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Abstract 
 

As a contemporary communications medium, the museum has undergone significant 

reinvention and reorientation of purpose within the past several decades. While the late 

twentieth century saw the rise of a fundamental reimagining of the museum as a visitor-

oriented space where questions of representation, ownership, and voice were of 

paramount concern, the early twenty-first century has seen a repositioning of museums as 

market actors with a role to play in the economic aspects of social life. This dissertation 

probes the growing disconnect between the rhetoric and practices enacted under the 

auspices of new museology and the ascendancy of corporatized values, interests, and 

operational forms in museum praxis. It is specifically concerned with working class 

history museums located in postindustrial urban environments, and seeks to explore and 

consider some of the inherent tensions in representing labour struggles and working class 

heritage in gentrifying, capitalist cities. The dissertation reveals that working class history 

museums face immense challenges in trying to reconcile being socially progressive and 

class-oriented while also maintaining relevance and success in gentrifying areas. It argues 

that these museums are embedded within political economic structures of power, and thus 

face considerable limitations in their efforts to act as meaningful sites of political or 

ideological contestation. Furthermore, by subscribing to the supposition that heritage 

resources can be used to spur gentrification and economic development, museums may 

unwittingly reinforce elite reimaginings of the urban environment. Three case studies are 

examined: the People’s Palace, a public museum in Glasgow, Scotland; New York City’s 

Lower East Side Tenement Museum; and finally, the Écomusée du Fier Monde, a small 

community museum located in the Centre-Sud neighbourhood of Montréal, Canada. 
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Chapter 1 

 

Introduction 
 

 

In 2008, while working on a Master’s Degree specializing in Heritage 

Conservation at Carleton University, I was approached by one my classmates and asked 

if I would be interested in acting as a researcher for a new museum on workers’ heritage 

that she was curating and that would be opening in 2009. In addition to some general 

archival and historical research, I was given the opportunity to sit on the exhibition 

committee and helped plan the inaugural exhibition, which focused on working class 

housing in Ottawa. As a committee member, I participated in debates on issues such as 

how we wanted to define the term ‘working class’ and also just how, exactly, we wanted 

to represent the people whose stories we were telling. What this process illustrated to me 

was that there are no hard and fast answers to these questions – not only did we have to 

consider the scholarly merit of what we were doing, but also how our research fit into the 

overall objectives and goals of both the Ottawa & District Labour Council (which was 

charged with guiding museum operations) as well the City of Ottawa, which provided 

start-up funds and donated the historic house in which the museum was to be located. 

Furthermore, while members of the exhibition committee were deeply concerned with 

questions of historical accuracy and authenticity, and were determined to move away 

from the static, sanitized, and idealized view of the past so often found in traditional 

museums, the committee had to be careful to avoid alienating its target audience, many of 

whom were leery of a radical interpretation of their lived and historical realities. 

Throughout this process, I saw that the creation of museum exhibitions – even the 
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smallest of details – had to be considered in light of broader political and social 

maneuverings on the part of a wide variety of social actors. 

My experiences with the Ottawa Workers’ Heritage Museum (OWHM) were in 

many ways a microcosm of the broader museum world, reflecting a number of emergent 

social, political, and economic realities affecting museums, their audiences, and their 

workforces. As a contemporary communications medium, the museum has undergone 

significant reinvention and reorientation of purpose within the past several decades. The 

late twentieth century saw a fundamental reimagining of the museum and its place in both 

the community and nation. Challenges to the deep-seated assumptions underlying 

museum practice have resulted in a paradigm shift in the way scholars, museum 

professionals, and the public regard museums (Anderson, 2004). Traditionally a 

collection-driven institution, the museum has been transformed into a visitor-oriented 

space where questions of representation, ownership, and voice are of paramount  

concern.
1
 In Canada, much of this reinvention has been concerned with dismantling the 

museum as a tool of colonial control, particularly in relation to aboriginal people and 

cultures (Gibbons, 1997; Harrison, 1988). Worldwide, the reorientation of the museum as 

an equitable, inclusive, welcoming, and community-based cultural institution has led to a 

rise of museums devoted to the general populace, and in particular to the working class. 

On an international level and within the context of emerging discourses on the rights of 

minorities and disadvantaged populations, museums are now attempting to foster an 

                                                 
1
 See also Arnold (2004) for a discussion of how the aesthetics informing exhibitions and display, backed 

by a complex mix of factors such as class, gender, and levels of formal education, among others, have been 

employed (as well as appropriated and re-appropriated) to further particular cultural or political aims and to 

reinforce existing social and political ideologies. Aesthetic culture can thus be seen to represent and 

reconstitute notions of cultural and national identity.  
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atmosphere of cooperation and reconciliation between themselves and the various 

communities they serve. 

Museums, as they exist today, are a relatively recent phenomenon. While the 

origin of the museum is “often traced back to the Ptolemaic mouseion at Alexandria”, the 

concept of museums as publicly accessible buildings containing collections of artwork or 

other materials only developed in the sixteenth century during the Italian Renaissance 

(Vergo, 1989, p. 1). The Enlightenment saw the widespread growth of publicly funded 

and accessible museums, including the British Museum (1753) in London, the 

State Hermitage Museum (1764) in St. Petersburg, and the Louvre Museum (1792) and 

National Museum of Natural History (1793), both located in Paris. These museums 

oriented their collections and display around the function of education. Collections were 

thus organized on the basis of putting similar objects together, which were then 

“categorized according to typological development, such as changes in shape or type of 

decoration” (Sayer, 2015, p. 24). Objects were detached from their original social and 

cultural contexts, and were instead categorized according to the philosophies and 

assumptions of their curators. As Sayer (2015) argues, “[t]his allowed curators to  

manipulate and create alternative realities, enabling them to control both the public’s 

relationship with, and understanding of, history. Museums and archives became the 

agents that controlled and created history” (p. 24).  

The role and purpose of museums shifted significantly in the years following the 

Second World War. The total number of museums rose dramatically in the latter half of 

the twentieth century, and with this came the emergence of professional organizations 

(such as the International Council of Museums, founded in 1946) aimed at standardizing 
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museum practices, including those pertaining to collections management and visitor 

education. The late 1960s and 1970s saw museums draw on concepts from the New 

Social History movement (see Johnson, 2011) in an effort to change public perception of 

museums as symbols of elite power and privilege. At this time, museums also began to 

experiment with new mechanisms for communicating knowledge to the public, including 

audio and visual technologies, reconstructions, and increased educational programming 

based on participatory learning strategies. Despite these efforts, however, cultural and 

social diversity of museum audiences remained low through the 1970s and 1980s: 

Visitor surveys, such as Merriman’s, highlighted a gap in visitor demographics… 

indicating that low numbers of ethnic minority groups, teenagers, and young 

adults visited museums, which mostly attracted white, middle-class individuals. 

(Sayer, 2015, p. 26) 

 

By the late 1980s, there was a growing sense among museum professionals that 

new approaches to understanding the museum’s role in civil society were needed. This 

discussion was spearheaded by the publication of Peter Vergo’s The New Museology in 

1989. Vergo was deeply concerned about what he perceived to be museums’ “present 

sorry plight”, and claimed that “a radical re-examination of the roles of museums within 

society” was necessary if museums wished to avoid becoming “‘living fossils’” (Vergo, 

1989, pp. 3-4). While the ‘old museology’ fixated on method, an emergent ‘new 

museology’ focused instead on the social purpose of museums. As Macdonald (2008) has 

described, new museology involves “a move toward regarding knowledge, and its 

pursuit, realization, and deployment, as inherently political” (p. 3). New museology calls 

attention to the contextual and situated nature of museum objects, and seeks to disrupt the 

master narratives so prevalent in Western modern museums (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000). 
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Also crucial to new museology is an understanding of the subjectivity and agency of 

museum audiences (Hooper-Greenhill, 1994). 

Museologists such as Hooper-Greenhill (2000) and Marstine (2008) have 

suggested that, guided by the principles of new museology, museums are developing into 

something entirely new: the ‘post-museum’. As described by Hooper-Greenhill (2000), 

the post-museum understands meaning-making as an active process, and is equally 

interested in tangible and intangible forms of heritage. Knowledge becomes “fragmented 

and multivocal”, with “a range of views, experiences and values” present both within 

exhibitions and within the museum more generally (Hooper-Greenhill, 2000, p. 152). As 

elaborated by Marstine (2008), the post-museum: 

… clearly articulates its agendas, strategies and decision-making processes and 

continually re-evaluates them in a way that acknowledges the politics of 

representation; the work of the museum staff is never naturalized but seen as 

contributing to these agendas. The post-museum actively seeks to share power 

with the communities it serves, including source communities. It recognizes that 

visitors are not passive consumers and gets to know its constituencies. Instead of 

transmitting knowledge to an essentialized mass audience, the post-museum 

listens and responds sensitively as it encourages diverse groups to become active 

participants in museum discourse… The post-museum does not shy away from 

difficult issues but exposes conflict and contradiction. It asserts that the institution 

must show ambiguity and acknowledge multiple, ever-shifting identities. Most 

importantly, the post-museum is a site from which to redress social inequalities. 

(p. 19) 

 

While much of the new museology discourse is laudatory of the museum as 

inclusive, visitor-oriented, and community-based, gaps between the rhetoric of change 

and the reality of praxis are increasingly apparent in the wake of the 2008 global financial 

crisis. Museums and other cultural institutions are faced with declining funding, 

increased competition for resources, and a neoliberal policy environment that conflates 

culture with economic competitiveness. The recent proliferation of ‘creative city’ 
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policies, for example, have largely reconstructed museums as tourist attractions (for 

entertainment) rather than merely as places of education or knowledge. As such, we have 

begun to see the creation of museums as iconic in their own right, as opposed to 

repositories for the objects they contain. Consider, for instance, the various 

Guggenheims, which people visit to see the unusual sculptural qualities of the buildings 

as much as (if not more than) for the exhibitions inside. In terms of museum exhibitions, 

a desire to secure as much tourist revenue as possible can result in displays that idealize 

or sentimentalize the individuals or groups being represented, omitting potentially 

controversial elements of social life, including cultural, political, and class conflicts – a 

far cry from the new museology project of inclusivity, authenticity, and visitor 

empowerment.  

Just as growing levels of corporatization and adherence to the tenets of the 

marketplace influence the creation of museum exhibitions and strategies for reaching new 

audiences, so too do they affect other museum operations, especially those pertaining to 

the labour of museum employees. This matter first came to my attention when I learned 

that my curator colleague at the Ottawa Workers’ Heritage Museum was being pressured 

by her employer against joining a union because she would then be able to bargain for 

higher wages and increased job security. Soon after, museum workers at the Canadian 

War Museum and Canadian Museum of Civilization (now known as the Canadian 

Museum of History) went on strike, protesting for better working conditions. As I began 

to read the literature on museums, I noticed that discussions of museum labour were 

practically nonexistent. Literature on work in museums is typically instructive in nature, 

and tends to emphasize how museum employees can best serve museum visitors. As a 
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political economist with a strong interest in the sociology of work, I couldn’t help but 

note the lack of literature detailing with recent funding cutbacks, labour deskilling, and 

the decline of permanent jobs, and how these might affect labour and labour relations in 

museums. While I was keenly interested in investigating the narratives produced by 

museums (and especially by working class history museums, given my work with 

OWHM) under the logic of capitalism, I was also intent on going beyond the notion of 

‘museum as text’ to more fully consider working class history museums as spaces 

marked by social difference, unequal power relations, and struggle. What this has led to 

is a research question that asks, what are the inherent tensions involved in creating, 

developing, and sustaining working class history museums in capitalist societies? 

 

Research Questions 

This dissertation is an examination of how workers’ heritage is celebrated and 

protected in postindustrial cities which have undergone or are currently undergoing 

processes of gentrification and/or disinvestment.
2
 I seek to explore and consider some of 

the inherent tensions in representing labour struggles and working class heritage in 

capitalist societies. I examine sites expressly created for the purposes of education and 

remembrance, namely museums, and also consider the urban architectural fabric, 

including workers’ housing and former industrial sites, in order to assess how – and 

                                                 
2
 Here, the term ‘postindustrial’ refers to an emerging social reality in Western societies that is 

characterized by (1) the increasing importance of service industries as opposed to primary production; (2) 

knowledge, rather than property, becoming the basis for social order; (3) the increasing reliance in the 

political order on technical expertise for the definition and resolution of social and political problems; and 

finally, (4) increased social planning as a consequence of the rationalization of social and political life (see 

Bell, 1973). In reference to cities, the increased mobility of industry and finance in the wake of widescale 

deindustrialization has led to intercity competition to create the most hospitable environment for corporate 

investment, tourism, and retail operations (Christopherson, 1994; Gibson, 2003; Mitchell, 2003). As a 

result, cities are increasingly dependent upon the generation and management of information connected to 

financial flows, capital investment, retail, tourism, and other high-end services (Sassen, 1999). 
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under what circumstances – workers’ heritage is represented in cities where these ways of 

living no longer feature prominently in the urban landscape or within the public 

imagination. While research on representations of the working class within museums 

exists (see Burgess, 2009; Carnegie, 2006; Rosenzweig & Thelan, 1998), it has typically 

been situated within a social history perspective, with little discussion of the broader 

sociological implications. Additionally, little effort has been made to situate museum 

representation of the working class within the context of globalizing cities and the move 

towards gentrification, both of which influence working class labour and lives. This 

discussion, however, is critical if an understanding of the effects of representation is to be 

achieved. Museums are key agents of knowledge production, identity formation, and 

nationalism, and are important sites for the authentication, preservation, and presentation 

of cultural heritage. Discourses produced within museums have significant implications 

for what is known – and how this is known – about the past, class relations, and social 

reality itself. 

