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Engaging with diversity and equality: the role of museums

by Richard Sandell*

I want to begin this paper with a quotation that, for me, articulates the connection 

between the practices of the museum and the inequality and discrimination experienced 

by some communities in everyday life.

 “Acts of racism, racial violence, racial prejudice and abuse do not exist in a vacuum. 

They are not isolated incidents or individual acts, removed from the cultural fabric of 

our lives. Notions of cultural value, belonging and worth are defined by the decisions 

we make about what is or is not our culture and how we are represented (or not) by 

cultural organisations.” (Parekh, 2000)

This quotation, which comes from a report published in 2000 on The Future of Multi-

Ethnic Britain, highlights the role which museums have played in contributing to the 

disempowerment and oppression of minorities. However, in making this link between 

the practices of cultural organisations and the experiences of communities, the quotation 

also hints at the potential for museums to begin to work in ways which contribute 

towards social change, which promote inclusion, equity, a respect for difference and 

which combat prejudice and discrimination. This paper focuses on developments in 

museum practice and the ways in which museums have sought to respond to the 

opportunities and challenges presented by multicultural societies.  Using recent research 

as well as examples from my own experience of working in museums, I will look at 

three broad areas: access, participation, and representation and communication.

The first area - access - focuses on minority ethnic communities as potential audiences 

and looks at the ways in which museums have sought to address their under-

representation as visitors. The second area - participation - looks at the ways in which 
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museums have sought to become more inclusive organisations through their 

employment practices, funding priorities and through increasingly collaborative modes 

of working. The third area considers the ways in which museums have begun to redress 

the under- and mis-representation of different groups in their collections and displays. 

Here, I am particularly interested in those museums which have purposefully developed 

exhibitions which aim to combat prejudice and which seek to communicate to 

audiences, ideas predicated upon concepts of equality and human rights. My paper 

concludes with some reflections on the progress museums have made to date, the 

constraints to further development and some of the challenges for the future.

Background

Returning for a moment to the source of the quotation at the start of this paper, the 

report - entitled The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain - was published in 2000 and made 

recommendations of ways of countering racial discrimination and disadvantage and of 

“…making Britain a confident and vibrant multicultural society at ease with its rich 

diversity” (Parekh, 2000). Though focused on the British experience, the report, I 

believe, has much of relevance to other countries and contexts.  Importantly, it 

addressed not only those areas with which racial inequality and discrimination have 

perhaps most often been associated, such as criminal justice, education, employment 

and so on, but also considered the roles and responsibilities of the arts, media and sport. 

This belief in the agency of culture – in the potential for cultural organisations to 

contribute towards a more equitable and just society has, in recent years, attracted 

growing attention and support, not only in the UK but internationally . 

Though, for many, museums remain unlikely vehicles for positive social change, in 

recent years practitioners, as well as policy-making bodies and governments, have 

Bodo, M. R. Cifarelli (eds.), Quando la cultura fa la differenza. Patrimonio, arti e media nella società 
multiculturale, Meltemi, Roma, 2006.
1 For a discussion of this issue, see Sandell (1998) and Weil (2002). For specific examples of ways in 

which museums have sought to engage with contemporary social issues see R. Sandell (ed.) (2002), and 

Hooper-Greenhill (2001).
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become increasingly confident in articulating a social role for culture.  Museums, it has 

been claimed, can be agents of cross-cultural understanding, they can promote social 

cohesion by combating racism and other forms of prejudice, they can contribute towards 

a sense of identity and belonging in those who have traditionally been excluded, and 

they can contribute towards the reduction of inequalities particularly in relation to 

education and learning, and so on (DCMS 2000). Using a range of examples, I want to 

focus on trends in practice and the processes ��������	�
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Developments in museum practice

Access 

Recent years have seen museums increasingly concerned with the diversity of their 

audiences and, in many contexts, visitor studies have found, time and again, that people 

from minority ethnic communities are underrepresented as museum visitors . 

Qualitative audience research, which has set out to identify perceptions of museums and 

attitudes towards visiting amongst minority ethnic groups, has been especially 

influential. One study, initiated by the Museums and Galleries Commission in 1998, 

identified a predominant feeling of exclusion. Several participants in the research refer 

to museums and galleries as a ‘white space’ or ‘white people’s territory’ (Desai and 

Thomas, 1998). The report identifies a number of key factors contributing to these 

perceptions including a lack of relevant exhibits as well as negative and offensive 

images and presentation of the histories of ethnic minority people.  

In seeking to address these concerns, museums have deployed a range of strategies. 

