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Dear ICOM colleagues,

dear hosts of the conference

ladies and gentlemen

 

 

It is a great pleasure for me to be with you here in Copenhagen, and I congratulate ICOM Intercom for having chosen the theme "Museums and Politics" for this conference. This is a very important initiative, since museums and politics are very closely connected. If you look back in history you will find that museums always mirrored the societal environment of the time. 

For instance, if you go back to Greek times the Aristotle’s School in Athens and the Museion in Alexandria used both, the written documents and collections and objects for research work in order to develop scientific knowledge. After the long middle ages, when scientific development had come to a halt and the interpretation of the bible was the focus of all activities, the Renaissance came along and changed everything. With a new vision of the human being in terms of individuality and independence, with the development of an early museology, collections and museums became more and more a space not just for scientific researchers, but also for the public.

In the 19th and 20th centuries the educational tasks of museums reflected the politics of the time. In times of dramatic social change during the industrial revolution the function of the museum was more or less to stabilize its identity with the nation and the state. Therefore exhibitions of the time presented the past as a golden age, and people should be proud of being a member of the respective nation. 

During the decades of dictatorship and authoritarian governments in the 20th century, museums were more or less forced to present the ideology and one-sided views of the politicians in their countries. Museums and the arts in general were not platforms of free expression. And in many countries this is still the case.

 

But even in today’s democratic states museums, there is – very often - an expectation by politicians that the cultural expression in museums and other cultural institutions should represent the state’s vision. Museums belong to us and must express our understanding of the state: this is what we often hear from politicians.

On the other hand, cultural policy supports museums whenever there is a societal need. New national museums, new immigration museums and new conceptions for neighborhood museums were established during the last few decades and often initiated by cultural policy in order to provide a platform for new forms of dialogue in museums. J ust like during the industrial revolution the immense changes in times of globalization led to rapid losses, which creates the need for a space where you can learn and think about the past and the present and stabilise identities. And in our post-industrial societies it is no longer the state or the nation that is the centre of attention. It is the multi-perspectivity, it is the inclusiveness, it is the search for sustainable development.

And indeed such development reduces the fear of manipulation. 

Nevertheless, of course, politics has the power to have an impact on museum work as long as governments provide funding. On the other hand, sometimes even cultural politics can come under pressure from interest groups and media in an open society as we have learned from the Enola Gay case in the middle of the 1990s, when Washington's Air and Space Museum had to cancel an exhibition about the drop of the atomic bomb over Japan, because veterans of WWII put pressure on members of the US Congress. 

 

ICOM as the world's international museum association is doing a lot to foster modern museum developments. For example, during the last four years international conferences on the theme "Inclusive Museums" took place in the Netherlands, Australia, Turkey and South Africa, and ICOM helped museum colleagues from various countries to take part in those conferences. ICOM also takes its place in international politics. For example, UNESCO is a political body, of which most governments from all over the world are members. You will be aware that UNESCO has drafted many conventions that deal with cultural issues, and ICOM, as a partner of UNESCO is also working on those issues. After UNESCO adopted the Convention of Safeguarding of Intangible Heritage in 2003, ICOM had chosen intangible heritage as the theme for its 2004 General Conference in Seoul. Many meetings of ICOM committees on the theme followed and the international journal of intangible heritage was created, under the direction of ICOM Korea. I think this is a wonderful example of how strong relations between a governmental organization and the museum community can be.

 

 

I wish you a very productive conference

thank you very much

 

 

