
EDITORIAL

Decentering the museum in Museum Studies

For the past four years I have convened a short MA-level course at the University of Amsterdam 
titled Analyzing Museums: Narrative, Design, Experience. As might be expected on a course 
with this name, students are asked to think in concrete terms about how museums bring 
objects and other components together to tell stories in space, and then to consider how 
these narrative and spatial compositions engage audiences and intersect with broader issues 
around knowledge production and the politics of display.

After reading classic and contemporary texts on these topics and visiting various sites 
around Amsterdam, the module ends with a simple question: if museums did not exist, would 
we feel the need to invent them? The question of course does not really have an answer: it is 
a thought experiment, and, like all thought experiments, it is intended to reveal biases and 
assumptions but also – hopefully – to spark new ways of thinking about the subject under dis
cussion. In this context, coming up with new ways of thinking means revisiting some funda
mental museological debates: what are museums for? what do they do? who do they serve? 
These questions have been posed and deliberated for decades if not centuries. Museums are 
entangled with too many dimensions of social life and serve too many often-contradictory pur
poses for such questions to ever be truly settled. (Indeed, anyone offering a definitive response 
to such questions should be viewed with suspicion). An authoritarian leader in our hypothetical 
museum-less world may well feel the need to invent such an institution to construct a sense of 
historical continuity, project strength, or otherwise consolidate power. A campaigner for social 
justice might equally imagine something like the museum into being to surface marginalized 
histories or provide a space of gathering for oppressed communities. Such divergences gesture 
towards the mutability of the museum form, but they also reveal the central importance of the 
“we” to the above question. Which collectives are mobilized to imagine new museological 
forms will profoundly shape the meaning, function and purpose of the resulting institutions 
(if the label “institution” is even desired in this theoretical scenario). All of which is to say 
that the question of whether “we” would invent museums now if they did not already exist 
immediately collapses (or perhaps crystallizes) under the weight of the multiple conflicting con
tingencies affecting any museological proposition.

At the risk of overgeneralizing, we might understand the history of museums as a series of 
responses to broader questions about nature, society, technology, the economy, and political 
organization. The earliest museums answered a question about how to organize the vastly pro
liferating supplies of wealth and knowledge emerging from colonial exploration and nascent 
forms of scientific inquiry. In the nineteenth century, museums offered one answer to the ques
tion of how to impose power over colonial subjects and – more broadly – how to govern newly 
established polities. Later in the century, commercial museums emerged to answer a set of 
questions about colonial commodities, free trade, and liberal economic expansion (Cras, 
2025). In the twentieth century – and especially in the post-war era – museums surfaced and 
evolved to answer questions related to human rights, post-colonial state formation, genocide 
remembrance, the “regeneration” of post-industrial regions, the flattening effects of 
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globalization, and issues of cultural representation and recognition. Seen from this perspective, 
“let’s build a museum” has been the answer to a surprisingly wide range of socio-political con
cerns across the broad arc of (post)modernity.

The emergence of Museum Studies as a distinct field of research and training clearly reflects 
the growth of museums more broadly, but it also signals something else – namely, the need to 
critically examine rather than simply reproduce the museum phenomenon. As philosopher Rosi 
Braidotti has persuasively argued (2018), the profusion of “studies” based education over the 
past four decades speaks to a broader questioning of the kinds of universal, patriarchal, Euro
centric and monocultural traditions and values typically maintained by governmental, aca
demic (and museological) institutions. While Museum Studies is oriented towards a very 
particular field of praxis, it may therefore be useful to understand how work in this area 
aligns with other “radical and always interdisciplinary practices” that seek to “dis-engage” 
from “rules, conventions and institutional protocols” and move from “the authority of the 
past” to an “accountability for the present” (Braidotti, 2018, p. 38). Post-colonial Studies, 
Media Studies, Gender Studies, Cultural Studies, Feminist Studies and Museum Studies are 
all characterized by a critical and creative approach that seeks to challenge dominant subjec
tivities and institutional agendas and imagine and actualize alternatives. Indeed, as Fernando 
Domínguez Rubio suggests, Museum Studies in particular has enjoyed “what is arguably the 
rarest and most precious distinction that any form of social thought can enjoy: their critiques 
have been heeded by the object of critique” (2020, 14). The impact of new museology, new 
institutionalism and – more recently – decolonial theory on museum practice testifies to this 
dynamic.

If the critical-creative work of museum making and museum reform constitutes the nucleus 
of Museum Studies, and if “the museum” can historically be understood as one way of answer
ing urgent questions about the organization of social (and natural) life, then the uncertainty 
facing contemporary museological thinking and practice comes into sharper focus. Why? 
Because it is not immediately clear how “the museum” might be an appropriate answer to 
many of the most profound challenges facing societies globally, from climate breakdown 
and rampant economic inequality to the resurgence of authoritarianism and the expansion 
of extractivist practices to every corner of the planet (Arboleda, 2020). True, in many contexts 
museums have become privileged spaces for working through the complexities and contradic
tions of the present, but their complicity in many of the same challenges renders them proble
matic forums for such negotiations at best. Perhaps this will be the ultimate “victory” of 
Museum Studies: to decenter – or at least call into question – the privileged status of “the 
museum” as a response to the fractured demands of any conjuncture.

For the time being, however, the project of reimagining, reforming and reconstituting 
museums to confront the challenges of the present continues apace. Across seven essays 
and two book reviews, volume 19 of Museums & Social Issues encompasses a broad range of 
museum practices and functions: cataloguing and database management (Feld, Hansen); exhi
bition making and storytelling (Morikawa, Viita-aho); fundraising and development (Sharp & 
Summers); community engagement and critical artistic programming (Chipangura et al., Recta
nus). And these practices intersect in different ways with wider debates around neoliberal gov
ernance, climate change, decolonial care, Indigenous representation, truth and reconciliation, 
and human rights. To this end, the contributions to this volume certainly do not decenter 
museums, but they do show how centering less visible aspects of museological work can 
shed new light on the socio-political implications and entanglements of contemporary 
museum practice. With case studies from Finland, Japan, Germany, Canada, Spain, Norway, 
Zimbabwe and the UK, the volume also continues the critical cartography of “patchiness” 
established in the previous volume (see Sterling, 2024). More than anything, the papers in 
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this volume demonstrate the critical inventiveness of scholars and practitioners who do not 
need to dream museums into being precisely because they are already wrestling with their 
imperfections and possibilities in so many ways, towards so many divergent ends.
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