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Ngaire Blankenberg M useums are important symbols of what 
a society values. Th e proliferation of new 
museums in the world is a wonderful 

refl ection of our changing values and perspectives. 
Today we have so many museums telling so many 
previously unheard stories—an African American 
or Hispanic American history museum, museums 
of immigration, centers for peace and tolerance, a 
children’s story center, museums for performance 
art, and even museums of heartbreak.1 It is some-
times easy to lose sight of the essential value of 
museums, particularly when there is much to criti-
cize. Th ey are public places—places where you can 
explore treasures of the world, of your communities, 
of past and present at your leisure, a change of pace 
in a world increasingly dominated by screens and 
brands. Museums are not only places that represent 
the black body; they are also places black people and 
others can actually choose to inhabit.

Museums Should Be Places We All Want to Be in
Th e fact is, many of us don’t. Even though most 
people in the West agree that museums should exist,
many more don’t choose them as places to go to 
during their leisure time.2 Typically, museumgoers 
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are very educated, earn a higher income than aver-
age, and are white, even as the population in the 
West is undergoing a major demographic shift. 
In the United States less than one in ten museum 
visitors are from minority groups, even though 
more than three out of ten people in the general 
population are minorities.3 By 2050 the percentage 
of what are now considered to be minorities in the 
United States is projected to make up roughly half 
the national population. Will the demographics 
of museum visitors keep pace? The signs are not 
encouraging.

College education is the single biggest predictor 
of museum attendance, but museums on the whole 
are doing a dismal job of attracting nonwhite 
college students and graduates, thereby missing an 
important opportunity to create a museumgoing 
culture among a key segment of the population.4 
The National Endowment of the Arts Participation 
Survey in 2012 found a 12 percent decline in arts 
attendance among college-educated Americans, 
and the median age of museum visitors has shot up 
from thirty-six years to forty-three years in the last 
twenty-five years.5

If you live in the United States or Canada and 

many other Western countries, the younger you 
are, the more likely you are to be of color. The more 
likely you are also to never visit museums unless 
you are forced to at school. There is a real possibility 
that many museums may eventually age themselves 
into redundancy.

The future of museums in the West lies in the 
multiracial millennials of today. But, as writer 
Beth Spotswood acknowledged in her blog, Tourist 
Trapped, “like most people, I wish I enjoyed muse-
ums more than I actually do.”6 Millennials don’t 
seem to be too impressed by museums.

Let me summarize what you likely already know: 
the millennials of today—you, your students, your 
children, your friends—have grown up in an era 
of ubiquitous technology. Millennials like to be 
in the know and can be through social media and 
24/7 access to information via the Internet, often 
on smartphones. They are the fastest-growing age 
segment for travel.7 They are connected, and social 
relationships are very important; their choices of 
where to go are heavily influenced by their peers.8 
Millennials expect choice and the ability to cus-
tomize an experience. They value being able to 
interact and participate, and they lose interest when 
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expected to be the passive recipients of information. 
They like experiences that are meaningful to them. 
They like art events, or art on the streets, but they 
are not so keen on museums.9

New Social Relations Demand a New Space
The French philosopher Henri Lefebvre coined the 
idea of social space, based on the idea that every 
society produces its own space and that the hege-
monic classes use space as a tool to reproduce its 
dominance. For Lefebvre, any change in social rela-
tions demands a new space.10 We need to conceive 
of the space of museums differently in order to 
attract a new color-full generation.

Creating a more participatory experience can 
radically change how compelled people feel to come 
to a museum. Making a connection with another 
human being is one of the most powerful and 
memorable experience-creators one can ask for. I 
have two children. They have been hauled to a lot 
of museums and a lot of progressive museums. I 
can tell you that despite my best efforts, my enthu-
siastic commentary (“Wow! Check out the way he’s 
transforming bottle caps into this amazing piece of 
cloth!” Or, “Can you believe this is the actual prison 
where Mandela was kept?” Or, “Isn’t it incredible 
that we can see one of the first records of human 
writing!!”) more often than not falls flat. Their eye 
rolling is my personal motivation. What is it that 
will help them find their space in these great places 
of the human soul?