The second element of this dissertation considers the growing disconnect between 

the increasing corporatization of museums as a consequence of marketization policies 

and the paradigm shift emphasizing equity, inclusiveness, and community engagement 

within the museum profession. In this context, use of the political economy of 

communication as an analytical approach raises questions about the production, 

distribution, and consumption of museum resources that other theoretical paradigms may 

obscure or ignore. My aim here is both to reflect on the potential consequences of 

increasing museum marketization, as well as draw attention to several of the key issues 

that are emerging in museums, including the implementation and use of information and 
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communication technologies, the need to broaden audience profiles, and the growing 

commodification of labour. Here, I seek to develop an understanding of the museum as a 

contested space – one marked by struggle, resistance, and the politics of difference. By 

framing this analysis within the context of gentrification and the commodification of 

heritage
3
, I aim to explore the myriad of intersections between memory, class, and urban 

sustainability.
4
 

Defining ‘Workers’ and the ‘Working Class’  

 This dissertation takes as a starting point the perspective that class informs and 

intersects multiple boundaries of social identity. As articulated by Thompson (1963, p. 9), 

class is an active process; it is “something which in fact happens (and can be shown to 

have happened) in human relationships... [These relationships are] always embodied in 

real people in a real context”. As such, the working class is formed not merely by patterns 

of capital accumulation and market competition, but also by the efforts of workers to 

influence the conditions of their lives through their ideas, aspirations, and struggles. 

Drawing on the work of Khouri and Varga (2006), I conceptualize class as an object of 

analysis that must be considered in light of other social specificities, including gender, 

race, ethnicity, and nationality. Moving away from the traditional focus on male 

industrial workers, I use the term ‘working class’ broadly and inclusively, and also 

consider those previously excluded from definitions of the working class, including 

“white collar [administrative and clerical workers], teachers, intellectuals, agricultural 

workers, civil servants, and those employed in the information and technology sectors”, 

among others (Khouri & Varga, 2006, p. 6). Additionally, I acknowledge that traditional 

                                                 
3
 By this, I mean the process by which cultural themes and expressions come to be evaluated primarily in 

terms of their exchange value (see Alsayyad, 2001). 
4
 Here, I refer not only to a city’s capacity to endure, but also to remain diverse and productive over time. 
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class categorizations have become blurred since the second half of the twentieth century 

due to the rise of the service sector as well as to the increased material affluence of the 

industrial workforce. 

 

Capitalist Restructuring, Urban Politics, and ‘Spectacular’ Museums 

The dissertation investigates the complex relationships between labour, 

knowledge capitalism, creativity, and urban processes in relation to the representation, 

conservation, and celebration of working class heritage in urban environments. I am 

particularly interested in how transformations of urban space manifest in the changing 

narratives and understandings of the past found in contemporary museums, as well as in 

how the restructuring of the urban environment brought on by globalization has 

influenced the museum as a cultural form. Here, I examine theories of the ‘postindustrial’ 

or ‘knowledge’ economy in relation to labour and cities and consider the implications of 

‘entrepreneurial’ or ‘creative’ discourses on urban neighbourhoods, streetscapes, and 

cultural expression.  

While efforts to define the relationship between knowledge and the economy 

predate Bell’s theorization of the postindustrial society (see for example Becker, 1964; 

Drucker, 1969; Machlup, 1962; von Hayek, 1936), he is often regarded as bringing to the 

forefront of sociological thought the understanding that knowledge is an essential 

element in the production and reproduction of economies and societies.
5
 In The Coming 

of Post-industrial Society: A Venture in Social Forecasting (1973), Bell endeavours to 

describe the emergent social reality guiding contemporary political and cultural life. This 

nascent reality encompasses the changing nature of work and its organization, the rising 

                                                 
5
 Kumar (1978), for example, argues that Bell’s account of post-industrial upskilling is the “most 

frequently quoted” and “most systematic” (pp. 196-197). 
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importance of what Bell terms “theoretical knowledge” in social change and societal 

power, and the growing role of scientists, technicians, and professionals in the social 

order. Though “the concept post-industrial society is an analytical construct, not a picture 

of a specific or concrete society”, Bell considers the United States to be the first post-

industrial society, and argues that in the 1970s, it was the only one (1973, p. 33). 

The origins of the post-industrial society can be traced to the years immediately 

following the Second World War, and include the development of nuclear energy, which 

established an inextricable connection between science and government, an orientation 

towards futurism, and finally, an increasing emphasis on the tenets of technocracy 

(rationality, planning, and foresight). In terms of the labour market, Bell notes that 

economic activity has become increasingly concentrated on the provision of services 

(financial services, health, education, leisure activities, transportation, utilities, research, 

government, and so forth); this is especially true in the fields of health, education, and 

research. This shift to service work and its resultant effect on economic activity has 

triggered significant modifications in the American occupational structure. According to 

Bell, this points to the emergence of a post-industrial society in which the majority of 

workers will not be involved in the manufacture of tangible goods, but rather in the 

production of services. As such, blue collar labour will face a sharp decline, while the 

number of white collar workers will drastically increase. In particular, scientific, 

technical, and professional occupations dominate in a post-industrial society, as opposed 

to the manual and semi-skilled workers of an industrial society.  

Bell’s primary focus is on an elite core of scientists, technicians, and professionals 

with postgraduate degrees. He argues that this stratum of scientists and professionals has 
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been the critical variable in the economic growth and change experienced in America 

since the end of the Second World War. Industry and government’s use of science and 

technology has been the foundation of post-war economic transformation. As such, 

another defining characteristic of a post-industrial society is the changing character of 

knowledge. Bell claims that theoretical knowledge, as opposed to empirical, becomes the 

impetus for innovation and growth. Consequently, universities come to play a much 

larger role in political, economic, and social life, and status and power become 

entrenched in intellectual and scientific communities. Arguing that “education, and 

access to higher education, [is] the condition of entry to the post-industrial society itself” 

(1973, p. 128), Bell describes an emerging system of social stratification that is marked 

by the creation of a new “division between the scientific and technical classes and those 

who will stand outside” (1973, p. 112). To support these claims, Bell points to the decline 

of manufacturing and semi-skilled manual jobs and the corresponding growth of 

professional and technical occupations. He also notes that an increasing number of young 

people are completing university degrees, specifically in the fields of science and 

engineering. Thus, for Bell, the post-industrial society is a “knowledge society” (1973, p. 

212). 

Castells’ (2001) network enterprise thesis provides a more recent contribution to 

the debate on the transformation of work. According to Castells, the forces shaping social 

change in contemporary capitalist societies are technological and informational in nature, 

and these changes are most apparent in the new relationships that have emerged between 

the economy, the state, and society. These changes are taking place due to three 

interrelated processes: 1) growing economic, cultural, media, and political globalization, 
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2) flexible management and decentralized production, and finally, 3) the ascendency of 

networking as the predominant form of social organization. The network society, Castells 

suggests, is a new type of capitalist economic system that has emerged as a result of the 

revolution in information and communication technologies that began in Silicon Valley 

in the 1970s. Characterized by flexibility, the network society is informational, 

networked, and global in its reach. Castells argues that knowledge and knowledge 

workers are a critical component of productivity, and that the production of knowledge 

and information occurs on a global scale in networks of flexible firms. The informational 

economy is global with the “capacity to work as a unit in real time, or chosen time, on a 

planetary scale”; underlying this are “globally integrated financial markets working in 

real time” (Castells, 2001, pp. 101-102). Global networks incorporate new nodes and 

continually adapt according to the demands of capital. This historically distinct form of 

capitalism thus has the potential to radically increase productivity, but also “brings with it 

the possibility of recurrent financial crises with devastating effects on economies and 

societies” due to its inherent instability (Castells, 2001, p. 161). 

While his conception of the network society generally fits within the post-

industrial society thesis, Castells’ work differs from Bell’s in several important ways. 

First, he argues that Bell has overstated the importance of theoretical knowledge and 

instead argues that the “technology of knowledge generation, information processing and 

symbolic communication” is of critical importance (Castells, 2001, p. 17).  Second, he 

contends that the notion of post-industrialism is undermined when the globalized system 

of production is taken into account. When both advanced and industrializing economies 

are included, for example, it becomes evident that the number of manufacturing jobs has 
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in fact increased over the past few decades. Finally, Castells argues that, contrary to 

Bell’s thesis, there is not one type of post-industrial society – different informational 

societies, depending on their position in the global system, will emerge in diverse ways 

and in different forms. 

Both labour and urban environments face significant change in a network society. 

Work is reconstituted as a process that involves flexible production, agile, multi-skilled 

workers, and a flexible organizational structure able to generate and deliver a wide range 

of products. Castells argues that a new technological paradigm, one that is “centred 

around micro-electronics-based, information/communication technologies” with 

maximum flexibility of production at its core, has emerged in the wake of the decline in 

mass production (Castells, 2000, p. 9). Technological flexibility is a critical component of 

success in a frequently changing and competitive global environment. Computer-based 

flexibility, for example, enables manufacturers “to program production runs according to 

the volume and customized character required by each order” (Castells, 2001, p. 123). 

Technological flexibility is accompanied by worker flexibility; this is true of both self-

reprogrammable labour, which refers to those workers who are highly educated and 

possess the ability to adapt their skills throughout their lives, and also generic labour, 

referring to workers seen as substitutable or “disposable” (Castells, 2004, p. 40). In the 

informational economy, management has the competitive incentive and technological 

capacity to plasticize the work process in terms of job stability, employment contracts, 

work tasks and responsibilities, and even working time and location. Castells suggests 

that the issue of skill is of declining significance, as compared with one’s creative 

aptitude, stating “[t]he more our information systems are complex, and interactively 
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connected to data bases and information sources, the more labor needs the ability to use 

this searching and recombining capacity. This requires appropriate training, not in terms 

of skills, but in terms of creative capacity, and ability to evolve with organizations and 

with the addition of knowledge in society” (Castells, 2004, p. 26). Organizations 

themselves have undergone significant structural shifts in the networked economy. The 

hierarchical bureaucracies of Fordism have been superseded by horizontal organizational 

arrangements that are distinguished by seven main features, including “organization 

around process, not task; a flat hierarchy; team management; measuring performance by 

customer satisfaction; rewards based on team performance; maximization of contacts 

with suppliers and customers; information, training, and retraining of employees on all 

levels” (Castells, 2001, p. 176). If the full productive potential of new information and 

communication technologies is to be realized, bureaucratic organizational form must give 

way to a more flexible and individualized workplace experience characterized by 

collaboration, self-direction, creativity, and empowerment. 

As Castells (1996) argues, the fundamental goal underlying these changes is to 

cope with the uncertainty arising from the fast pace of change in economic, institutional, 

and technological systems. The primary implication of these changes for labour and 

employment is that as the network enterprise comes to occupy a position of dominant 

power, both entrepreneurial (individual) and corporate (collective) units of capitalist 

economic activity will decline. While flexibility is not inevitable, as it involves decisions 

on the part of individuals, businesses, and government, from the 1980s onward a 

“hardening of capitalist logic” has translated into a competitive pressure to be flexible or 

go under (Castells, 2001, p. 280). Castells points to the California-based Cisco 
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Corporation as an exemplar of the network enterprise – a decentralized organizational 

structure that is completely flexible, highly adaptive, and organized around specific 

business ventures that generate knowledge and process information efficiently. 

Enterprises that are fully integrated into the informational global economy benefit from 

high productivity and profit, with workers notionally permitted greater autonomy and 

empowerment and consumers presented with greater product diversity and customization. 

Nonetheless, the inherent logic of this system is exclusionary, marked by “winners and 

losers” resulting in social and economic marginalization, labour precarity, market 

volatility, and economic crises (Castells, 2001, p. 503). Although Castells claims that the 

system exhibits a certain amount of dynamism, and thus one’s status as a ‘winner’ or 

‘loser’ is not fixed, the pattern that emerges in his writings encompasses the historical 

distinction between capital (global, coordinated, and convergent) and labour (local, 

restricted, and fragmented).  

The restructuring of the relationship between capital and labour, Castells argues, 

has induced the emergence of new urban forms and the transformation of urban space. 

The informational city, then, is the spatial expression of the network society. It manifests 

in the new urban and regional processes “emerging from the combined impact of 

informational technology, techno-economic and socio-economic restructuring” (Castells, 

1989, p. 1). The informational city is defined not by physical or geographical boundaries, 

but instead by the interactions occurring within its networks. It is a new process of social 

organization, characterized by the “structural domination of the space of flows” (Castells, 

2000, p. 429). This is not to say that physical location diminishes in importance; Castells 

explicitly rejects the ‘end of the city’ ideology promulgated by Toffler (1970) and instead 
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argues that information and communication technologies intensify corporate 

concentration in a few select locations. Due to the massive growth of telecommunications 

and fibre-optic networks, cities such as New York are experiencing not only greater 

physical density, but have also solidified their position as command centres in the global 

economy. While major cities provide the type of lifestyle that appeals to the tastes of the 

elite as well as opportunities for face-to-face interaction (which Castells considers a 

critical component of knowledge generation), the primary impetus for spatial 

concentration in cities is the rise of the advanced service sector.
6
  

 While Castells tends to emphasize that the power wielded by cities is mobilized 

through global networks, for others such as Sassen (1999, p. 171) “place is central to 

many of the circuits through which economic globalization is constituted”. In her 

discussion of ‘global cities’, Sassen (2001; 2012) explores a seeming paradox of the 

world economy: on the one hand, corporate economic activity is increasingly spatially 

dispersed, while on the other, the global economy is ever more integrated. She argues that 

the rise of transnational corporations, the new international division of labour, and the 

proliferation of digital networks have all contributed to the emergence of new forms of 

global economic governance, and this “has contributed to a strategic role for certain 

major cities” (Sassen, 2012, p. 4). The traditional regulatory and organizational functions 

of the state have been weakened by an ever-increasing and technologically enabled 

decentralization of the economy; the dispersed and fragmented nature of global cities has 

meant that they can meet the speed and flexibility of flows in the world economy in ways 

                                                 
6
 Services, including financial services, legal services, and research and development, are essential for the 

management of complex transnational organizations (Castells, 2000; see also Sassen, 2012). Local 

concentration is necessary because services must be immediately available when required. This being said, 

because these services are not necessary at all times, they are typically outsourced rather than carried out 

inside these organizations. 
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the state simply cannot. As with Castells, Sassen draws attention to the propagation of 

‘advanced producer services’ (legal services, public relations, accounting, design, 

management consulting, and so forth), which she sees as being specifically concentrated 

in ‘global’ cities such as New York, London, and Tokyo. She contends it is such 

developments that have led to the surge of new office construction in city centres, and 

that the face-to-face interaction found within these places of work has helped to 

reconstitute the urban environment as a creative milieu. 