Very often, initiatives have focused on ‘culturally specific programming’ – for example, 

the development of exhibitions and events that draw on collections that might be 

understood to hold particular significance for a community. Elsewhere, recognition that 

museums do not always contain the collections that are directly linked to the 

2 See, for example, Hooper-Greenhill (1994, 1997), Falk and Dierking (2000).
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experiences and identities of the target audiences in question, contemporary collecting 

initiatives have been developed. For example, a project led by Birmingham Museums 

and Art Gallery, England, in 2004 which grew out of a desire to develop exhibitions that 

started with community (rather than curatorial  or institutional interests), set out to 

establish a collection that represented a previously neglected aspect of contemporary 

Black youth culture. The resulting exhibition - Vibes: a history of urban music -

displayed photography, music album covers, historical instruments from the museum’s 

African collection and contemporary audio equipment. Clothes were important for 

conveying the links between music and style to Black British Urban identity and, as a 

result, this was the first time that jeans had been added to the museum’s costume 

collection (Blackstock, 2004).

These kinds of approach have allowed museums to achieve considerable success in 

attracting audiences that are more representative of society at large. The exhibition at 

Birmingham was extremely popular with a 70% increase in the numbers of African-

Caribbean visitors to the museum. Birmingham Museums are currently looking at ways 

to build on their success and to embed change within the organisation as a whole. In 

many cases, however, individual programmes - though successful in the short-term -

have often failed to evolve into the kinds of organisational transformation and 

embedded practice that is required to sustain audience diversity in the longer term. 

Participation 

Closely linked to access-driven initiatives are trends in another area of practice which 

see museums moving away from authoritative and excluding modes of operation 

towards more collaborative, enabling and participatory ones. These trends can be 

detected in a number of different ways. Perhaps the most widespread shift concerns the 

curatorship of exhibitions that is increasingly undertaken in collaboration with the 

communities whose history and culture is being explored or represented. For example, 

Sarah Blackstock, curator of the Vibes urban music exhibition at Birmingham told me, 

“As soon as funding was announced, a preliminary event - Hip Hop on The Hill - was 

held at one of Birmingham’s community museums to consult on, collect for and 
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promote Vibes! It was vital to involve the local Black community in collecting and 

interpreting their history and their contemporary culture. To reach our intended 

audience we used community radio, targeted leafleting, word of mouth networks, email 

and text messaging” (Blackstock 2004). Audience participation in the process of 

exhibition production is increasingly evidenced through labels and other interpretation 

which offer visitors plural perspectives, including those of community representatives, 

replacing the authoritative, single curatorial voice of the museum. 

These trends are also being reflected in the redistribution of resources, sometimes 

within museums’ operating budgets but perhaps most evident in the priorities of the 

main funding bodies for culture. For example, “of the first £2billion spent on the arts 

from the [UK’s] National Lottery, no more than about 0.02 per cent was allocated to 

organisations representing black and Asian artists” (Parekh 2000). In response to these 

concerns, the National Lottery in the UK and other major funders are increasingly 

concerned to fund projects which empower previously excluded communities to 

discover, explore and share their cultures. 

One of the most significant recent developments in enhancing participation in the UK 

relates to the museum workforce and the use of positive or affirmative action to address 

the paucity of minority ethnic staff in middle and senior management positions. I recall 

that, when I joined the University of Leicester in 1997, I was struck by the diversity of 

the student body on our museum studies programmes. It soon became clear, however, 

that the ethnic diversity of the group was almost entirely the product of international 

recruitment - of attracting students from overseas. To address this, the University has 

worked with the Museums Association since 1999 on a range of projects which use 

positive action, permitted under the Race Relations Act of 1976, to enable minorities to 

compete on an equal basis for opportunities to work in the sector. These have included 

bursaries to study with the University on a full time basis and traineeships which 

combine part-time studying for a qualification with ‘on-the-job’ experience in 
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museums.  Using positive action, these initiatives are reserved for applicants from 

African-Caribbean, Asian and Chinese communities . 

Five years on and the scheme has expanded considerably with more universities and 

more museums taking part and evaluation is underway to map the experiences and 

career trajectories of the individual trainees and the processes of change within 

museums.  Though the scheme has been widely supported by the sector, the use of 

positive action (a strategy that has been the subject of contentious political and legal 

dispute, especially in the USA) has also attracted criticism. Much of this criticism has 

waned as awareness of the need for, and benefits of, the scheme has grown, though even 

in the October 2004 edition of the UK’s Museums Journal, a letter appeared which 

argued that the scheme was unnecessary and unjust. I would, however, argue that 

positive action, at least in the short to medium term, is essential if we are to bring about 

a much-needed change in museum culture and values. 

