Money doesn’t smell. Museums between politics and market economy

By Ulla Tofte, director Golden Days
In the following I’ll try to analyze the last decades’ changes in the political and social demands on the museums. And I’ll try to suggest a solution as to how museums should meet these demands. My point of departure is the current situation in the Danish museums. However, I should emphasize that I see the same tendencies in most of Europe.

In the past ten or twenty years, increasing demands have been made on the museums. Museums must approach and embrace the market economy. Instead of being pure knowledge institutions, museums today must deliver experiences and products for a market. This market consists of a mix of private and corporate interests. The demands for more market-oriented action come mainly from politicians. These demands are based on both political ideology and a more down-to-earth facts such as limited resources. Within this new market-oriented mentality, the museums are forced to think in terms of supply and demand. The market’s customers are either the public or so-called ‘associates’. Associates are sponsors, companies, and businesses that simply want to use of the museums’ facilities. These facilities function as the setting for everything from fashion shows to Christmas parties.

Even though this market-economic demand is sometimes met with objections from the museums, it would be an exaggeration to talk about a rebellion of any kind. Museum employees are nice people, and you do what you’re told. Instead of protesting, museums have embraced the new commercial opportunities. There are exceptions, such as the Wereldmuseum in Rotterdam, who simply sell their collections in protest.

The ability to make money on your own has become absolutely vital. And at the same time, the ability to make money indicates that a museum is modern and up-to-date.

As museums

· You have established entire departments with the sole purpose of “selling” the museum and its facilities. 

· You have professionalized the contact to the commercial sector. 

· You have  opened mega museum stores.

Politicians and grant-givers should be happy. Museums have done exactly what you have been told. So what’s the problem? Well, the very same politicians now begin to insist on your participation in the current debate. They insist on relevance and news value, they insist on perspective, and they insist on social criticism. In a recent interview the Danish Minister of Cultural Affairs begged cultural institutions – including museums – to join the debate. Because you represent know-how, vision, and objectivity. These elements are much needed in contemporary society.

Perhaps you’ve become a bit too agreeable or even vague  in your quest for sponsors and public triumphs? Perhaps you are not used to join the debate and perhaps you don’t consider it part of your obligation. But in a time when buzzwords like unity, culture communities, and values are discussed everywhere, your silence is really remarkable. Have you become pleasers instead of provocateurs? 

Where are the truly critical and socially engaged art exhibitions? Where are the culture-historical exhibitions that really dare to question capitalism, consumerism, or globalization? 

Well, if it’s difficult to spot the museums in the current social debate, it’s probably because you’re too busy. Too busy finding new commercial associates, too busy selling experiences, and to busy making money from your core services.

I think the core of the problem is that it’s difficult to be part of both politics and part of market economy.

In an ideal world, all museums would be brave defenders of the freedom of speech. In an ideal world, the museums’ role would be as central as the role of a free and independent press. In an ideal world the museum fight social injustice, and the museum remain critical of the powers. 

In an ideal world museums are -  quite simply -  pillars of  democracy. 

Unfortunately, the real world is different. Most museums today are utterly dependent on commercial partners and blockbuster exhibitions. But the better you become at making money, the more restricted your critical freedom becomes. Art-historical and culture-historical exhibitions have already moved towards a far more consensus-seeking, security-generating, and indulgent profile. Cafés, museum clubs, and member events create ‘cosiness’, unity, and loyal visitors instead of debate. As a visitor to the art museum Louisiana said last week: “Visiting Louisiana is like visiting a close friend.” And who wants to challenge close friends?

Today self-censorship has become a vital competence for the career-conscious museum leader. Self-censorship means that works of art are removed from their proper contexts. Self-censorship means that exhibitions are cancelled, and selv-censorship means that certain artists are excluded from collaborations. In fact, the museum’s role in politics is seriously limited by the fear of upsetting the important sponsor or – even worse -  the political backing.

In my opinion the critical role should be natural for museums. But it has become far more difficult. It’s clear that the increased focusing on making money is a serious threat to any museum’s independence. Once a museum has married a big commercial partner, it cannot join in the current social debate with the same degree of integrity.

So what can we do?

Most European countries have public-service tv networks that quite naturally act impartially and critically. Other stations are totally dependent on commercials, which – of course – influences their programme strategy. Is it possible to imagine a similar reality for museums? Could we separate the museums in those who take part in the debate and act critically and those who give comfort and pleasure to the audience? Just like we have to different kinds of television networks or radio channels. I don’t know if that would be a proper solution. But what I do know is, that if you want to live up to the politicians’ desire for a more active position in the social debate, your basic circumstances must change. 

Could a solution be to ‘protect’ certain museums? For example the essential, identity-bearing national museums?. By ‘protect’ I mean to establish a contract between you and the politicians. A contract by which the politicians guarantee sufficient financial support to make you independent of commercial partners. In turn, the museum will be obliged to play a critical and assessing role in the public debate. This critical, assessing role must be totally unconnected to the current political mood. Indeed this would be a new role. Museums today far too often end up as opportunistic followers of political moods. But I have no doubt that society would benefit greatly if museums gained visibility and prominence in the debate. But this requires that the politicians in charge have the courage to give you that responsibility and have the courage to give up control.

No matter what, you need to begin to participate. You need to clearly express your vision of how the museums of the future will communicate with the public. You need to accept this challenge. From now on it is not enough that you preserve and exhibit our cultural heritage. As museums, you must become co-creators of our future democracy. 