 The profound transformation of advanced capitalism in the wake of industrial or 

Fordist decline was accompanied by an “associated transformation of the class structure 

and the shift toward the privatization of consumption and service provision” (Sassen, 

2001, p. 261). Sassen asserts that gentrification “emerged as a visible spatial component 

of this transformation […] evident in the development of waterfronts, the rise of hotel 

and convention complexes in central cities, large-scale office and residential 

developments, and fashionable, high-priced shopping districts (2001, p. 261). Briefly, 

gentrification refers to the trend of the middle-and-affluent classes moving back into city 

centres, rehabilitating much of the architecture, and replacing low-income populations, 

thus changing the social character of certain neighbourhoods. The term was first coined 

by Ruth Glass in 1964 to refer to the upgrading of “shabby, modest mews and cottages” 

in London by middle and upper classes to “elegant, expensive residences…Once this 

process of ‘gentrification’ starts in a district it goes on rapidly until all or most of the 

original working-class occupiers are displaced and the whole social character of the 

district is changed” (as quoted in Smith & Williams, 1986, p. 10). Gentrification affects 
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not only housing markets, low income residents, and business owners, but also impacts 

the economy of the city, its built environment, and its historic resources. 

While no single factor indicates whether a neighbourhood will undergo 

gentrification, several characteristics are shared by pre-gentrified areas. First, 

gentrification occurs in low income neighbourhoods, typically those close to former 

urban industrial areas. These industrial sites have occasionally been demolished for new 

construction, but in many cases, old factories and other industrial buildings have been 

transformed into condominiums, office complexes, or retail stores.
7
 An additional 

determining factor that leads to gentrification is the historical and architectural value of 

the housing stock. As noted by Beauregard (1986), the older housing stock present in 

historic neighbourhoods offers a range of housing options that appeal to a wide variety of 

tastes and income levels. Often these neighbourhoods have a pedestrian orientation and a 

commercial district with the potential to accommodate the types of trendy shops and 

restaurants sought by gentrifiers. 

Marxist theorists led by Neil Smith (1986) consider gentrification to be the result 

of the economic restructuring that occurs in the postindustrial period with the decline in 

manufacturing and blue collar employment and the simultaneous shift to a service 

economy. As old urban industrial communities deteriorate, capital markets withdraw their 

financial investment causing additional vacancies and a downward spiral in real estate 

prices. Once a sufficient ‘rent gap’ has developed – meaning the discrepancy between the 

value of the land under its current use and its potential rent value – speculators, 

                                                 
7
 The redevelopment of industrial buildings into luxury condominiums or retail space is occasionally 

referred to as “industrial conversion” in urban planning literature (see, for example, Gilly & Wallet, 2001); 

for the most part, however, this process is considered to be a subset of gentrification practices more 

generally (Hamnett, 2009; Hamnett & Whitelegg, 2007; Keddie & Tonkiss, 2010; Pacione, 2009).  
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developers, and real estate agents are drawn to these depressed markets by the investment 

potential. When capital shifts back into a neighbourhood after a period of disinvestment, 

the resulting restructuring changes its economic and social face. Even though urban 

change has been a constant historical phenomenon, the restructuring seen today, unlike 

past times, is evidence of “larger economic and social restructuring of advanced capitalist 

economies” (Smith, 1986, p. 21). No longer protected by the social net of liberal policies, 

Smith argues, the working class bears the financial and social costs of displacement from 

gentrifying neighbourhoods. 

Slater (2005) has argued that gentrification is the intended consequence of 

twenty-first century urban policy initiatives that use arts and culture as tools for social 

and economic development. Rhetoric that access to culture will spur on the ‘creativity’ 

and ‘innovation’ necessary to jumpstart economic revitalization is ever increasing in 

urban planning discourse. The belief that there is a connection between culture, 

creativity, and participation in the international knowledge-based economy is propagated 

by government officials, researchers, think tanks, and international organizations. The 

basic argument here is that as cultural commodities constitute an increasing share of the 

output of modern capitalism, national, regional, and municipal economic success lies in 

the ability to produce and sell cultural images and products. It is thus claimed that 

cultural investment acts as a catalyst for economic success, and also results in a multitude 

of other outcomes, including social cohesion and civic pride (Florida, 2002; Landry, 

2000, 2008). 

Richard Florida’s The Rise of the Creative Class (2002) has been exceptionally 

influential in this movement, particularly in North America. His theory is premised on the 
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notion that creativity, meaning the ability to generate new knowledge or adapt existing 

knowledge into commodities that can be sold in the marketplace, is an increasingly 

important resource as cities shift from an industrial to a knowledge-based orientation. As 

innovative and knowledge-intensive economic sectors are primarily found in cities, most 

‘creative’ occupations exist within an urban milieu. The economic performance of cities 

is thus directly linked to their ability to attract and retain the ‘creative class’ as residents, 

investors, and tourists. According to Florida, the ‘creative class’ – composed of high-

income, well-educated, cultural producers and consumers – is drawn to areas that offer 

lifestyle attractions, such as tolerance and cultural diversity, urban infrastructure, 

entertainment, and above all else, “the opportunity to validate their identities as creative 

people” (Florida, 2005, p. 36). Consequently, cities must not only foster a competitive 

business environment, but must also cultivate an appealing ‘people climate’ through 

interesting streetscapes, recreation activities, film and publishing industries, concerts, 

galleries and museums, and trendy coffee shops and restaurants. 

The economic rationale advanced by Florida and other proponents of culture-led 

urban regeneration is politically seductive; however, its application has not been without 

its difficulties. A criticism commonly leveled at ‘creative city’ policies is that despite 

claiming to use culture for social development, they remain fundamentally economic in 

their formulation and objectives. This instrumentalization of culture (see Evans, 2011) 

has led to a privileging of culture that facilitates economic development, meaning those 

types of culture which are not profitable, but do provide community benefits, go largely 

ignored. As McRobbie (2003) has argued, Florida’s ideas have been widely adopted by 

neoliberal policy planners as they provide justification for the removal of financial 
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support for community-based arts and cultural organizations in favour of corporate forms 

of culture. Breitbart (2013, p. 6) confirms this observation, pointing out that “[t]he fact 

that many formulaic urban development strategies designed to promote these ideas end 

up supporting neoliberal planning based on place branding, middle-class consumption, 

gentrification and competition among individual entrepreneurs and cities generally goes 

unnoticed”. A further danger of this cultural commodification is that as cities seek 

‘cultural capital’ (to use Bourdieu’s terminology), they risk losing sight of the unique 

sense of place ensuing from their distinctive histories and geographies (see Harvey, 1989, 

2009; Robins, 1999; Sassen, 1999). The ‘creative class’ constitutes a particular form of 

citizenship, one predicated upon a high-consumption lifestyle and gentrified urban living. 

Though the invitation to partake in the consumption and production of the ‘creative’ city 

is notionally extended to all, ‘creative’ city policies arguably intensify social polarization 

between the urban elite and those lacking the means or even the desire to participate.   

‘Creative city’ policies are intimately linked to the entrenchment of 

entrepreneurial forms of urban governance that emerged in the wake of Fordist decline. 

By the early 1970s, the internal contradictions of Fordism had come to a head. Excessive 

overseas U.S. dollar expenditures in the late 1960s, especially on the Vietnam War, had 

undermined the dollar/gold standard.
8
 American companies progressively lost ownership 

and control of oil and gas reserves in the Middle East; the rise of the Organization of the 

Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC) began a major shift in global energy politics 

culminating in the 1973 oil crisis. Finally, expansionary monetary policy and 

oligopolistic price-fixing triggered double digit inflation, leading to the recessionary 

                                                 
8
 The direct convertibility of the dollar to gold was unilaterally cancelled in 1971 when President Nixon 

ended the Bretton Woods system of fixed exchange rates, ushering in a regime of floating rates. 
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conditions of high unemployment and weak labour markets. As described by Miller 

(2008), “[t]hese conditions enabled Prime Minister Thatcher and President Reagan to 

succeed in their all-out attack on labor unions. In the United Kingdom the major target 

was the mining unions; in the United States it was the air traffic controllers’ union” (p. 

205). Harvey (2005) has argued that as neoliberalism came to dominate the political 

landscape in capitalist countries in the 1980s and 1990s, trade unions were branded as 

enemies of the free market and economic growth.
9
 Aided by the media it controlled, the 

ruling capitalist class transformed neoliberal ideology – with its emphasis on the 

privatization of public enterprise, private property rights, deregulation, the reduction of 

public expenditure for social services, and the removal of any impediments to capital 

mobility – into the ‘common sense’ of public discourse. “It has been part of the genius of 

neoliberal theory to provide a benevolent mask full of wonderful-sounding words like 

freedom, liberty, choice, and rights, to hide the grim realities of the restoration or 

reconstitution of naked class power, locally as well as transnationally” (Harvey, 2005, p. 

119). At the local level, the social contract between capital and labour was further 

dismantled as financial institutions – using debt as leverage – pressured governments to 

slash expenditures, promote privatization, and restrict the power of organized labour. In 

New York City, for instance, major creditor banks were able to take advantage of the 

1975 financial crisis by using their “indispensable lending power to dictate austere 

budgetary policy to the city government and municipal unions” (Miller, 2008, p. 205). 

                                                 
9
 The 2008 financial crisis led to a resurgence of anti-union sentiment, now framed as an assertion of local 

regulatory autonomy as well as protecting taxpayers’ interests. The assault on organized labour, and in 

particular on public sector workers, reached new heights in 2011 when Republic Governor Scott Walker 

introduced 2011 Wisconsin Act 10, also known as the Wisconsin Budget Repair Bill. The bill, which was 

passed into law and became effective as of June 29, 2011, eliminated collective bargaining rights for most 

government workers, terminated the automatic collection of union dues by the state, and mandated the 

annual recertification of public unions. The outcome was a significant drop in public union membership – 

from 62,818 in 2011 to 28,745 in February, 2012 (Belkin & Maher, 2012). 
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The result was a drastic reduction in unionized city employees, including approximately 

six thousand police officers, twenty-five hundred firefighters, and more than six thousand 

teachers.  

 The attack on labour and on labour unions was part of a broader class project to 

reshape the relationship between the state and society. The 1970s saw a shift in urban 

politics away from a managerial regime of public service provision towards the 

promotion of an entrepreneurial mode of governance that promoted economic 

competitiveness, market rationality, and support for the private sector (Harvey, 1989). 

Entrepreneurial urbanism, which emerged in the context of deindustrialization and the 

subsequent erosion of the economic base of industrial cities, is characterized by the 

notion of a “public-private partnership” as well as a focus on the political economy of 

place rather than of territory. The construction of place (a new civic center, an industrial 

park) is consequently seen as a more pressing issue than the amelioration of conditions 

within a particular territory.  

As explained by Peck and Tickell (2002), entrepreneurialism normalizes a 

‘growth first’ approach that renders social investment and redistribution incompatible 

with economic development and growth. Accelerated interurban competition for tourism 

resources and investment has forced cities to restrict their municipal welfare functions in 

an effort to secure mobile flows of international capital. Collective, non-market based 

forms of social mobilization (for instance social movements and labour unions) have 

been largely ineffective in responding to the entrepreneurial restructuring of the urban 

environment. Despite the growth of transnational social and labour movements, and the 

rise of alternative or oppositional initiatives emerging in the context of online interaction 
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and development of social media (see Munck, 2010; Van De Donk, Loader, Nixon, & 

Rucht, 2004), most social and labour movement actors continue to operate within local, 

regional, or national frameworks. This orientation to the nation-state, combined with the 

relative spatial fixity of the majority of actors (especially compared with the ever-

increasing mobility of the capitalist class), has led to fragmented, piecemeal responses to 

a global neoliberal project that seeks to disembed capital from its political and social 

contexts. Concurrently, by adhering to the rhetoric of competitiveness and global 

cosmopolitanism, cities actively facilitate and subsidize “the very geographic mobility 

that first rendered them vulnerable, while also validating and reproducing the extralocal 

rule systems to which they are (increasingly) subjected” (Peck & Tickell, 2002, p. 393). 

Contemporary urban entrepreneurialism is centered on the notion that culture and 

the creative industries are essential components of urban regeneration. Iconic architecture 

and cultural events are inscribed into economic policies for urban governance, and 

museums have thus become prominent sites in the reimagining of cities as places of 

artistic and cultural production and consumption (Michels, Beyes, & Steyeart, 2014). 

Economic competition between cities for tourism dollars and international investment has 

led to museums and other cultural attractions assuming a major role in urban marketing 

and branding strategies (Evans, 2003). Museums are urged to see themselves as market 

actors with a broader range of economic functions than in times past. In the ‘creative 

city’, museums are not merely places of education or even entertainment, but are also 

pivotal locations of consumption and place-based marketing. The quintessential example 

here would be the Louvre, which went so far as to open an underground shopping mall, 

Carrousel du Louvre, in the early 1990s. This repositioning of the museum as spectacle, 
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however, has typically not been matched by a proportional increase in annual operating 

budgets. Museums have thus been compelled seek alternative forms of revenue, typically 

through the expansion of commercialized spaces such as cafés and gift shops and also 

increased levels of partnership with corporations and other private actors to fund special 

projects and blockbuster exhibitions.  

This external reorientation of the museum’s purpose has led to both a remarkable 

multiplication of museums throughout Western countries since the 1990s (see Janes, 

2013), as well as the transformation of the museum into a sort of spectacular ‘high art’ 

aimed at “sculpting an entrepreneurial image of the city” through the construction of 

architecturally iconic buildings designed by international celebrity architects (Michels, 

Beyes, & Steyeart, 2014, p. 11). The next decade will see “more than two dozen new 

cultural centres focused on museums... built in various countries, at an estimated cost of 

$250 billion”, including offshoots of the Guggenheim and Louvre in Abu Dhabi, a new 

cultural hub in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, and M+, a new contemporary art museum in Hong 

Kong’s West Kowloon Cultural District, already becoming known as the city’s answer to 

London’s Tate Modern (The Economist, 2013). The transformation of the museum into a 

mega-spectacle designed to enhance the city’s image is most prominently realized 

through the phenomenon of the ‘superstar’ museum. While the most famous of these is 

undoubtedly the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, designed by famed Canadian-American 

architect Frank Gehry, other notable examples include the Centre Pompidou in Paris, the 

Getty Center in Los Angeles, and the Tate Modern. These museums are characterized by 

the exceptional quality both of their collections and exhibitions as well as by the 

architecture of the buildings themselves. They attract large numbers of visitors and thus 
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have a significant impact on their respective local economies. Often defined by the most 

popular and well-known pieces in their collections, superstar museums become more 

about the spectacle of a famous painting (such as The Night Watch in Amsterdam’s 

Rijksmuseum or The Starry Night in the Museum of Modern Art) or artifact (for instance, 

the Parthenon Sculptures in the British Museum) rather than about the collection as a 

whole (Frey, 1998). 