Representation and communication

The third area of practice I want to consider concerns the representation of cultural 

difference within exhibitions and displays and the communicative capacities of 

museums. The ways in which museum objects have been hierarchically arranged, the 

presentation of partial and biased histories, the marked absence of certain forms of 

cultural difference, have all been understood as technologies through which museums 

have contributed to wider processes of disempowerment and oppression (Bennett, 

1995). In recent years however, there has been a growing interest in reflecting social 

diversity within collections and displays. A brief anecdote from Nottingham Museums 

and Galleries where I used to work serves to illustrate broader trends in the sector. As 

recently as the early 1990s, a set of silver candlesticks, which depict black slave figures, 

were displayed in a gallery devoted to the museum’s silver collections with 

interpretation which made no reference to their slave connections. In a neighbouring 

gallery, ethnographic objects were insensitively displayed alongside military 

3 For more detailed discussion of the implications of workforce diversity, the use of positive action and 
international examples of diversity initiatives see Sandell, R. ‘The strategic significance of workforce 
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collections. Elsewhere in the museum’s extensive displays there was little reflection of, 

or engagement with, the city’s diversity. Nottingham’s minority ethnic communities 

were angered and offended by what they saw - and what they didn’t see - within the 

museum. Very slowly, and after consultation with communities, some efforts have been 

made to redress this under- and mis-representation. The candlesticks, for example, are 

now displayed in a gallery entitled Every Object Tells a Story, which explores the 

stories behind different objects and are interpreted through a video presentation made by 

a local Black artist who explicitly explores the slave connection and the objects’ 

contemporary significance to people in Nottingham.

Some progress, then, has undoubtedly been made. It has, for example, become 

increasingly unacceptable for museums to present exhibitions which overtly reinforce or 

perpetuate negative racial stereotypes or for major city museums in the UK to develop 

new exhibitions which sideline the contributions of minority ethnic groups that have 

had an established presence in the community for many decades. Though these 

developments are significant, and pave the way for further change, the steps are 

relatively small and progress is slow. In a recent article in The Guardian newspaper to 

coincide with the start of the UK’s Black History Month in October, Jane Morris wrote: 

“Few British museums tell the story of black or Asian people in anything but the most 

cursory fashion” (Morris, 2004). Even fewer museums, I would argue, are prepared to 

put on exhibitions which directly tackle contentious issues such as contemporary racism 

or to purposefully interpret material in ways which seek to communicate to audiences, 

ideas predicated upon equality and human rights. The next two examples I want to use 

remain atypical of approaches in museums but nevertheless illustrate their potential to 

meaningfully engage audiences in exploring these issues.

Most visitors to the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam are surprised to find an exhibition 

which asks them to engage with a series of real-life, contemporary scenarios concerned 

with wide-ranging forms of prejudice and discrimination, to make decisions on these, 

and to share their personal opinions with other visitors. 

diversity’ in International Journal of Heritage Studies, Vol. 6. No. 3; 213-230.
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Visitors generally anticipate that the museum will provide an opportunity to learn more 

about the events of wartime and perhaps the chance to reflect, through the relative 

safety and comfort provided by historical distance, on the life and experiences of Anne 

Frank whose diaries are so widely known. Though the Museum is concerned to meet 

these expectations, it also aims to disrupt visitors’ sense of distance and detachment and 

to challenge them to make connections with their own lives. One of the main ways it 

seeks to do this is through its exhibitions. The current exhibition – Grensgevallen 

(translated as Out of Line) - focuses on two basic rights: the right to freedom of 

expression and the right to be protected against discrimination and asks visitors – “what 

happens when these clash? Which right carries the most weight?” (Anne Frank 

Stichtung, 2004). Visitors enter a darkened room and face a large screen which occupies 

much of the far wall. For each scenario, visitors are presented with a mixture of news 

footage and other material accompanied by commentaries which argue alternately for 

‘freedom of expression’ and ‘protection from discrimination’. One scenario, for 

example, invites visitors to consider the increase in the numbers of racist hate sites on 

the Internet. Visitors are faced with the opposing arguments; one advocating the 

importance of the internet as a vehicle of free speech and unrestricted information 

exchange which is threatened by any form of censorship, the other arguing that people 

should be protected from hate sites that can propagate racism and incite violence. After 

both sides have been presented, visitors are asked to make a choice using the console in 

front of them.

