notions of guardipnshi
: 7 Mus i shifr may pursue digie
crarch s il ; ay pursue digieal
;‘ola e visitors (o extend their learning bevond what's oo display 1o whan F'ﬁ
" o o] ~limz - : e ) o - o
ameron and Helena Robinson refer to as “polyvsemic interpretive moxd - i ol
databases thar invigorate the muscum experi l Ilr o
. . k . Bk Cxpericnoee  throug QENk 3¢
simulation and other means”® Parry predicts thar ¢l o l‘““‘" o, o
5. ! g at the search process for digt
srocess for digiral

inteepretation will become increasingly more personalized with the dev :
the semantic web, given its sensitivities to context and“ iw}-ulihnu- 1!l'-vL ff-"tfif’l““?°1"f o
ever, that sufh personalized rescarch creares a host of |'n-~u-j il o N "‘“““‘”_'“' o
Ccnls“:!(:rctl.g" ethac sll l]l”]]\({'{lfl(‘.‘ﬁ e IJ(,‘

Guardianship prioritiz

5D i o c P i
reputrintion as a hwivan right and  cmphasices the

strengtheing 1e wm h. E ild 1w T antara N ] NSPHes s~
ships g n ofb cult t
bt At L y ¥ ¢ | ‘ PUrOperty "in }_ { wdi

: :iu[; xn‘ls(:('\niplll::‘: thut\rcp;‘atr.imion alone is not enough; it sugpests, as Nick Stanley
:tit%r‘ st,;;.«', It‘liI“'\‘"(ﬁil«-.lvrall01‘1 aof wider issues concerning r)wnurs}np. vights 1;n':] Lic;t(;s\;-
o y : 8 1 Ly - 3 g H H o ) )
:. e m;‘-‘ (:ﬁ!l(-l-l;-“:f?ihjand‘ par Y[A]C[‘f;h‘lpts' with customary owners, inchding

angible heritape, Guardiunship wlso instills dignified rreatmenr of ail

human remal
£IMaing, reg 25 Aroage; il i B
ains, regardless of thelr age; an ancient Rgyptinn mummy is coually 4
) s coually us
Second World War.

Eniardianshin ac
u.ardmnshlp advances an ethics of sustainalality uce Yt
ability, not accumulation. It vneou-

cs deliberare 1 - s

" mare thoughtivl acquistiions ici

" ) 5 acquisitions policies and  deaccessioni .
arclianship democrat and deaccessioning practices

dar s conservation as it ackn 7

: ; owledpes the or i, o

il atace of b T non ackr ledpes the organic, rather than
n IeCts, indicates the subjective churacter of conscrvation

sion-anuking and s
: p and supports ¢ JUy-baged o i
s 100 F ommunity-based conservation as a pardeiparory

s an ethical concent forriti
xhship ‘\it(—;llll:‘:_ﬂi;f:: 1);'1-.71:1t12cs shared access over institutional sanc-
iof its vast and historically Y’ﬁ “;“ e s
ot Br:mi,lh,]h“.l.,l(m.“ costuine collection 1o the Metropolitan
fately care fon m;r:n:?nl;] lf}: Lc;‘ms with the fuct that it could no
O issues from darabnse :aiq;:r::‘il @ coamples andd housheul wee of
ks wora Farnee deaccession decisians
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W Nonetheless, i rakes courage to ke the erthical choice 1€

of the eollecrion.”
hip. Kevin Stavton, Chief Cuaragor of the Brooklyn

ianship aver owners

[PIrSUe (i
Museum, recounts Lhe decision-making proces

The mission of the Brooklyn Musewm is o create a bridge between
our great art collections and (he public who ultimarely own and use thern,
This could e accomplished, we imagined, withour the hireral and o aclitional
cwnership by the Broaklvn Museurr, 1t is always difficalt for a curmor Lo
give up o grest eobtectinn, and 1 will not pretend that | don't have an

repret thar things could not have been difterent. But in

oecasional pang of
ar was reached by the board

che end 1am extremely proud of the decision th
and the stail of the Broeklvn Musewn. The partnership we catablishied
AMews Brooklyn o use its great collection, and it Fact gives Ug greater access
ter ic ihan before, when we il not kopow it complerely and when we could
not always afford 1o conserve it Lor exhibifion. But more iinportantly, it
croates u secure funire for these great ohjects, and it allows themn o be pre-
cerved and 1o be interprered and exhibited to the public- who are, in fact,

hoth the owners and the beneficiaries of the collection.'™

Snch dificul bot visionery decistons, informed Dby the new nuseun cthics
L

discourse, define good mascun feadership of rhe reventy-first centu

Conclusion: Thoughts on Using the New Museum Tthics
As o discourse, the new museum othies is ot mercly an iedents it is a social practice,
Through debare among diverse stakeholders, ethical issues are wentified, considered
and acted upon. The contingent nature
changeability -suggests that the discourse be meegrated across U
engaged on a consist

: control ot for u once-a-decade Tevision to cehics codes. Infusing

seved Tor ori

b 1 :
the new museum cthics into the museum stoadies curricu!
Jevelopment  programning, Huseum srrategic planming and  misewm/communiy
collaboratnon is central o creating @ chat

rweniy-lrst century.

Some may counter that co-production and transpareney confuse audiences, th
living, breathing etbics codes ure toa porous
collecrions. Ethics is never easy. But policing is not an sdecuate response 01
cthics quandartes of the rweney-first century. Fraining is. Critical consumption
musenn rhetorie is @ twenty-frst century skill thar the ethical museuin feader mus
build among students, professionals and cominunities, To develop a level of com
with the contingencies of museum ethics its uncertainties and] dependencies,
capacity to "touch” a range of other social concern
Jyramism of the discourse that hotls reflects and shapes the real issues that mused
CHCOUNLET- :

I is this contingent natire of muscum crhics that performance artist Anthan

Cohpaw exoresses 18 s hands and feet “rouch,” vn many fevels, the columns © u

of the new museamn cthics ts inherent |
he museum sector and;
ent basis. Theorctically informed ethics discussions should not

um, museim professiona?

yng and sustainable museum for the:!

and that guardianship Letrays & trust o

+is to accept the complesity 4t

Gallery of Modern Art in Glasgow. And through badily pressure Schrug asserts

nm_ml agency of musewns, By foreing us to imagine th::- con;‘ : Ld:, "lf. -“-E_-‘ Lh.c
ncnou-— like those of Sumson - a ternple’s ruins, he r:*mwu\-e the ll:i:]’-r"i‘l—é *(‘-I 'h‘]s
pribution of power and suthority in the museum. The :mend; of sacial --.C-\\ o “-.l‘hgﬂ
radical transparency and guardianship towards I}c:ritﬂ{-'t“nwm'ic‘l social vesponsibifity,

a9 Way forwa l'Ll»
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