Though the stated aim of the superstar museum is to provide a ‘total experience’ 

to its visitors, which notionally fits the idea of the ‘post-museum’ project, the 

proliferation of this type of museum also represents a co-optation of the ambitions of 

museum professionals (with regard to their relationships with audiences and members of 

the community more generally). Open pursuit of tourist revenue and the ‘creative class’ 

risks alienating local residents by making gentrified claims on public space. The 

economic imperatives of ‘creative city’ policies, and by extension the organizational 

direction of museums operating within these policy frameworks, inevitably results in 

political support for culture that can be marketed and sold rather than culture that 

improves the lives of citizens. Artists and community groups in Bilbao, for example, have 

noted the near impossibility of obtaining government funding for local cultural projects, 

despite the city’s reputation as an international cultural capital (Michael, 2015). While the 

Guggenheim Bilbao displays some Basque art and hosts several cultural workshops, its 

focus is on attracting foreign tourism and investment, rather than on bolstering local arts 

and culture. Ultimately, the culture promoted in the ‘creative city’ is that which is most 

valued by those with the interest and capital to support it. As a result, museums risk not 

only overlooking opportunities for social development and community engagement, they 

https://www.rijksmuseum.nl/fr/service-visiteur


28 
 

may also produce and exacerbate social tensions by openly prioritizing particular class 

interests. 

The museum as spectacle epitomizes a major shift in priorities. The desire to 

increase popularity and profits in the form of “high-profile exhibitions and architectural 

sensationalism” comes at the expense of other museum operations (Janes, 2007, p. 221). 

In their study of Montréal museums, for example, Tufts and Milne (1999) demonstrate 

that museums are increasingly directing their efforts towards popular entertainment, 

potentially at the expense of education. They point to the 1995 exhibit Moving Beauty, a 

display of rare automobiles, at the Musée des Beaux Arts, which was criticized as 

frivolous and an inappropriate subject for a fine arts museum. Museum administration, 

however, felt that the exhibit was a “necessary step” in attempting to pull the museum out 

of debt (Tufts & Milne, 1999, p. 621). In 2005, a similar exhibition, Speed, Style and 

Beauty: Cars from the Ralph Lauren Collection, was hosted by the Museum of Fine Arts 

in Boston with the intention of attracting more male visitors. More recently, the Museum 

of Modern Art’s (MoMA) decision to acquire and display fourteen video games, 

including Tetris and The Sims, engendered a significant amount of controversy, with 

critics arguing that the mass-produced games were code, not art, and as such irrelevant to 

the museum’s mandate to collect contemporary and modern art (Moore, 2013). While 

holding fast to the notion of museum as spectacle appears to be a successful strategy in 

the short term, it is worth questioning whether these types of activities are truly 

sustainable. As Janes (2007, 2013) argues, a corporate business model that focuses on 

perpetual growth and quarterly earnings is simply not applicable to an institution seeking 

long term sustainability. This said, museum directors are often constrained due to 
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financial circumstances and the need to balance budgets, and pursuit of a marketplace 

agenda may be seen as the surest method to navigate a policy environment that conflates 

popularity with cultural value.  

 

Presentation of the Research 

 This dissertation is presented in eight chapters. Chapter Two provides a literature 

review that encompasses issues relevant to contemporary museums. Beginning with a 

discussion of the shift towards new museology in the latter half of the twentieth century, 

this chapter considers how broader changes in culture and technology have intersected 

with evolving economic practices to shape the museum as a cultural institution that 

valorizes visitor experience and community engagement. The literature review concludes 

with a discussion of the representation of working class history both within and external 

to museums. Chapters Three and Four develop the theoretical and methodological 

framework pursued in Chapters Five through Seven. Chapter Three delves into the 

epistemological foundations and theoretical perspectives that inform this research. The 

dissertation engages with two broad fields of theoretical inquiry, namely, the political 

economy of communication and cultural studies. My aim is to foster a dialogue between 

these two theoretical orientations, and to develop an integrated theoretical approach that 

grounds questions of representation, ownership, and voice in museums within a historical 

context of the production and maintenance of power. This chapter also examines attempts 

to map the museum as a cultural form, paying detailed attention to Foucauldian and 

contact approaches. Having established a theoretical context and lexis for the analysis of 

contemporary museums and working class heritage, Chapter Four considers the research 

strategies involved in carrying out such an inquiry, and elaborates a methodological 
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framework for understanding both the representation of working class heritage in 

gentrifying cities, as well as growing museum corporatization and its effect on internal 

and external museum operations. The chapter develops a multi-site research strategy 

informed by the extended case method tradition in sociological ethnography. It explains 

the rationale for the cases examined in this dissertation, and describes the specific 

methods of data collection, management, and analysis (including explanation building, 

critical ethnographic analysis, critical discourse analysis, and visual analysis).  

 The second half of the dissertation is comprised of three case studies. The cases 

that have been chosen for this dissertation are all based in postindustrial cities currently 

experiencing processes of gentrification and/or disinvestment, which are also home to 

institutions that explicitly identify as working class history museums. While the cases are 

distinct, they are thematically interconnected by the concepts of new museology, urban 

change, and capitalist restructuring. Within each case study, I explore the unique issues 

related to representation in that particular museum, while also connecting these issues to 

broader political, economic, and cultural theoretical considerations. Chapter Five is 

devoted to an in-depth assessment of the People’s Palace, a public museum in Glasgow, 

Scotland devoted to the city’s working class history. In this chapter, I argue that the 

museum presents working class history as intimately linked to struggles and successes of 

contemporary Glasgow and, as such, positions this history as history with value. Though 

much of Glasgow’s cultural infrastructure aims to raise the city’s international profile, the 

People’s Palace remains primarily a working class space. By contrast, the museum 

profiled in Chapter Six privileges the primacy of economic interests above all others. As I 

argue, Manhattan’s Tenement Museum is increasingly guided by a market-driven 
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morality that affects not only the narratives found in its exhibitions, but also the treatment 

of its workforce and the surrounding community. Ultimately, although the museum 

promotes itself as an equitable, inclusive, welcoming, and community-based cultural 

institution, its market orientation inevitably results in an interpretation of working class 

history that aligns with capitalist ideology. Chapter Seven explores a radical type of 

community museum known as the ‘ecomuseum’. Ecomuseums aim to promote 

sustainable community development and well-being through a deep understanding of 

local history and place-making, as well as by encouraging intensive local participation in 

determining important elements of community heritage and how this heritage should best 

be exhibited. In this chapter, I examine the Écomusée du Fier Monde, Montréal’s only 

museum devoted solely to its industrial and working class heritage. This small activist 

museum is committed to fostering social cohesion and building social capital among 

residents of one of Montréal’s poorest neighbourhoods. Though the museum explicitly 

rejects the neoliberal rhetoric of the market, its potential for radical action is stifled by the 

complex realities of urban change and shifting community demographics. Chapter Eight 

discusses insights and connections across the case studies and revisits the value of 

integrating political economic and cultural approaches to the study of museums under 

capitalism. Attention is also given to areas of future investigation, including museum 

labour and the commodification of audiences.  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

 

The purpose of this literature review is to provide context for the substantive, 

conceptual, and methodological questions explored in this dissertation. As I have 

discussed the evolving nature of cities in the Introduction and will examine issues 

pertaining to labour, commodification, and representation in the following chapter, this 

chapters focuses exclusively on sites of education and remembrance. I primarily engage 

with literature on museums, though I also consider places of industrial heritage. The 

thematic emphasis of this chapter can be summarized as transformation. The museum as 

an institution has been fundamentally altered with the rise of new museological 

understandings, the implementation of new technologies, and the growth of corporate 

sponsorship. The primary function of the museum has shifted from collection to 

education and outreach. These matters are all significant because they have resulted in a 

profound change in the stories museum tell, how they construct meaning, and how they 

respond to challenges both internal and external to them.  

In compiling and assessing sources for this review, I have drawn largely from the 

field of museum studies. There are several reasons for this. The professionalization of 

museum employment and the subsequent rise in museum studies as an academic 

discipline has resulted in a plethora of texts on all issues pertaining to museums. 

Museologists have actively documented these changes as they have occurred, and the 

resulting literature provides an in-depth examination of museum evolution from the 

unique perspective of those who are living it. This being said, museum studies literature 

can lack the critical perspective and understanding that meanings are constructed and 
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reconstructed within particular social, cultural, and relational contexts. There has been a 

tendency to overdevelop rhetoric, especially the vocabulary of inclusivity and 

community, at the expense of praxis. To counteract these shortcomings, I have engaged 

with the following strategies while making use of this literature. The first is a recognition 

and acknowledgement that reading and using these texts is in itself a process of 

interactive meaning-making. Assessing the information and arguments in these sources 

requires reflection on the entire research context. I also recognize that museum 

practitioners are social actors operating within multiple, shifting social locations that 

shape how they produce meaning, particularly within the context of creating knowledge 

for both practitioner and academic audiences. Finally, I draw on complementary material 

from other disciplines, including history, economics, and communication, to supplement 

and balance my discoveries and conclusions. 

This literature review is comprised of four sections. The first examines the major 

shifts in museological thought and practice that emerged in the late twentieth century and 

continue to this day. Next, I look to the economic function of the museum, and explore 

how changes in museum funding have shaped the evolution of the modern and post-

modern museum. This is followed by an analysis of the role of technology in museums, 

with particular emphasis on interactive technologies and the role played by social media 

in current museum operations. The chapter concludes with a discussion of working class 

heritage in the museum and beyond.  
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Paradigm Shift: The Move to the ‘Post-Museum’ 

As explained by Gendreau (2009), modernity and postmodernity mark the two 

distinct periods of museum evolution.
10

 A hallmark of the modern museum was that it 

was open to the public. The notion of the self-directed collector citizen came into being 

through the ‘technology’ that was the modern museum. Museums were established in the 

name (and on behalf) of the general public, who were urged to see themselves as 

‘owners’ of museum collections (Macdonald, 2006b). Through various classification and 

taxonomical strategies, the modern museum provided instruction and guidance for 

citizens to engage in autodidactic learning, encouraging contemplative study of museum 

collections.  

Though the scholarly investigation of museums as a form of cultural study and 

critique has existed since at least the late nineteenth century, the current formation of 

museology has only emerged in the past few decades (see Macdonald, 2006a; Vergo, 

1989). As explained by Vergo (1989), the shift to a ‘new museology’ has been marked by 

a reframing of the meanings of museum objects as situated and contextual rather than 

inherent, a questioning of how the museum and its exhibits may be perceived and 

understood by museum visitors, and an acknowledgement of areas of inquiry previously 

thought to be outside the purview of museology proper (such as entertainment or 

commercialization). Scholars such as Halpin (1997) argue that the new museology is 

multifaceted. In the French-speaking world, for example, the museum and its functions 

extend beyond physical walls into the community. In the Netherlands, curatorial voice 

and authorship take center stage and replace the former unidentified and nameless 
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 She terms the time before this as one of pre-museology, of curiosity cabinets housed in private residences 

with largely undefined categorical boundaries (see Gendreau, 2009). 
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institutional voice, whereas in America, much of the emphasis has been on the shift from 

museum methods to the purpose of the museum as such. 

New museology developed in the context of an immense expansion in the social 

role played by museums. Macdonald (2006a) notes the tremendous growth in the number 

of museums from the latter half of the twentieth century to the present day. It is estimated 

that ninety-five percent of all museums were established following the Second World 

War. This amply demonstrates, she argues, that as a cultural form, museums retain their 

significance and the public’s support. Not only has the number of museums dramatically 

increased, the variety and breadth of types of museums – from small residential museums 

exhibiting local heritage to so-called “superstar museums” featuring landmark 

architecture and exhibitions designed to appeal to an international audience – has also 

noticeably risen.  

The reconceptualization and reorientation of the museum occurred at a time of 

significant social upheaval, particularly in the United States. The late twentieth century 

was marked by what Hunter (1991) has termed the ‘culture wars’ – public conflict 

stemming from different groups’ ontological positioning on questions of moral authority. 

He argues that American politics and culture have become polarized over an increasing 

number of controversial issues, including the separation of church and state, women’s 

rights, censorship, and privacy, among others. Society now divides itself largely along 

two ideological viewpoints – namely, progressivism and orthodoxy – as opposed to 

markers of social difference such as class, ethnicity, or religion. The culture wars have 

played a key role in debates over remembrance and history. In 1994, for example, 

discussions over the development of national educational standards centred on whether a 
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celebratory or critical approach to American history in the public education system was 

most appropriate. 

Cultural conflicts have also played out in venues such as museums, heritage sites, 

and monuments. In 1995, vice-presidential spouse Lynne Cheney protested that 

“[m]useums used to be places that invited visitors to learn about great works of art, to 

understand their society, and to know more about the course of history. Today, like so 

many other cultural institutions, they are apt to be in the business of debunking greatness, 

Western society, and even history itself” (Cheney, 1995, p. 144). These places become 

what Dubin (2006) has defined as ‘sites of persuasion’: public knowledge is produced 

through the social construction of memory and meaning at and about these sites. This is 

manifested through the renewal of particular beliefs and values, the assertion that certain 

standards or codes are significant, the reclamation of prohibited cultural practices or 

forms, the repatriation of forbidden knowledge or objects, and in the development of new 

relationships and new understandings for progressive social change across time and 

space.  

