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Project:
      Advantage Göteborg: World Cultures in Focus
Museum of World Culture, Gothenburg (Sweden)

www.varldskulturmuseet.se

, www.worldculture.se
Please note: This case study has been chosen to explore in more depth how dialogue takes place not so much between different communities, as between communities of immigrant background and the museum itself, by focussing on the following aspects in particular: the relationship between museum staff and external stakeholders (in this case, a minority group) concerning the decision-making process which determines what is to be exhibited; shared authority approaches to interpretation; frictions and conflicts regarding project ownership.

Country:
Sweden

Partners:
“Advantage Göteborg” is a partnership between the Museum of World Culture, the City of Göteborg, the Västra Götaland Region, the Göteborg & Co. trade and industry group, the Swedish Association of Ethnic Entrepreneurs and the government employment office in Göteborg. All national partners had their specific role in the project, but the present case study focuses on the role and the work of the Museum.

“Advantage Göteborg” also partners with groups in Austria and Scotland, which among other things has resulted in the travelling exhibition “aPART”.

Funding Bodies:
European Union, “Equal” Programme
Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

   FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions
 FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth
 FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sport
 FORMCHECKBOX 

National/regional policy context:

1. In Sweden, strategies for inclusion of ethnic minorities in museums have shifted from documentation of the lives of “immigrant communities” in the early 1980s to renegotiations of how “ethnicity” and “Swedish culture and society” are to be understood and represented in museums in the late 1990s (Magnusson L., «Invandring, kulturmöten, etnicitet», in Silvén E. and Gudmundsson M.(eds.), Samtiden som kulturarv. Svenska museers samtidsdokumentation 1975-2000, Nordiska museet, Stockholm, 2006).

2. At a national level, the Swedish Government established in 1998 the National Museums of World Culture, an initiative made up of three already existing museums in Stockholm (Ethnographical Museum, Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, Museum of Mediterranean and Near Eastern Antiquities) and the newly established (December 2004) Museum of World Culture in Gothenburg, and «aimed at adapting the collections of historical and ethnographic museums to the globalisation process, as well as to accelerating intercontinental migration and multicultural societies». These museums have been regrouped under a common organisation as they were thought to be able «to play a specific role in dealing with the challenges of multicultural Sweden, through their international collections and networks» (Swedish Government, Official Committee Report on the National Museums of World Culture, SOU 1998:25).

The mission of the National Museums of World Culture can also be linked to three specific goals of the current national cultural policy: a) the goal of equality, stating the right for all citizens to be able to participate actively in cultural life; b) the goal of diversity in artistic and cultural expression which influences what Swedish cultural institutions on the whole would be expected to deliver; and c) the goal of internationalisation which emphasises the importance of both international exchange and the coming together of different cultures within Sweden
 (http://www.kulturradet.se/templates/KR_Page.aspx?id=1869&epslanguage=SV).
More recently, the Swedish Government declared 2006 a special Year of Multiculture, whose programme statement read (http://www.mangkulturaret.se/files/pdf/summary.pdf): «The Year of Multiculture 2006 is committed to achieving long-term and enduring change and development of Swedish cultural life towards increased ethnic and cultural diversity. One important basis for this is to induce both publicly financed cultural operations and independent actors and others to turn their attention to and permanently incorporate the diversity of contemporary society in their work. Public cultural life must be better at reflecting and utilising the various experience, knowledge and perspectives of citizens and include them naturally and easily in ordinary cultural provision. Central concepts of this work of change are long-range thinking, dialogue, interaction, consciousness raising and change. It is of particular importance to draw attention to the intercultural perspective during the Year of Multiculture 2006, not least bearing in mind that the European Commission wants to make 2008 “European Year of Intercultural Dialogue”. The following issues and perspectives are important focuses for the Year of Multiculture 2006:

· Diversity in the organisation and among employees

· Diversity in production and content

· Diversity of audience and visitors
· Diversity of collection, documentation and archiving».

3. The Museum of World Culture’s main mission statement is: «In dialogue with the surrounding world and through emotional and intellectual experiences the Museum of World Culture aims to be a meeting place that will make people feel at home across borders, build trust and take responsibility together for a shared global future, in a world in constant change».

Sharing ownership is a major concern of the Museum, by consulting with communities and by actively including different voices and perspectives in exhibitions and public programmes. As Catharina Bergil, Head of Public Programmes, points out, «the dialogue aspect is very important. By working in dialogue with different communities, locally, nationally and internationally, in exhibition, education and programming, we believe our end products become more solid and exciting, and we get much higher credibility as a cultural institution working with globalisation and contemporary issues and expressions».

Project Description: 

The purpose of “Advantage Göteborg:” (2003-2005) was to break down barriers in the labour market for citizens from the Horn of Africa (Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia) by combining efforts to combat exclusion at many levels. The ultimate focus was on the interaction between individuals (personal possibilities), structures (institutional opportunities/exclusion mechanisms) and ideological constructions (attitudes, policies, hidden racism). 

