Managing change in a divided society: confronting the social and political

challenges in Northern Ireland

Mike Houlihan

Chief Executive

National Museums and Galleries of Northern Ireland

Emerging from thirty years of conflict and hopefully moving towards a

culturally pluralistic society, there is a special responsibility on the

national museums in Northern Ireland to set out their collections and tell

their stories in ways that reflect a broader political and social reality

and that contribute to mutual understanding and cultural respect. 

This responsibility requires the museum to resist direct pressures from all

sides, including government, to present a particular version of history

that reflects the pre-conceptions, politics and priorities of a specific,

politicised viewpoint. In doing this, the museum is deploying its

collections in a social space that over the past thirty years has come to

be regarded as non-threatening and neutral by both communities, a rare

commodity in the ghettos and no-go areas of Northern Ireland. In such

spaces, the museums are opening up opportunities for dialogue between

people and communities, as collections provide a gateway to understanding

how other people live and, uniquely, view their world. 

The Museum's role will be centred on restoring hope, about rebuilding a

sense of community and generating some measure of understanding. The

crucial question, though, is whether the national museums can reposition

themselves as places where deeper issues and tensions within society such

as history and sectarianism can be confronted, without themselves becoming

part of the new cultural battlefield?  