As articulated by Hooper-Greenhill (1992), museums are part of this general 

cultural shift. The essence of the ‘modern’ museum – codifier of knowledge and source 

of ‘the correct’ interpretation and dominant narrative through place-based exhibitions – 

was that of the building. The ‘post-museum’, however, is more a process or an 

experience, with museums ‘moving out’ into community spaces. No longer mere 

repositories of “material culture that articulates personal and national identity”, museums 

are now actively involved in a “process of cultural exchange that perpetuates community 

dialogue and ongoing constructions of meaning” (Watermeyer, 2012, p. 3). Three major 
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changes as a result of this paradigm shift to the ‘post-museum’ are apparent: an 

acknowledgement of the fusion of interpretation and exhibition within museums, a 

questioning of issues related to power, ownership, and voice, and finally, the emergence 

of a discourse that emphasizes the education and welcoming of the visitor as the 

museum’s raison d’être.  

Museums have traditionally been thought to have five interrelated responsibilities: 

the collection, study, and conservation of artifacts; the interpretation of these objects; and 

the task of creating and mounting exhibitions. As articulated in 1970 by Noble, these 

responsibilities were thought to form an entity, “like the fingers of a hand, each 

independent but united for a common purpose” (as quoted in Weil, 2004, p. 74). By the 

early 1990s, however, this paradigm was superseded by one which was critical of past 

museum practices. While the responsibility to study remained unchanged, collecting and 

conserving were collapsed into one function, as were interpretation and exhibition. 

Significantly, a new discourse emerged whereby museums did not merely broadcast 

messages, but were necessarily involved in their formulation and construction. As noted 

by Weil, “an exhibition is shaped from its very outset by the values, attitudes, and 

assumptions of those who choose and arrange the objects that it contains” (Weil, 2004, p. 

76). As such, the act of interpretation cannot be viewed separately from the act of 

exhibition, particularly as it is the exhibit itself that radiates the strongest interpretive 

emanations. 

History museums in particular have undergone substantial transformation in light 

of this paradigm change. Beier-de Haan (2006) reports that museums are moving away 

from grand narratives of the nation state and are instead focusing their efforts on telling 
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stories of the everyday. It is not uncommon to see exhibitions on everything from 

working class and domestic life to histories of medicine and technology; these are all 

topics that would have been largely outside the purview of a history museum even fifty 

years ago. This is also true of the emphasis on autobiography and personal life 

experiences in contemporary exhibitions. Use of autobiographical documents and audio-

visual displays of personal testimonies have become an indispensable tool in the curation 

of exhibitions that allow for “multiple interpretations rather than a single authoritative 

account of the past” (Beier-de Haan, 2006, para. 7). 

The move to the ‘post-museum’ has also transformed visitor-museum relations. 

Questions of whose cultures are being preserved and represented – and how these 

preservations and representations are created and communicated – are of central 

importance in an era of espoused cultural equity and plurality (see Hooper-Greenhill, 

2000). The museum is now conceived as being community based, audience focused, and 

responsive to visitor needs. The public is invited into a “conversation about the future of 

the museum and about the shaping of exhibitions, programs, collections, and other 

activities” with the goal of making diverse cultural voices heard (Anderson, 2004, p. 5). 

Brown (2004) argues that representations of disadvantaged or minority populations are 

best framed within a ‘community’ framework. She identifies four types of communities 

that characterize a broader social experience, including “family, peer groups, educational 

communities and the neighborhood and workplace” (Brown, 2004, p. 145). These 

groupings allow for a consideration of the many roles played by all people in the many 

communities to which they belong, as opposed to categorizing people merely by 

ethnicity, gender, or class. Ultimately, according to this new paradigm, every action 
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undertaken by museum professionals should adhere to the principles of external focus 

and social responsibility.
11

 

As a result of this emphasis on museum audiences, a new field of museology has 

emerged: museum visitor studies. Hooper-Greenhill characterizes the emergence of this 

new field as a result of “several, loosely interlocking intellectual journeys” (2006, para. 

4). No longer conceived of as an undifferentiated mass, it is now acknowledged that 

visitors interpret and understand material in complex ways. This acknowledgement has 

been accompanied by a shift in theoretical and methodological approaches to studying 

museum audiences; in particular, there has been a move away from the behaviourist 

paradigm and the notion of an expert-to-novice transmission of information towards an 

interpretive framework that recognizes the contested and negotiated nature of meaning. 

Museum staff are now tasked not only with the management of visitors, but are also 

seeking to comprehend and explain their audiences. One outcome of this has been a rise 

in the use of visitor questionnaires and surveys; these tools allows museums “to harness 

individual opinions and to evaluate exhibitions from the perspective of their audiences” 

(Beier-de Haan, 2006, para. 7). 

In light of the move towards the ‘post-museum’, with its outward emphasis on 

inclusivity, openness, and community, it is worth considering how museums are 

accessed, used, and understood by the populations they serve. Simply put, museums 
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One of the earliest proponents of community engagement was John Cotton Dana, founder of the Newark 

Museum. In The New Museum (1917), published long before the conception of new museology, he argued 

that museums should generate beneficial effects for their communities by way of visual literacy and 

entertainment. Museums should be willing to lend out objects for personal study when not on display, to 

exhibit “products of the community’s activities in the field, factory and workshops”, and to establish 

“branch institutes” of education - true museums would be “homes and work-shops of the Muses” rather 

than mere collections of objects (as cited in Halpin, 1997, pp. 54-55). Reflecting his era’s Progressivism, 

Dana believed that, through exhibiting the community, the New Museum would change that community for 

the better.  
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critically influence how people understand and relate to the past. As noted by 

Rosenzweig and Thelan (1998) in their nationwide study on popular uses of history, 

Americans are most likely to place their faith in historical accounts produced by public 

actors and cultural institutions. Significantly, Rosenzweig and Thelan have found that 

regardless of age, gender, economic status, or education levels, a majority of Americans 

feel that museums are the single most trustworthy source of information about the past. 

Museums give visitors a sense of immediacy, personal involvement, and a connection to 

the past that is being presented to them. Rosenzweig and Thelan’s survey also found that 

allowing visitors to interact with actual artifacts made them feel as though “they were 

experiencing a moment from the past almost as it had originally been experienced – and 

with none of the overwhelming distortions that they associated with movies and 

television, the other purveyors of immediacy” (Rosenzweig & Thelan, 1998, p. 106). 

Despite feelings of deep connection to the past, many museum outings are of an 

incidental nature – undertaken with another purpose, such as a vacation, in mind. Even 

so, museums spark “an associative process of recalling and reminiscing about the past”, 

which allows people to feel connected to their own history (Rosenzweig & Thelan, 1998, 

p. 32). Additionally, survey respondents felt that visiting museums allowed them to 

deepen interpersonal relationships and better understand shared pasts. Personal histories 

are constituted through associations with artifacts and exhibits and through eyewitness 

accounts (involving their own mental processes and conversations with friends and 

family). While the notion of the museum as a source of unbiased and trustworthy 

information about the past may certainly be critiqued, Rosenzweig and Thelan’s study 

clearly illustrates that, if anything, museums are more relevant now than ever, 
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particularly as agents of knowledge production and dissemination, identity formation, and 

national heritage. 

New Museology: A Critique 

While much of the new museology discourse is laudatory towards museums’ 

efforts to transform themselves into institutions that exist primarily for the public good, 

critics have noted gaps between the rhetoric of change and the reality of praxis. Busse 

(2008) argues that proponents have yet to adequately explain how the theories of new 

museology will actively influence and shape museum practice, and specifically points to 

curatorial practices as needing a major reconceptualization. Curators typically view 

museum objects as property; however, building more egalitarian relationships with the 

public will require a less proprietary understanding of the objects in a museum’s 

collection. Instead of operating within a paradigm of control (including control “over the 

presentation of objects and the representation of other cultures” and the placement of 

restrictions on access or information), museums should move towards conceiving their 

relationship with their collections as one of guardianship, responsibility, and care (Busse, 

2008, p. 194).  

Crooke (2006) explores how the concept of community is fast rising to 

prominence in museum policy. She observes that the term is largely undefined in 

museological discourse – policies and plans rarely explain how ‘community’ is identified 

or even provide an outline for what the term means. Crooke cautions that trying to define 

community can be problematic. The construction of a community as something static or 

fixed in a particular way of living can mythologize something that does not actually exist 

and can lessen the potential for social change. Defining a community by way of specific 
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histories or experiences can result in misrepresentation of the past or exclusion in the 

present. 

Andermann and Arnold-de Simine (2012) view the call for a new museology as a 

continuation of an ever-present dynamic in the museum’s cultural logic. They note that 

museums have always needed to respond to pressures from external forces through 

adjusting strategies for collection and exhibition, and argue that the rhetoric of new 

museology is simply a response to a turn-of-the-millennium teleological aspiration for 

newness. This assessment is confirmed by Stam (1993), who wryly observes that 

“[c]riticism of museum practice has been popular intellectual sport among museum 

players and spectators since the inception of museums…This rhetorical form usually 

includes a few snide remarks about the self-serving, possessive and neurotic tendencies 

of curators, and the mendacious and wily natures of administrators and trustees” (p. 267). 

This being said, Stam concedes that new museology has two distinct characteristics that 

distinguish it from previous calls for museum reform. The first can be found in the use of 

language drawn from disciplines beyond the museologist’s typical purview including 

sociology, cultural anthropology, and linguistics. Analysis of the cultural, political, and 

economic conditions of the society within which a museum is located, and how these 

conditions influence the construction of meaning, constitutes the second.  

 

Philanthropy, Funding, and the Growth of Museum Corporatism  

According to Alexander (1996), modern museums have experienced three distinct 

funding periods. In the early twentieth century, museums were primarily funded by 

individual philanthropists. These were wealthy men and women who collected art and 

artifacts and frequently ran their own museums. By the 1960s, however, the rise of 
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institutional funding, and museums’ desire to tap into that funding, resulted in museums 

entering a transition period in which they moved “from more internally-focused 

organizations concentrating on collections, conservation and scholarship, to more 

externally-oriented organizations focusing on funders, exhibitions and audiences” 

(Alexander, 1996, p. 123). The current funding era can be described as one of 

‘institutional funding’, in which museums are funded through four primary sources: 

governments, corporations, individual philanthropists, and through internal museum 

activities, such as admission charges, museum cafeterias and shops, and so on. 

The transition period of funding was marked by a significant increase in funding 

from corporate entities. As noted by Alexander (1996), in 1965 the New York Board of 

Trade founded its Arts Advisory Council; this was followed by the creation of the 

Business Committee for the Arts in 1967. Corporate leaders saw that cultural 

philanthropy could assist in improving public perceptions of corporations and their 

business activities. In fact, it has been argued that corporate philanthropy was (and is) 

directly tied to the need of corporations to improve their reputations in light of labour and 

environmental issues, among others (see Muirhead, 1999; Schwarzer, 2006). Museum 

sponsorship and the funding of large scale, popular exhibitions allows corporations to 

align themselves with institutions that are seen to advocate education and the public 

good. Prior (2006, para. 24) argues that multinationals and banking giants have 

appropriated museums and galleries “as their own public-relations media”. In the United 

Kingdom, for example, Thatcherite policies allowed corporate donors to solidify their 

grip on contemporary culture by sponsoring the arts. This led to corporations having their 
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own curators and art departments and to the appointment of business-oriented museum 

directors in public institutions.    

Corporate sponsorship and individual philanthropy are also strongly encouraged 

in the United States. Hughes and Luksetich’s (1999) examination of the interrelationship 

among funding sources in art and history museums found that the latter are more likely to 

receive high levels of federal funding if they also seek out and receive high levels of 

private support. A museum’s age and reputation, and public expenditure priorities in a 

given state, also influence federal funding. In contrast, state and local support for 

museums has a negative effect on federal funding. Evidence of development spending 

and federal funding also has a negative effect on state funding (suggesting that federal 

funding is seen as a substitute, rather than supplement, for state funding). Once again, 

high levels of private support positively influence state funding. As the authors note, 

“[m]useums that show success in obtaining private support are rewarded with public 

money” (Hughes & Luksetich, 1999, p. 33). In the UK, by contrast, Maddison (2004) 

found that increases in nongrant income results in reductions in government grant money. 

This reduction typically causes a shortfall in museum funding, as nongrant income is 

usually not enough to sustain museum operations. 

 The remarkable increase in funding in the mid-twentieth century has had a 

significant effect on museum operations. Curators have lost power as administrators, 

accountants, and public relations personnel have risen in number and status. While 

today’s curators are better paid and have more stable employment than in times past, they 

are less likely to be appointed to the role of museum director. As Kotler, Kotler, and 

Kotler (2008) have noted, directorships and other museum management roles are 
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increasingly filled by those from a corporate background. Thus, fewer people with a 

curatorial point of view are involved in the running of museums (Alexander, 1996; Janes, 

2013). Institutional funders’ demands for accountability continue to strengthen the role of 

administrative departments in museums. Curatorial power is thus curtailed by directors 

seeking to assuage funders’ concerns that their money is being spent appropriately. This 

new external focus has also resulted in an exponential growth of educational programs, 

and most such jobs in museums have been created only in the past few decades. 

The shifting basis of museum finance has encouraged the planning and 

installation of special exhibitions. Accessible, popularly themed ‘blockbuster’ exhibitions 

that attract large numbers of visitors have generated high levels of publicity and revenue 

for museums. One of the first was the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s Treasures of 

Tutankhamen, which drew 8.25 million visitors across multiple venues throughout the 

United States in the 1970s. While the blockbuster cannot be regarded as an entirely new 

phenomenon
12

, this type of exhibition has become more frequent as museums respond to 

funders’ concerns about audiences and accessibility. Both government and corporate 

sponsors are interested in attracting broad audiences (as opposed to individual donors, 

who rarely give financial support for this sort of spectacle; see Alexander, 1996). 

Blockbuster exhibitions have also become an important source of earned income, as even 

museums without general admission fees typically charge for access to special 

exhibitions, in part to help offset the high costs of producing such elaborate exhibitions.
13

  

Though institutional funding has enabled museums to mount larger and greater 

exhibitions, it has also meant a certain level of financial instability. Museums face 
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 See Coleman (1939) for a description of an early popular exhibition. 
13

 Alexander (1996) notes that the cost of mounting the King Tut exhibition was $2 million per museum, 

and that “[s]uch fees were often paid by a local corporation” (p. 115).  
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competition for limited financial resources, not only from other museums but also from 

other venues of cultural heritage, including historic sites, monuments, and even 

community centres. An additional challenge for museums is variability of funding. 