Though the message of the museum is undoubtedly one which supports equal human 

rights and challenges prejudice, there are, of course, a whole range of factors which can 

impact upon the extent to which this message is accepted, rejected or turned around by 

visitors. Not surprisingly, audience reactions are extremely diverse. Though some may 

make discriminatory comments amongst their group or write them in the visitors’ book, 

significantly the possibilities for expressing these within the exhibition itself are 

contained by the museum through the voting format which permits and legitimates only 

two possible reactions.  Both ‘choices’, framed by the museum and the exhibition-

makers, are underpinned by notions of equal human rights for all, regardless of gender, 

race, religion, disability or sexual orientation. There is no opportunity within the voting 
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format of the exhibition itself to, for example, express support for a racist position. 

Visitors are encouraged to think about and debate these challenging issues but the 

museum’s stance on equal human rights remains non-negotiable. 

A different approach which makes use of museum collections, the ways in which 

objects are positioned in relation to each other and the ways in which they are 

interpreted, to communicate notions of equality can be found at the St Mungo Museum 

of Religious Life and Art, part of Glasgow Museums in Scotland. The museum explores 

the importance of religion in people's everyday lives across the world and across time, 

aiming to promote mutual understanding and respect between people of different faiths, 

and of no faith (Glasgow Museums, 2005). The ways in which different faiths are 

simultaneously displayed both in discrete, differentiated ways and in integrated, 

thematic approaches generates multiple and complex possible meanings. In the gallery 

of religious art, Christian paintings and stained glass are exhibited alongside Buddhist 

statues and Islamic artworks. In the gallery of religious life, six equally sized display 

cases, each dedicated to a single (differentiated) religion are surrounded by thematic 

cases in which objects from different religions are brought together to emphasise the 

shared experience of, for example, childhood or coming of age. These displays support 

the notion of equal significance and rights for each of the religions represented but also 

serve to emphasise sameness and common experience between them . 

Inevitably, these two brief examples, which address highly emotive and politicised 

issues, will not please everyone who visits them. However, the willingness to engage 

with difficult issues, more often than not side-stepped by museums, I would argue, is a 

key strength and one from which other museums might usefully learn. 

Key issues and challenges 

From this brief review of the ways in which museums are increasingly engaging with 

issues of diversity, it is possible to discern important developments in museum policy 

and practice as well as localised pockets of innovation and risk-taking. However, 



10

progress within the sector as a whole has, perhaps, been rather limited in scale and also, 

for many, painfully slow. I would like to conclude by briefly highlighting some reasons 

for this and point to some issues for future development. 

Conservatism and inertia

Museums remain, for the most part, highly conservative organisations. By virtue of 

what they collect and exhibit, what they say and neglect to say, and how they operate, 

most demonstrate only a selective and half-hearted commitment to equality. It might be 

argued that some of the most celebrated advances – for example, high profile 

exhibitions, targeted outreach and education programmes – have been short-lived and 

peripheral, marginal in their influence on the organisation as a whole. Whilst these 

successes are important first steps towards museums developing their social role and 

potential, they may nevertheless help to mask inaction and a more ingrained resistance 

to change at the heart of the organisation, thereby enabling much of what museums do 

to continue unchallenged. 

Contested roles and responsibilities

Inertia in some parts of the sector is due, at least in part, to a lack of consensus amongst 

practitioners and leaders on the roles and responsibilities of museums. Despite growing 

interest in their potential to engage with and respond to social concerns there is 

nevertheless a belief, forcefully argued by some, that museums should be entitled to 

appeal to a narrow portion of society and to pursue agendas which remain entirely 

divorced of influence from issues of disadvantage, inequality and discrimination .

Cultural leadership 

Given this lack of consensus and resistance to change, there is a clear need for strong 

leadership which will combine an acknowledgement of the agency and responsibility of 

museums with a vision for the role that they might play, alongside other organisations, 

in contributing towards a more inclusive and equitable society.

4 The deployment of spatial (and other) resources to construct and communicate notions of equity 
between different faiths at the St Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art, Glasgow is considered in 
Sandell (2005). 
5 For a discussion of these issues see, for example, O’Neill (2002), Fleming (2002) and Appleton (2001).
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Commitment to equality 

Finally, I would suggest that we need to see a shift in museum culture and values from 

one which seeks to preserve an apparently ‘neutral’ position to one which is prepared to 

take a stance on equality. Museums are often reluctant to be seen to support a particular 

viewpoint, preferring to present a supposedly balanced and impartial view. I would 

argue that the time has come to distinguish between the need to provide a forum for 

different perspectives which can stimulate and inform debate and the need for a 

commitment to an underpinning framework which provides a non-negotiable, bottom-

line commitment to equality which can serve to guide the practices of museums.
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