More in particular, the project’s aims were:

· «to support individuals, create job opportunities, contribute to integration and counteract segregation through cultural activities, as well as contribute to the understanding of how a culturally diverse society can develop positively;
· to chart and increase awareness of exclusion mechanisms that hinder individuals and groups from participating in the social, political, economic and cultural life;
· to reduce societal discrimination against groups that are excluded from the labour market and from the cultural sector» (from “Equal” programme’s website).
Around 20 unemployed Gothenburg citizens from the Horn of Africa applied and were recruited to the project. The aim of the partnership was to facilitate the opening of doors to training, internships or employment in the areas of work most suitable for the individual in terms of education, prior experience and personal motivation, rather than to encourage participants to pursue a museum career – although a few indeed became museum employees after the project was finished. 

Parallel to the labour-market oriented work, the participants worked with the Museum of World Culture, whose role was:

· to serve as a common space and platform for supporting the building of self-identity (widely considered as one of the main precursors to inclusion) among the participants through discussions about heritage, cultural background, identities and experiences of being in the diaspora in Sweden; this was combined with reminiscence work and documentation of the collections from the participants’ countries of origin (see below);

· to promote more diverse and less stereotypical images of communities from the Horn of Africa, by providing participants with the opportunity for self-representation in one of the Museum’s opening exhibitions (“Horizons. Voices from a global Africa”);

· to act as co-ordinator between local, regional and national partners from the public and the private sector, by bringing together an actively working steering group with representatives from the different sectors; this work opened up some new possibilities and doors for the participants and made agents which might not normally cooperate come together with shared responsibility for specific project-related tasks;

· to be the project’s public face; «as an opinion maker, the Museum aims to fight prejudice and discrimination that push people apart and promote respect for racial and cultural differences. The museum is a place for dialogue, where multiple voices can be hard, an arena for people to feel at home across borders» (from “Equal” Programme’s website).
In order to effectively include the participants in the work, the museum staff introduced the participants to what museums do, what role objects play in the museum context and how an exhibition is made. The participants were presented some ways in which other museums have worked with communities and personal stories, and undertook a field trip to London to study exhibitions of this kind (Horniman Museum’s “African Worlds” exhibition, and Hackney Museum’s permanent display “The World on Your Doorstep”). 
The first part of the work within the Museum of World Culture focused on workshops on identities and on documentation of the Museum’s collections form the Horn of Africa region. The purpose was to discuss history, background, cultural heritage and cultural identities and their meaning for a good life situation and an individual’s agency and empowerment. The work thereafter moved on to exhibition projects. Some 10 people decided to present their own projects in the section about the Horn of Africa diaspora in Sweden in the opening exhibition “Horizons: Voices from a global Africa” (on display from December 20054 to June 2007). The content of each individual project was decided by the participant and the Museum provided technical support for the presentations when needed. The themes varied from stories of migration, gender roles, variations of traditions to experiences of racism and were presented through films, multimedia presentations or sound.  

Lessons to be Learned:
The final project report outlines the main goals and results of “Advantage Göteborg”: 

1. Develop a method for empowerment and the improvement of self-confidence in individuals: there are no established reliable methods for measuring increased confidence and self-esteem; the project has however observed that a large number of the participants have taken control of their own lives and reoriented themselves towards new goals in life.

2. Find alternative ways for the working life of people of immigrant background: the partnership was only partly working as facilitator to jobs for the participants. The main problem was that the representatives from various employers were idea and policy makers, not operative recruiters; they could therefore only in the long run have an influence while the participants needed fast assistance.

3. Chart discrimination mechanisms: an extensive chart of discrimination mechanisms was made as part of the project; this chart confirmed that discrimination is a structural societal default which makes up an everyday experience affecting the individual’s equality as a citizen.

4. Influence public attitudes towards the group in question: through audience research, the Museum of World Culture has learnt that the exhibition and related public debates, seminars and arts programmes, have had an effect on attitudes. The visitors have testified to learning more about immigrants from the Horn of Africa and understand the diversity of their experiences.

(source: Formal project report to Swedish ESF-council 2005)

***

Alongside formal project conclusions, further valuable lessons may be drawn from an article prepared by Cajsa Lagerkvist, the curator in charge of the project (see section “First published” at the end of the project’s profile), based on her personal experience and reflections on the challenges and difficulties of a truly dialogue-based work in a museum.
a) Critical points

In fact, a few months into the project, serious dissatisfaction emerged with the way “Advantage Göteborg” was developing. Cajsa Lagerkvist highlights the three arguments that in her view were most serious, since they pointed to a gap between rhetoric and practice. 