Funding comes from a variety of sources, but this is not always guaranteed. Revenues 

generated by endowment investments, for example, tend to fluctuate according to stock 

market performance. Museums caught in a cash crunch may face selling off items in their 

permanent collections to fund operating expenses, or even be forced to close (Skinner, 

Ekelund, & Jackson, 2009). 

Museums must adhere to specific application criteria or risk being denied grants, 

and demands for accountability and performance measurement are becoming increasingly 

prevalent as the discourse of fiscal responsibility and austerity gains prominence in 

political circles. Bises and Padovano (2004) have shown that a slump in total state 

expenditure for Italian cultural institutions in the mid-1990s corresponded with changes 

in the process and criteria for renewing state grants. Lindqvist (2012, p. 4) contends that 

while the political priorities of governments dictate the level of economic support they 

are willing to give to museums, the state of public finances and “competition from other 

political fields on public resources” also play a role in determining levels of state support. 

Around the turn of the century, for example, several European countries decreased 

funding to cultural and other sectors in order to meet the requirements for membership in 

the European Monetary Union (see Getzner, 2002). Both Lindqvist (2012) and Janes 

(2007) consider patronage appointments to museum boards as potentially problematic as 

the appointees rarely have substantive knowledge of museological theory or practice. 

Frequent changes to a board’s composition can negatively affect long term governance, 
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as each new appointee seeks to leave their mark. As such, choices made in the political 

arena can have as much of an effect on cultural institutions as fluctuations in the 

economy. 

Museums are thus caught between their long term values and the short term 

nature of most funding. Butterfield (2001) observes that few institutional donors are 

interested in supporting long term programs. They prefer to provide starter grants for new 

and exciting projects. Ongoing programs, including those which have been proven 

effective and which demonstrably fulfill a community need, are less likely to engender 

the same level of enthusiasm or financial support. As noted by Lindqvist (2012), 

politicians and other external donors are more eager to establish new museums, rather 

than to support existing ones. The financial challenges faced by museums are thus not 

just related to maintenance and acquisition costs, but also to the “psychology of political 

action and private support for culture and the arts” (Lindqvist, 2012, p. 6). 

Recent discussions of how to measure a museum’s value have been tinged with 

what Janes (2007) calls ‘corporatism’, whereby museums come to resemble their 

corporate counterparts with “revenues and attendance being the predominant measures of 

worth” (Janes, 2007, p. 227). Johnson and Thomas (1998), for example, view museums 

as a type of ‘productive unit’, which must engage with a series of inputs (such as 

technology) in order to produce outputs that are valued by others. Vandersypen (2012) 

sees this emphasis on accountability as directly tied to the rise of institutional funding. 

Camerero, Garrido, and Vincente (2011) postulate that private sponsorship (as opposed to 

public funding) may lead to “higher expenditure on services to the client and innovation 

in value creation” (p. 252).  
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There is a growing disconnect between the corporatist model of growth favoured 

by museum directors and administrators and the conception of museums as equitable and 

inclusive places with inherent value. Equating museums’ value with consumption, 

including everything from visitation to sales in the gift shop or café, risks overlooking 

that these actions are carried out with the goal of fulfilling museums’ social mandate, and 

are not an end in and of themselves. As Janes (2007) concludes: 

By confusing these fundamentally different realities, museums are forsaking the 

opportunity to creatively rethink their purpose, and are instead embracing an 

increasingly fragile and unsustainable economic model based on fickle 

consumerism and showmanship. To attempt to improve the current situation by 

adopting the very same marketplace ideology that has reduced the level of public 

support for museums so dramatically over the past two decades could be ignored 

as wishful thinking or perhaps solipsism, if the implications were not so apparent. 

(Janes, 2007, p. 229) 

 

The trend towards pursuing economic goals at the expense of social, ethical, or even 

creative concerns underscores the growing tension experienced by museums as they 

attempt to forge a place for themselves in a market economy. Museums are expected to 

be places of both education and entertainment, to be visitor-focused while still making 

efforts to expand their collections and conduct research, and to serve local communities 

while also competing for international audiences and sponsorship. However, by adhering 

to marketplace imperatives as opposed to emphasizing their unique societal position, 

museums may miss the opportunity to engage with alternative means of creating value. 

 A final point of interest in the literature on museum finances is the debate over 

admission fees. While entrance fees have long been the norm in French museums, they 

are a relatively recent phenomenon in Canada, the United States, and Britain, stemming 

from rising costs and decreased institutional funding in the 1970s and 1980s. With the 

exception of the National Gallery and the British Museum, all British national museums 
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were charging some sort of entrance fee by 1989. This was not without controversy, 

however, as local authorities and trade unions advocated for free access to museums. In 

the United States, Vandersypen (2012) argues that three factors led to the implementation 

of admission fees: the need to balance income and expenses, institutional isomorphism, 

and discourse about the public role of the museum within the museum field itself. 

Expanded services such as educational programs, an increase in the number and scope of 

exhibitions, and the professionalization of museum staff led to a need for increased 

income to offset these costs and balance budgets. Museums’ operational costs also 

increased due to the implementation of new technologies, both in exhibitions and internal 

museum operations.
14

 While not all of these factors transpired in every museum, nor did 

they occur all together or at once, museum entrance fees became standard by the late 

1980s.  

The notion that admission charges can substantially increase museum revenues is 

supported by research conducted by Luksetich and Partridge (1997). They note that 

museums operate in a largely inelastic market, meaning that demand for museum services 

is generally unaffected by increases in charges. What does affect museum visitation is the 

quality of the institution in question, which in Luksetich and Partridge’s study was 

determined by age, reputation, and the monetary value of its collection. As attendance is 

positively associated with quality, the revenue resulting from the imposition of admission 
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 The 1970s saw the rise of programs designed to encourage best practices and a high level of standards 

with regard to collection management and conservation. In 1978, the American Association of Museums 

adopted an expanded code of ethics, which assisted in determining accreditation, and in 1981 established 

the Museum Assessment Program together with the Institute of Museum and Library Services. The 

programs and standards developed by these organizations, as Vandersypen observes, have resulted in 

norms that affect “all facets of museum operations, from exhibition design to collection care” (2012, p. 

181). The American Association of Museums also advocated for the educational mission of museums, 

conceptualizing the museum as an institution primarily dedicated to public service rather than one that 

specialized in acquiring collections of interest to an elite minority. 
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charges could be used to enhance quality or more effectively market the museum, thus 

increasing the number of visitors. Bailey and Falconer (1998) likewise contend that 

admission fees promote, rather than hinder, access. They argue that, combined with 

concessions (lower fees for prioritized groups based on age, socioeconomic status, etc.), 

revenue obtained from these charges could be used to finance visitor education or 

‘outreach’ programs. Frey and Meier (2006) posit that as visitors gain the most benefit 

from museums, an admission charge should be levied on top of contributions from 

taxation and the public purse, as in a system without fees, “it is not only the majority who 

pays but also the poor income group who benefits the least” (para. 49). 

While the imposition of admission charges has been shown to have minimal effect 

on the overall number of museum visitors (see O’Hagan, 1995), Kirchberg (1998) has 

found that entrance fees do subjectively influence how people view their relationship 

with museums. Through a comparison of individuals’ socio-economic status and their 

personal predisposition to see admission fees as an impediment to visiting museums, he 

demonstrates that aesthetic schemata, or habitus, determines which types of people are 

most likely to visit museums, regardless of the cost of admission. Visiting a museum is 

more an expression of a particular way of life rather than an economic choice. This being 

said, the price of admission affects how those in lower socio-economic brackets view 

museums. Entrance fees are subjectively viewed as a significant barrier for visiting 

museums, as, regardless of the amount, museums are seen as something for the wealthy 

rather than as accessible for those of a lower socio-economic standing. Kirchberg thus 

argues that entrance fees may alter the socio-economic composition of museum visitors – 

while overall attendance may remain relatively stable, visitors are more likely to have 
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higher socio-economic standing, resulting in an “elitist composition of museum 

attendances” (Kirchberg, 1998, p. 10). 

 

Museum Informatics 

 A final entry point into the study of museums is an assessment of the role 

information and communication technologies (ICT) in museum intra-activity, meaning 

how people, information, and technology interact within museums to constitute and 

reconstitute these institutions. Technological developments and changing paradigms in 

museum philosophy and practice mutually inform one another. Scholars such as 

Anderson (2004) sees this shift, in part, as an attempt by museum professionals to ensure 

the continued relevancy of museums in the information age.  

Museums themselves may be considered a form of media. Hooper-Greenhill 

(1995) contends that museums can be seen both as interpersonal and as mass 

communicators. On the one hand, museums engage in interpersonal, one-on-one 

communication with individual visitors. On the other hand, museums, and in particular 

their exhibitions, also “share the major characteristic of most forms of mass 

communication in that they involve a one-way process, a single message source with a 

large group of receivers, and the messages themselves are in the public domain” (Hooper-

Greenhill, 1995, p. 6). As such, museums can be viewed not only as exhibitors of objects, 

but also as places of action, experience, and communication – as media.  

It is important to note that while the move to the ‘post-museum’ has influenced 

the proliferation and use of ICT in these institutions, they are also part of a much larger 

historical relationship between media and museums. Museums have frequently been early 

adopters of new technology, and have also been able to use existing technologies and 
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media in innovative ways. As described by Flanders (1995), the creation of a new 

museum culture in Britain during the nineteenth century shaped and was concurrently 

shaped by newspaper and journal coverage. Regular museum-going by the general public 

was a relatively new phenomenon at this time, and was in many ways driven by the 

Victorian craving for information about matters related to culture and civic pride. This 

was encouraged by museums, which supplied information and statistics on their facilities 

and visitor numbers for publication. This communicatory process with journals was 

reciprocal in nature, as journals not only helped to construct the museum or art gallery as 

a ‘media event’, but also attempted through editorial critiques to reshape the museum, on 

everything from “matters of taste” to “administrative prudence” (Flanders, 1995, p. 72). 

As such, both journals and museums were not solely actors but were also acted upon. 

While it has been argued that media determine consciousness (see Kittler, 1990), and 

indeed media acts upon individuals and institutions, it is also informed by already 

existing social processes and structures, as later developments in the relationship between 

media and museums demonstrate.   

By the mid-to-late 1960s, computing technologies had become a key element 

through which museum information could be stored, accessed, and manipulated. Two 

parallel developments in 1963 led to the introduction of data processing systems in the 

United States. At the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Natural History, an Automatic 

Data Processing Committee was formed, which led to the hiring of more personnel and 

the creation of information systems, including Self Generating Master (SELGEM). At the 

Institute for Computer Research in the Humanities, Professor Jack Heller created a 

system that came to be known as GRIPHOS, or the General Retrieval and Information 
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Processor for Humanities-Oriented Studies. These two systems were among the first data-

based management systems used in museums (see Vance, 1986).  

As articulated by Burton Jones (2008), moving museum information from paper 

to electronic format was the major transformation in technologies in museums from the 

mid-1960s to the early 1980s. This was followed by the move from “mainframe 

computers to minicomputers to desktop computers to client-server models”, which in 

many ways paralleled technological developments outside the museum world, including 

within libraries and archives (Burton Jones, 2008, p. 11). The mid-1980s saw the rise of 

commercial software products designed specifically for the museum market, and these 

were often developed within particular museums or with the input and advice of museum 

professionals. Importantly, this gave museum professionals a certain amount of control 

over their data and the development of database systems. 

A more rapid acceptance and use of emerging media has been particularly 

prevalent from 1994 onwards. Email use within museum operations rose dramatically, 

followed closely by more general internet usage in the late 1990s. Digital imaging, 

meaning the creation of digital images and their processing, compression, storage, and 

display, in museums also came into prominence at this time. In an effort to foster 

increased interactivity, museums also began to experiment with increasing the use of 

technology in exhibitions and with the creation of their own websites (Burton Jones, 

2008, p. 11). With this has come increased use of digital, computerized, and networked 

information and communication technologies, particularly within the past decade. 

Formerly analogue audio tours have now been digitized, and in some instances have been 

uploaded to the museums website as a free download or podcast (see Samis, 2008). 
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Interactive modules on computers are increasingly common in museum exhibits. 

Museums are also boosting visitor participation and feedback through digital networks 

and by encouraging people to discuss their experiences on the museum website and social 

media pages. The advent of museum websites led to changes in audiences, as people no 

longer necessarily had to physically visit a museum in order to view part or all of its 

collection. This move from physical-only space to a hybrid of physical and virtual space 

resulted in a shift from a primary local orientation to a more global one, as museums 

tasked themselves with serving a larger, potentially worldwide audience – the 

epitomization of the ‘post-museum’ objective.  

Increased usage of visitor technology reflects both changing paradigms about 

technology and visitors. Adopting computing technologies has resulted in a multitude of 

transformations in the ways museum professionals store, manage, and access information 

(see Marty, 2008). These technologies have also changed the ways in which museums are 

able to interact and mediate relationships with their visitors, and reflect the shift to the 

post-museum and its emphasis on social inclusion and cultural plurality. For Falk and 

Dierking (1992, 2000), there are three key elements that influence the way visitors 

experience museums, including physical, personal, and sociocultural contexts. Drawing 

on this approach, Galani and Chalmers (2008) explore the sociality of technologically-

mediated museum visits. They argue that museum visits can best be viewed as social 

events, and that learning in museums is the result of overlapping social and cultural 

interactions. They note that museum artifacts are continuously constituted and 

reconstituted in and through social interaction. ICT-mediated social interaction, they 

argue, has the potential to further connect use of museum resources – either in-house or 
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remotely – to people’s everyday relationships and experiences, as well as with their 

personal history.  

Interactivity is of particular concern for museums in their exchanges with 

museum visitors. Witcomb (2006) traces the history of interactive displays from the late 

nineteenth century, noting that as early as 1889, the “Urania in Berlin contained visitor-

activated models and a scientific theater” (para. 3). She notes that science museums have 

a particularly extensive history with interactives, including the New York Hall of Science 

(1964), the Lawrence Hall of Science (1968), and the Exploratorium (1969). Museum 

staff consider interactives to be dual purpose – they provide the visitor with entertainment 

while also giving them a certain amount of agency in their museum experience. As 

shown in Macdonald’s (2002) ethnographic study of the Science Museum, for example, 

curators felt that the use of interactive displays allowed them to engage with the new 

museological practice of empowering the visitor, while also allowing them to work 

within the constraints of the corporatist managerial model that called for a product that 

would increase the museum’s popularity and profit margins.  