There Are Many Barriers
I recently visited the Cité nationale de l’histoire de 
l’immigration (National Museum of Immigration) 
in Paris. I did not know beforehand, but the 
museum is in a grand old building, the Palais de 
la Porte Dorée, constructed for the Paris Colonial 
Expo of 1931. After the Colonial Expo, it became 
the Museum of France Overseas, then the Museum 
of African and Oceanic Art, and then the National 
Museum of the Arts of African and Oceania. In 
2000, its collections moved to the Musée du quai 
Branly, and the building became the home of the 
Cité nationale de l’histoire de l’immigration and 
the Dorée Tropical Aquarium. The idea apparently 
was to show how France has progressed by making 
space for a museum tackling the very contemporary 

issue of immigration in a building formerly devoted 
to celebrating its colonial age, a political state-
ment implying that while the connection remains, 
colonization and colonial relations are a thing of the 
distant past.

As we approached the building, I was amazed by 
its architecture. Closer still, at the steps leading up to 
the front door, an exterior text panel described how 
it was a former Museum of the Colonies. Initially 
as I read I thought it was an interesting idea to link 
colonialism to immigration and migration, but then 
I saw the photo accompanying the text. It seemed 
to be of two men working on the external bas relief 
of the building (itself a 1,200-square-meter ode to 
the flora, fauna, and “natives” of the colonies). One 
of the men is fully clothed, his face obscured. The 
other is a naked black man with scars on his back, 
seemingly working on the sculpture. There is no 
explanatory text for who either of the men is or why 
the one is naked and has scars and what he is doing 
on the building. Just a jarring image confronted me 
that I interpreted as a naked slave working to create 
an idealized story in stone that would remain, tri-
umphant in the public imaginary, long after he, his 
name, and his wounded black body would.

I forced myself to enter the building and visit the 
immigration museum, which incidentally was quite 
interesting. But mostly for the rest of the afternoon 
I felt battered and wanted to go home. How could 
I feel comfortable in a place that normalized the 
humiliation of black servitude? Do they not know 
that this is not over yet? Changing the use of the old 
colonial spaces is not enough without a fundamen-
tal shift of power relations in the institution.

Our museums are often tainted, many beyond 
repair. I think you need only to see this image once 
and you are turned off to museums for life. Plain old 
racism is still the biggest barrier to entry. Museums 
have to take a seriously critical look at what they 
collect and exhibit and who their staff is. There is 
still, shamefully, so much to be done. There are also 
barriers such as the hostile front of house staff or all-
white museum personnel, high admissions, inacces-
sibility of location, and so on.

We need to look at how museums engage people. 
The typical museum is set up to minimize conversa-
tion. They assume individuals are attending alone 
and eager to quietly reap knowledge from the 
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exhibitions, constructed by a certain expert. Most 
museum visitors, however, tend to visit at least in a 
group of two. During the museum visit, we tend to 
stop talking to the person we’re with and disappear 
in the solo world the museum creates for us.

Museums encourage people to literally only look 
one way in a presentation model (authority telling 
you something that you consume). And even if we 
re-present through exhibitions curated by people of 
color who problematize race or who simply address 
identities, histories, and communities of color, it is 
the same didactic model. I would argue that this is 
not necessarily the new space that will give rise to 
new social relations.

Postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha contends that 
it is “the inbetween. . . . that carries the burden of 
the meaning of culture. It is in this space that we 
will find those words with which we can speak of 
Ourselves and Others. And by exploring this ‘Third 
Space,’ we may elude the politics of polarity and 
emerge as the others of ourselves.”11

Bhabha speaks of the notion of creating a third 
space of empowerment where cultures collide and 
new realities are made. I would argue that the very 
model of representation reinforces the politics of 
polarity. It creates little space between authority and 
recipient. For me, the third space is conversation 
and engagement. It is about agency. Museums that 
are serious about changing power relations have big 
empowering third spaces. Those that aren’t, don’t.

What could this third space look like? We know 
because those who are most successful at attracting 
young people of color are doing this. Changing 
social relations is not just about changing what we 
exhibit. It’s not just about presenting exhibitions 
about race or about a particular cultural identity, 
although this goes a long way to make the invitation. 
While showing exhibits that deal with race or 
diverse cultural communities sends a positive 
message of invitation and acknowledgment, it 
cannot be the sole strategy to enable black people 
to own their public museums. In fact, such shows 
may unintentionally backfire. I recently saw the 
Making Africa—A Continent of Contemporary 
Design exhibit produced by the Vitra Design 
Museum and the Guggenheim Bilbao. The exhibit, 
which had Nigerian star curator Okwui Enwezor 
as its consulting curator, showcased the work of 

over 120 artists and designers and aimed to present 
Africa as “a hub of experimentation generating new 
approaches and solutions of worldwide relevance” 
and “as a driving force for a new discussion of the 
potential of design in the twenty-first century.”12 The 
design and art objects were undoubtedly glorious 
and were well chosen and framed, but the way in 
which they were presented was traditional, didactic, 
leaving little space for visitor engagement beyond 
just looking and reading. I couldn’t shake the feeling 
(which is probably unfair of me) that the incredible 
vibrancy and creativity that I knew had given rise to 
these works within very specific contexts had been 
reduced to “Africa, on show,” or, even worse, “Look! 
Africans create cool things too.” I saw the exhibit 
in Barcelona, where I live, with a crowd of mainly 