1. The first criticism was that of “tokenism”. Many participants argued that the Museum did not truly include the participants in the work and that most of the exhibition planning took place outside the participants’ control. «The Museum was indeed working with other external people such as international content specialists, researchers and partner museums in Africa for the whole exhibition, but this was not accepted as a legitimate explanation. It was further questioned why input from the participants had to be confined to the African Horn section, and could not extend to all other sections. The fact that the participants were never considered as potential steering group representatives, although they worked with the Museum for over a year, is worthy of reflection», comments Cajsa Lagerkvist. «Including non-specialists in an intense specialist process of a major exhibition seemed both difficult and hazardous considering the time pressure we were working under. However, the symbolic value of representation in arenas where major decisions are being made (or imagined to be made) was clearly underestimated by the project staff and exhibition team». Therefore, the staff decided to consult individuals more intensely (rather than including a spokesman in the steering group who might not really represent the many voices of the other participants in the projects) and make sure that the participants were in better control of their own presentations.
2. «The second serious critique was that the Museum was not welcoming and inclusive enough, and this was expressed as a disappointment by some participants who expected a museum of “World Culture” to differ from other societal institutions». As an example, the participants were dissatisfied with the project room, placed in the basement section of the building and with little access to the rest of the museum offices. «This particular room had indeed been carefully selected. It was adjacent to the museum storage facilities and allowed direct access to and handling of objects, which was a central part of the work. But this allocation became a symbol of low priority and of being allotted a less important space… It is important to keep in mind that a group of individuals that have been excluded for a long time, are especially vulnerable. Therefore it is wiser to prepare an obviously positive environment. After some time we managed to find space in the offices».
3. Thirdly, the participants underlined that they had encountered the same kind of prejudice and even racism in the Museum as in other parts of the society. «One important eye-opener was the comprehension that the museum was not separated form the societal structure of ethnic hierarchies. Just as with any diversity project, ours existed within a certain discourse that contains unspoken presumptions about the target group of individuals…These are difficult questions to answer but may be used as reminders of how strong a societal discourse is no matter how well you know its inaccuracies».

The Museum dealt with this “crisis of confidence” by having open discussions between museum staff and project participants on a number of occasions. «Some of the criticism weakened but other aspects of it remained. It was not until the group participants took control over the process of changing and improving the project that real negotiations started and positions shifted… Empowerment for a disempowered community means demanding power in the arena where you are invited to act. This arena – in our case the Museum of World Culture – must be prepared for it and allow it to flourish… This can be interpreted as a case of offensive action: more changes were demanded in line with the ideology of our project, specifically empowerment, the right to self-representation, and authority of interpretation of their own history and culture».

Despite all these problems and frictions, the work in “Advantage Göteborg” proceeded; all of the participants stayed throughout the project, which is a sign of its meaningfulness. «Providing an opportunity to link with the past through reminiscence and reflections, collecting stories to tell people of today and to save for the future, are still very important parts of museum work. These tasks will increase in importance as museums start sharing the authority of interpretation with their various audiences… This case alerts us to the limitations of reforms which fail to build inclusion into the institutional fabric of the museum».

b) Controversy as a mutual learning process
1. «Museums undertaking this kind of work, apart from planning well and learning from the experiences of other museums, need to be prepared for unpredicted reactions and developments and to regard them as necessary for the project, rather than barriers or failures. Reactions to and criticisms of projects and institutional traditions should instead be faced with openness and with the provision of enough time for dialogue and reconsideration».

2. «Controversies in themselves should be embraced as part of a mutual learning process where the question of shared ownership is at stake. Creating an inclusive institution is not about finding the right model for this kind of work – a model that can be applied to all museums and all communities. The task is essentially to keep the dialogue alive, to negotiate and renegotiate and therefore to find a balance and move positions forward in each separate case of community involvement».
Target Groups: Unemployed residents of Gothenburg originating from the Horn of Africa.
Contact Details:

Cajsa Lagerkvist/ Curator

Email: cajsa.lagerkvist@worldculture.se     Tel : +46 (0)31 632784,  Fax: +46 (0)31 632740
Catharina Bergil/ Head of Public Programmes

Email: catharina.bergil@varldskulturmuseet.se     Tel. + 46 (0) 31 632772, Fax: + 46 (0)31-63 27 40
Museum of World Culture

P.O. Box 5303

SE - 402 27 Gothenburg (Sweden)

Web: www.varldskulturmuseet.se; www.worldculture.se 
Additional Resources:
Museum of World Culture, Horizons. Voices from a global Africa, exhibition backgrounder (http://www.varldskulturmuseet.se/content/1/c4/41/59/853ec2102b34.pdf )
Submitted by:
Simona Bodo

First published: Cajsa Lagerkvist, «Empowerment and anger. Learning how to share ownership of the museum», in Museum & Society, July 2006, 4(2), pp. 52-68 (http://www.le.ac.uk/museumstudies/m&s/issue%2011/lagerkvist.pdf) 
PAGE  
5