Though interactive displays and devices are meant to enhance a visitor’s 

experience, they also have the potential to hinder visitors’ engagement with the museum. 

In their study of visitors’ use of Personal Digital Assistants (handheld devices which 

provide audio-visual commentary on exhibition materials) in a contemporary art museum 

in London, vom Lehn and Heath (2005) found that the technology had a significant effect 

on how visitors interacted with the space and with each other. Headphones and small 

screens meant that only the person in possession of the device was able to listen to the 

audio commentary or view the on-screen text and images. Visitors tended to only talk to 



56 
 

one another when the technology failed or when they were leaving the exhibit and 

continuing on to another display. Sayre and Wetterland (2008) note that audio tours can 

be especially problematic for school groups, as equipment designed for individual users 

can limit opportunities for discussion and can thus hinder collaborative learning among 

students. 

Most recently, museums’ use of social media has been a major avenue for 

audience engagement. Fletcher and Lee (2012) observe that many museums use blogging 

and microblogging, social networking, podcasting, and streaming. The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, for instance, has an active presence not only on Facebook and Twitter, 

but also on Flickr and Pinterest. Creating social media is an active process. While 

museums use social media to communicate promotional and informational material to 

their audiences, museum staff acknowledge that these media should be used to engage 

with audiences on a deeper level. Visitors and fans should find social media content 

humorous and intriguing; it should make them eager to visit the museum and to maintain 

interaction with the museum’s social media sites. For museum personnel, the quality and 

range of material is seen as more important than content quantity. Personalization is a key 

factor in audience engagement – in particular, museum staff reported responding to 

visitors’ comments as quickly as possible.
15

 Although museum practitioners have 

enthusiastically adopted social media, few in Fletcher and Lee’s study had specific goals 

for their use. Goals were centered upon particular campaigns, events, or exhibitions. Even 

without a particular aim in mind, most museums do monitor and track statistics and 

comments, and adjust the topics and information posted accordingly. 

                                                 
15

 This sentiment is supported by Osterman et al. (2012), who contend that people feel validated when 

museums respond to their Facebook comments or tweets.  
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Wong (2011) comments that use of social media can allow for an increased 

understanding of how audiences perceive museums and their exhibits, noting that visitor 

comments have proven a rich area for research. The sheer volume of information 

collected from social media sites may, over time, allow researchers to perform more in-

depth and longitudinal analyses of visitors and how they view their museum experiences. 

As such, she advises that museum practitioners must exercise caution when managing 

user-generated content, including comments left on social media sites. She points to the 

Holocaust Museum, which has developed a policy of deleting vulgar, inane, and abusive 

comments, as well as those that deny the existence of the Holocaust or are merely off-

topic rants. The ethics of this deletion, however, can become problematized when 

considering that these comments form part of the evolving nature of anti-Semitism and 

Holocaust denial. There is a risk that future scholars studying Holocaust remembrance 

will not be able to access a potentially significant collection of information. While it is 

doubtful that any reasonable person would argue that these comments should continue to 

be publicly displayed on the museum’s social media sites, Wong questions whether these 

comments should be archived, and if so, the obligation of the museum to make such data 

searchable and accessible.  

Clearly, social media can act as a double-edged sword: though it enables 

museums to connect with visitors in new and potentially innovative ways, maintenance of 

sites can strain already limited staff resources. Museums must continually provide new 

content or risk visitors losing interest. At the same time, Osterman et al. (2012) caution 

museums to avoid overplaying social media promotion. They note that while exhibition 

related tweets are useful, followers may be turned off by repetitive, informational posts, 
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especially if the information is also available on the museum’s website, Facebook page, 

and through email. Establishing a vital community of followers on a social media site is 

in itself no easy task. In many cases, user comments and content generation come from a 

“soberingly small segment of potential and actual users” (Kidd, 2011, p. 69).  

Kidd (2011, p. 71) observes that the process of “becoming social” is fraught with 

challenges. Despite their receptiveness to the ideals of new museology, museums are 

struggling to respond to and negotiate with questions to their authority. Through an 

analysis of the frameworks that structure social media use, she asserts that current uses of 

social media constrain its promise as a tool for audience engagement and development. 

Kidd identifies marketing, inclusivity, and collaboration as the three frames through 

which social media use is configured. Campaigns such as Follow a Museum Day on 

Twitter give museums the opportunity to attract followers and publicize events and other 

information. Social media can also be used to give the museum a recognizable ‘face’ or 

online presence, with the assumption that audiences are more likely to connect to the 

personal, as opposed to an impersonal, faceless institution. The ‘faced’ museum is met 

with its own sets of challenges – the first of which is how to determine just what, exactly, 

this face will look like. Is an attempt made to personify the institution, with staff writing 

content as they imagine an animate museum would? Or is the face of the museum that of 

its staff? If this is the case, what happens to the museum’s social media flavour and 

presence when staff members switch or leave their positions? Kidd questions if the new 

museology rhetoric of a multiplicity of voices in the community or nation also means 

publicly recognizing and acknowledging the multiplicity of voices within a museum’s 

personnel.  
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The potential of collaborative social media to enhance community engagement is 

quickly gaining traction in museological discourse. In practice, this can result in greater 

frequency and intensity of community consultations, perhaps including the creation of 

youth or advisory panels. Kidd (2011) examines how social media is used to structure 

personal narrative and story-making. Members of the public are asked to provide 

accounts of their personal and community histories through use of communicative 

technology. This information (videos, audio recording, digital photographs, and so on) 

becomes a valuable compilation of source material, allowing museums to fill gaps in 

knowledge or to reassess the value of their collections. This material can be displayed 

online through a museum’s website or its social media spaces. Kidd notes, however, that 

the abundance of information collected frequently overwhelms museums’ abilities to 

critically assess such material. Such material is rarely curated to any great extent; those 

who access the material must determine how to approach, assess, and understand this 

content on their own. By paying lip service to the rhetoric of inclusion, museums risk 

alienating or angering people who have contributed stories primarily because they have 

been encouraged to think that all histories and stories will be given prominence.  

 

Working Class Heritage in Museums and Beyond 

Institutional responses to the commemoration and preservation of working class 

heritage have been varied. Long the purview of historians, museums have only recently 

begun to document and exhibit working class history to any great extent. As opposed to 

focusing on labour and class conflict, curators of the early twentieth century focused 

primarily on folk life, with an emphasis on a disappearing agrarian past. Emerging from 

this idealization of folk life were the large scale open air museums of the 1960s and 
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1970s. Open air museums were influenced by Scandinavian models as well as the 

‘écomusée’ philosophy fast rising to prominence across the French-speaking world. 

Arguably the most significant of these is the Beamish Open Air Museum, established in 

1970 in County Durham, UK, by Frank Atkinson. The primary aim of the museum is to 

tell the story of everyday life in urban and rural northeast England at the peak of 

industrialization, with particular focus on the years 1825 and 1913. The museum features 

a collection of translocated, original, and replica buildings, artifacts including vehicles 

and equipment, as well as costumed interpreters and even livestock. 

  One of the first exhibitions of working class heritage in the UK was a display of 

labour history, organized in 1937 by G.D.H. Cole and held in a bookstore on Charing 

Cross Road. True to collecting and exhibition practices at the time, many of the items 

featured in the exhibition came from Cole’s own collection. The Road to ’37 took a 

Marxist perspective to explore the wins and losses of the labour movement, “and what 

yet remains to be done in this heroic work” (as quoted in Burgess, 2009, p. 26). By the 

1980s, the folk life tradition had been largely discarded in favour of a new model that 

emphasized the intersections between class, gender, and race. Curators looked towards 

the Oral History and Women’s History movements to inform their exhibits, with the aim 

of providing a more comprehensive display of working class life, including leisure 

activities and those of the domestic sphere. On an international level, the 1980s and 

1990s also saw the creation of a number of museums devoted specifically to working 

class history, including The Worker’s Museum in Copenhagen (1983), Merseyside 

Maritime Museum (1980) in Liverpool, Susannah Place Museum (1993) in Sydney, the 
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Boott Cotton Mills Museum (1992) in Lowell, Massachusetts, and the A. Phillip 

Randolph Pullman Porter Museum (1995) in Chicago.  

 Outside of museums, working class heritage is commemorated, displayed, and 

engaged with in multiple forms. Lowell, Massachusetts, for example, commemorates the 

strengths and struggles of its industrial workers through a series of statues erected 

throughout the city. The Chicago Center for Working-Class Studies has established “The 

Labor Trail: Chicago’s History of Working-Class Life and Struggle”, an interactive 

website that charts more than one hundred sites significant to the city’s labour history as 

well as providing eleven neighbourhood tours (Helgeson, 2009). The Winnipeg General 

Strike of 1919 is commemorated with a mural in the city’s Exchange District. The history 

of labour and its organization in southern Ontario is preserved in Hamilton’s Old Custom 

House, built in 1890 and now home to the Ontario Workers Arts and Heritage Centre 

(Keczan-Ebos, 2002). Community associations, non-profit organizations, and 

government departments have all played a significant role in the conservation and 

presentation of both tangible and intangible elements of working class heritage. 

On an international level, heritage is protected through the UNESCO World 

Heritage Convention, one of a group of environmental treaties adopted in wake of the 

1972 United Nations Conference on the Human Environment. The convention provides 

for the protection of those cultural and natural properties considered to be of exceptional 

universal interest and value. As noted by Smith, Shackel, and Campbell (2011), however, 

working class heritage has been largely underrepresented in world heritage efforts, with 

only thirty-three of over nine hundred UNESCO World Heritage sites related to industrial 

or working class heritage. The vast majority of these thirty-three sites are primarily 
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concerned with industrial heritage, with the role of class struggle, the labour process, and 

even working class people either downplayed or absent. As Shackel and Palus (2006) 

note, industrial and working class heritage must be considered distinct from one another. 

Industrial heritage refers to the material remains of industrial culture, including 

workshops, mills, factories, machinery, mines, as well as transport and its infrastructure. 

By contrast, working class heritage encompasses both the tangible and intangible 

elements of working class labour and life. These can include sites of social activity 

related to industry such as housing, education, or religious worship, but also include 

remembrance of working conditions, matters related to health and hygiene, or patterns of 

consumption. 

The remembrance of industrial and working class heritage is the struggle for 

public memory. According to critics such as Lowenthal (1985), Wright (1985), and 

Hewison (1987), the vast majority of attempts to exhibit working class history and 

heritage are little more than conservative triumphalism. Working class labour and life are 

trivialized or sentimentalized through nostalgic depictions of eras and experiences that 

have been completely whitewashed of class struggle and the harsh realities of working 

class existence. Using the Wigan Pier Heritage Centre as a case study, Hewison (1987) 

argues that the immense number of British museums that opened in the 1980s 

manufactured heritage for public consumption, rather than the commodities which the 

economy had traditionally relied upon. Wigan, a town in Greater Manchester, 

experienced rapid decline in its coal and textile industries following the Second World 

War. By 1983, over thirty percent of the town was considered abandoned or derelict, and 

unemployment was in excess of eighteen percent. The Wigan Pier Heritage Centre 
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glossed over the town’s current and historic struggles in favour of a nostalgic and 

apolitical view of the past. The museum focused almost exclusively on the early 

twentieth century, a time when the town was prosperous, and avoided discussion of the 

hardships of industrial working class life. Hewison also describes the recreated coal mine 

and shops that feature actors interacting with the public. While these actors may have 

done their best to evoke the hardships of industrial working class life, their performance 

in actuality was “an entertainment that helps to make the past seem picturesque and 

pleasing” (Hewison, 1987, p. 81). Hewison further emphasized the inauthenticity of the 

Centre by describing the buildings that had been demolished, and the new wooden canal 

walk, car park, and floating restaurant that had been created for visitors. This inauthentic 

environment also included the Pier Shop, where one could buy everything from “Mr. 

Hunter’s range of Victorian perfumes, soaps and medications” to “model miner’s lamps” 

to “copies of the Road to Wigan Pier”, as well as the newly constructed Orwell Pub that 

had been retrofitted to appear as though it was a timeworn vestige of the past (Hewison, 

1987, p. 21). Ultimately, Hewison sees the main purpose of the Centre as the creation of 

“an emotional experience, a symbolic recovery of the past”, rather than an informative 

and accurate representation of Wigan and its people (1987, p. 21).  

The view that working class heritage is little more than a manufactured 

commodity has itself been challenged as elitist and exclusionary. Robertson (2008), for 

example, argues that dismissing efforts to display working class heritage as nostalgia can 

serve to delegitimize heritage from below. These discourses also ignore the inherently 

contradictory nature of historical representation itself. For Smith (2006), heritage should 

not be viewed as having defined meanings or values, but rather as inherently dissonant 
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and political. Heritage is utilized by different groups and people with varying degrees of 

hegemonic influence for different reasons and purposes. As such, the use of heritage is 

intimately connected to power relations, and in particular to the power to legitimize or 

delegitimize different groups or cultures. Those with power are able to delineate what 

qualifies as heritage, which has tended to result in a definition of heritage primarily 

concerned with lineage, shared values derived from a so-called universal aesthetics of 

taste, and a singular past that is not to be challenged. According to this paradigm, visitors 

need to be led to specific heritage sites and instructed on their value, as largely 

determined by expert judgement. This being said, Smith also notes that dissenting voices 

challenge these discourses and advance alternative conceptions. Discourses on ‘authentic 

heritage’ are thus mutable and can take different forms in different contexts. Heritage 

itself can be a “theatre of memory where active, complex and nuanced representations of 

working class life have contemporary resonance”, particularly when working class people 

are actively involved in supporting and sustaining their own heritage, identities, and sense 

of belonging (Smith, Shackel, & Campbell, 2011, p. 3).  