Conguitos on display in Barcelona
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white people. There are not a lot of black people in 
Barcelona, and black people in public visual culture 
are reduced mainly to Médecins Sans Frontières 
billboards of suffering black babies being rescued 
by white care workers and the painfully ubiquitous 
Conguito sweet displays. The exhibit represented 
well, but as an “object” in its own right, it didn’t even 
try to change the fundamental social relations here.

We need to create the conditions of conversa-
tion. We don’t need to own the conversation, but we 
need to let it happen.

I remember very clearly the one time my daugh-
ter was really excited about going to a museum. We 
were living in Canada, and she went on a school trip 
to the War Museum and the Canadian Museum of 
Civilization in Ottawa. She had been to both before 
with me. I was amazed to see that on her BBM status 
she posted: “so cool. Met a real war vet from WW2 at 
the museum.” For this to make it to her BBM status 
was an indication as to how a personal contact can 
make (and also break) an experience.

You don’t need much space for conversation. In 
order to allow four people to talk in a group in a 
circular configuration there needs to be approxi-
mately 4.5 square meters of free space in the gallery. 
That’s it—some space, a trigger, a question, clear 
instructions for what to do.13 But this is typically 
what happens:

I’m in a workshop, a place that, as a consultant, 
is like my second home. It is a workshop dedicated 
to developing the storyline for a new museum. 
We’ve assembled together a mixed bag of people: 
the museum director, some curators, the public and 
education program staff, and some external experts, 
normally academics and researchers as well as a few 
community organizers and maybe some artists.

I stand in front of a flipchart, marker in hand.
“What is the central idea you think this museum 

should convey?”
We go around the room. The directors talk of 

mission, funding, and politics. The curators provide 
complex analyses of theme, subject, and narrative. 
The education program staff speak of pedagogical 
outcomes and curriculum. The IT people talk of 
mobile and augmented reality. The academics say 
things like “intersection,” “disruption,” “trouble the 

story,” and “deconstruction.” The artists talk about 
doing something out of the ordinary.

We write it up; it’s shaping up to be a great place. 
We put together an interpretive plan.

Enter the designers. There is a long process of 
development. The designers try to bring the content to 
life. They work with the curators and sometimes the 
educators. The curators tend to be higher in the peck-
ing order. The designers are practically focused on get-
ting the artifacts, the text, the photos, the videos, and 
the art they need to put the exhibition together. There 
is never enough space; there is always one more story 
that needs to be told, one more exhibit that needs to 
be put in. Before you know it, all of the space that 
we had put aside for school groups and conversation 
is gone. It loses out to “important things you have to 
know.” Every time.

This is our most common barrier: museum staff 
who believe telling is more important than inspir-
ing or are making space and museums that see their 
only form as presenting knowledge.

The Denver Art Museum did a study of how to 
attract young people in their museum and spoke of 
easy moments of creativity where visitors are invited 
to unleash their own creativity and not just bask in 
the creativity of others.14 Creativity with low barri-
ers to entry is another way to engage.

And there’s technology. I think the hardest thing 
for a museum to do is to let go of the talking stick 
online. Online is a big scary place where you have 
very little control. We work with many museum 
professionals who have a thousand excuses about 
why not to let audiences post, respond, and share 
online. But here’s the thing—virtual space is a new 
space where social relations have been irrevocably 
altered. It is the in-between, the third space.

It is no surprise that the latest study of partici-
pation in the arts from the National Endowment 
for the Arts shows that mobile devices “appear to 
narrow racial/ethnic gaps in arts engagement.”15 
What can museums learn from this third space? But 
more important, what is our intent? How commit-
ted are we to really changing social relations?

As embodied by the example from the Paris 
Museum of Immigration, it is easier to change what 
we present than it is to change who we are. Making 
space changes space. Isn’t it time we did?
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