The articulation of working class heritage has also been the subject of debate in 

academic circles, particularly within the fields of labour and public history. For example, 

Taksa (2009) explores the tensions that exist between labour history and public history 

through an examination of four case studies in Australia. She suggests that while each 

approach is a way of understanding the past, the two fundamentally conflict with one 

another due to their unique political, economic, and social imperatives. Labour historians, 

she argues, operate within a radical paradigm that seeks to jolt people out of their apathy 

regarding the past. They seek to dismantle grand historical narratives by making space for 
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forgotten or alternative histories. Taksa contrasts this with public history, which she 

claims is primarily concerned with reimagining the past for public consumption through 

the exhibition of local places and memories. For industrial heritage sites, this has tended 

to result in the use of artifacts and audio-visual technologies to “create an impression of 

what ‘real life’ was like for individual workers” (Taksa, 2009, p. 84). This focus on the 

individual is problematic because it ignores the collective nature of labour organization 

and struggle. This is confirmed by Dicks (1997), who argues that while collectivity is 

always present as a backdrop, the narratives present in working class heritage sites tend 

to emphasize the lives of individuals and their communities. The constitution of what is 

deemed ‘authentic’ working class heritage can thus be seen as a continuous process of 

negotiation, accommodation, and appropriation.  

A final consideration when looking at issues pertaining to working class heritage 

is that of tourism, the search for authenticity, and the consumption of places and 

experiences. This concept has been best developed by John Urry (1995, 2002) in his 

articulation of the ‘tourist gaze’. Urry’s work is an attempt to interrogate the structural 

and social meaning of tourism in modern-day capitalist societies. He is primarily 

concerned with the linkages between changing patterns of capitalist production, historical 

changes in work and leisure, and the social construction of the tourist experience. 

Tourism can be understood as a complex socioeconomic cultural system that is subject to 

historical change. Tourists, those people who travel and stay in places outside their usual 

environment, bring with them individual perceptions, experiences, and understandings of 

the social world. Given the multifaceted nature of tourism, and that it is so deeply 

intertwined with other social and cultural elements in contemporary society, Urry argues 
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against a grand theory of tourist behaviour and instead suggests a “range of concepts and 

practices” are needed in order to understand “what is common to tourist and certain non-

tourist social practices” (2002, p. 135). The notion of the ‘tourist gaze’ is an attempt to do 

just that. 

 The tourist gaze refers to the social construction of how tourists seek out and see 

what they do, as well as how they construct meaning from these experiences. This 

concept is premised on the fact that tourist activities and encounters are a departure from 

everyday routines and disciplined social behaviour. What tourists choose to gaze upon – 

and how they do this – is therefore only one element of the study of tourism; what is 

accepted as ‘normal society’ must also be subject to investigation. As society 

systematically changes over time, the nature and practices of tourism (as a break from the 

‘normal’) will too. Through an analysis of the historical development of tourism, Urry 

concludes that no one single gaze exists. Instead, the tourist gaze varies across time, 

space, and social groups, and is comprised of a way of looking at the world that 

concurrently forms what is seen and also the way of seeing. The gaze can thus be used to 

understand and interpret whole ways of life. 

According to Urry, places are chosen to be gazed upon based in anticipation of a 

pleasure that is different from what is normally encountered. This can involve 

experiencing something with different senses or on a different magnitude than what one 

is faced with on a daily basis. Anticipation is constructed and sustained through the 

consumption of media, such as television, film, magazines, and the internet. This 

infrastructure provides the regular and predictable signs through which tourist 

experiences are understood. Urry states that tourists are looking for symbols: “the gaze is 
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constructed through signs and tourism involves the collection of such signs. When for 

example tourists see two people kissing in Paris what they are gazing upon is ‘timeless, 

romantic Paris’; when a small village in England is seen, tourists think they are gazing 

upon the ‘real (merrie) England’” (Urry, 1995, p. 133). The tourist sees everything as a 

sign of itself, and thus tourists search for signs of Parisian chicness, traditional British 

pubs, exotic Asian markets, or America’s cowboy culture. 

Urry notes that the tourist’s search for authenticity can be problematized, 

particularly since those who reside in ‘tourist locations’, (meaning those being gazed 

upon) often construct artificial sites as tourist spaces. While MacCannell (1976, 1989) 

argues that this is done to keep intrusive tourists away from daily life, it can also be 

argued that the construction of artificial sites is not only an attempt to draw in tourist 

revenue, but also an effort to give tourists what they seem to think they want. As 

observed by Pawlikowska-Piechotka (2008/09), there is a conspicuous distinction 

between what tourists deem an ‘authentic experience’ of industrial sites and the reality of 

the sites themselves. In her study of Warsaw’s industrial heritage, she notes that 

developers and local government have engaged in rehabilitation projects of industrial 

sites in an attempt to satisfy the demands of tourists seeking ever greater authenticity. 

This rehabilitation and reconstruction of Warsaw’s heritage for a tourist, rather than local 

audience, however, has resulted in the creation of structures and ‘relics’ which never 

actually existed, and thus local residents are faced with a landscape that does not reflect 

their own lived reality. Urry (2002) argues that while a lack of authenticity is problematic 

for those engaged in the “romantic gaze”, it is much less of a problem for what he terms 

“post-tourists”, meaning those people who approach sites as “another pastiched surface 
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feature of postmodern experience” (1995, p. 140). The post-tourist seemingly delights in 

inauthenticity, and operates from the premise that each site is merely something else to be 

played with – everything has become a game. Urry and Larsen (2011) further contend 

that the post-tourist, ‘cool’, self-conscious, and detached from their social role, seeks to 

de-differentiate the everyday and touristic experiences. Tourism, including the visitation 

of heritage sites, becomes less about reinscribing collective memories and more about 

pleasure and novelty. 

 

Conclusion 

Museums have experienced a thorough and dramatic change in form and 

appearance due to a number of interconnected external and internal factors. The move to 

corporate funding in the mid-twentieth century resulted in a widespread transformation of 

museum priorities. No longer mere repositories for objects, museums were tasked with 

educating the public through popular and accessible exhibitions. The rise of new 

museology in the 1980s expounded on this notion of ‘museums for the people’, with 

increasing consideration given to the issues of gender, class, race, ethnicity, and 

community, both in terms of exhibition content and attracting visitors. Relationships with 

visitors are now of primary importance, and in many ways this relationship can be seen as 

reciprocal, especially given the trust visitors place in museum narratives and explanations 

of the past. This relationship has been strengthened through use of information and 

communication technologies, and in particular social media and networking tools; 

however, museums risk alienating their audiences if these tools are used primarily for 

advertisement as opposed to engagement or education. Museums, along with other sites 

of remembrance, face challenges not only in terms of securing funding to ensure their 
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long-term survival, but also due to the new demands of visitors, especially tourists, 

seeking so-called ‘authentic’ experiences while also being accommodated on their need 

for amusements and entertainment. 

This chapter has offered a comprehensive, if not exhaustive, look at the 

transformation, opportunities, and challenges faced by museums in the contemporary, 

Western world. It thereby provides historical and pedagogical context for this 

dissertation’s three case studies. The following chapter seeks to establish a theoretical 

framework through which museums can be best understood, investigated, and assessed. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

 

My research lies at the intersection of representation, memory, and labour. I am 

principally interested in how these practices mediate, and are mediated by, cultural 

institutions such as museums and sites of cultural heritage such as monuments and 

historical buildings. Concepts such as narrative and discourse are particularly useful for 

demonstrating how spaces of representation, including museum exhibitions and public 

monuments, both reflect and help construct a shared, lived social reality. By grounding 

my work in a historical perspective, I am able to link issues of museology and pedagogy 

to a broader historical setting, and thus explore issues of memory, class, heritage, and 

sustainability, including how these are shaped by changing political, economic, and 

cultural values. 

This dissertation, which seeks to understand social processes and social relations 

as they operate within the material world, is grounded within a hybrid materialist/critical 

realist epistemology. Materialism is premised, simply, on the idea that matter determines 

mind. All things are composed of matter, and as such, all phenomena result from material 

interactions. Historical materialism, first articulated by Marx (1977) and later brought to 

the forefront of labour studies by Braverman (1998), posits that human society and 

historical development can best be understood through awareness that the production and 

reproduction of the material requirements of life is a fundamental reality of human 

existence. A strong materialist ontology and epistemology is apparent within both 

political economy and labour studies, and particularly within the Canadian streams of 

these fields (see, for example, Clement & Shalla, 2007; Clement & Williams, 1989). This 



71 
 

approach typically emphasizes structures, such as corporations and the bureaucracies 

which oversee them, in its analyses. As my own analysis centres on a particular type of 

structure – the museum – this perspective allows me to situate these institutions within a 

framework of material reality. 

While studying the museum as an institution is important, it is also necessary to 

examine social processes and recognize the ubiquity of social change. Mosco’s (2009) 

discussion of critical realism provides an epistemological bridging mechanism between 

structure-oriented materialism and process-oriented realism. Mosco argues in favour of 

an inclusive and constitutive critical realism, which rejects the notion that the material 

world can be reduced to a single explanation and recognizes the limits of causal 

determination. As Mosco articulates, structures and institutions are in a continuous state 

of flux and it is therefore “more useful to develop entry points that characterize processes 

rather than simply to identify relevant institutions” (2009, p. 129). This epistemological 

perspective does not seek to critique the nature of absolute reality, as would social 

constructionism, but rather to reflexively examine and question the nature of currently 

existing social reality, or at least our understandings of it. Critical realism considers 

epistemologies as reflections of the society in which they are generated and sustained. 

This in turn has implications for how discourses of museums as places of knowledge 

production and visitor empowerment are produced and disseminated. 

This dissertation primarily engages with two broad fields of theoretical inquiry, 

namely, political economy and cultural studies, as an integrated use of these two 

theoretical orientations provides a conceptual linking apparatus for the varying 

disciplinary fields with which this dissertation is engaged. This approach will allow for 
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an understanding of how knowledge is created, controlled, and disseminated – a critical 

facet when considering questions related to representation, ownership, and voice (see 

Clement & Williams, 1989; Mosco, 2009). From the field of political economy, I draw on 

Clement and Williams’ ‘New Canadian’ political economic framework, the political 

economy of Golding and Murdock, and Mosco’s conception of the political economy of 

communication. From cultural studies, I am inspired by Williams’ conception of cultural 

analysis, Thompson’s perspective on working class consciousness, and Hall’s theories of 

representation, discourse, culture, and hegemony.  

The aim of this chapter is to develop the conceptual framework taken forward 

through the rest of the dissertation. Beginning with an overview of political economy, 

this chapter goes on to discuss three points of departure into the subfield of the political 

economy of communication, namely, commodification, structuration, and spatialization. 

Shifting focus, I move to a discussion of cultural studies, sketching a brief overview 

before more fully considering the work of Williams, Thompson, and Hall. This analysis 

is followed by a discussion of the challenges and opportunities present in drawing on 

both political economy and cultural studies – two conceptual perspectives that have 

frequently been at odds with one another. The chapter concludes with an examination of 

attempts to map the museum as a cultural form, paying specific attention to Foucauldian 

and contact approaches.  

 

Political Economy of Communication and Culture 

 

Political economy is, broadly speaking, interested in the economics of production, 

exchange, consumption, and disposal of the needs and wants of human beings, as well as 

the political ramifications of such activity. As articulated by Golding and Murdock 
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(1997), political economy is concerned with both symbolic and economic aspects of 

public communications, and the interplay between these two dimensions. It is not merely 

concerned with the ‘economy’ as a separate domain but instead examines the interplay 

between economic organization and politics, society, and culture. Political economy is 

also historically located, in that it is interested in how day-to-day and year-to-year events 

and experiences relate to the gradual “unfolding of the history of economic formations 

and systems of rule”, and is centrally concerned with the balance between private and 

public interests (Golding & Murdock, 1997, pp. 15-16). 

As initially adopted by Adam Smith and his classical followers, ‘political 

economy’ denoted the study and management of the public economy and public policy. 

By the time Smith published The Wealth of Nations in 1776, the private household was 

giving way to associations of merchant capitalists expanding trade and to business 

organizations established for the express purpose of carrying out market activity. These 

organizations were involved both in trade as well as in the production of industrial capital 

for trade. As many goods and services had previously been produced in the home, the 

word ‘political’ was used by Smith in his writings to emphasize that his primary concern 

was not household management. Smith’s analysis of the emerging system of markets 

involved the application of the scientific method of inquiry. His principal analytic tool 

was the labour theory of value, which argued that the value of goods or services produced 

for the market is determined by the labour used in its production. This conceptual tool 

was elaborated on by several followers of the classical tradition, namely Ricardo and 

Marx, with radically different results. While Marx combined an economic analysis of the 

means of production with a social analysis of class and power relations of the mode of 
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production, Ricardo emphasized abstract, deductive speculation at the expense of 

observation and analysis of the lived social world (Phillips, 1990). Consequently, 

neoclassical economics, which developed from the Ricardian tradition, has emphasized 

market relations, deductive reasoning, and mathematical formulae.  

Political economy, as developed in the Marxian tradition, can thus be seen to 

differ from neoclassical economics in several important ways. While the latter focuses on 

the rational individual agent and explains social phenomena in terms of this agent’s 

desire or ability to maximize utility or profit under constraints such as the scarcity of 

market goods, political economy emphasizes the importance of social relations, and in 

particular power relations, as an important determinant of economic outcomes. As 

articulated by Block (1990), neoclassical economics sees the economy as an “analytically 

separate realm of society that can be understood in terms of its own internal dynamics” 

(p. 21). Politics and culture are largely seen as “exogenous factors that can be safely 

bracketed as one develops a framework that focuses purely on economic factors” (Block, 

1990, p. 21). Individuals are assumed to operate in a rational manner that allows them to 

maximize utilities. On this foundation, neoclassical economics has developed a model of 

the self-regulating market. Transactions for products, labour, and capital in markets are 

integrated and standardized. Supply and demand achieve equilibrium through a price 

mechanism that ensures that resources are used, exploited, and employed in an efficient 

manner.  

The central tenets of neoclassical economics can be problematized through use of 

a political economic analysis. As opposed to viewing the economy as its own discrete 

sphere of inquiry, political economy contends that economic processes and outcomes are 
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constituted by social, cultural, and political factors. For example, we can look to 

individuals’ preferences in maximizing utility. While economic analyses tend to see these 

preferences as fixed, they are in fact malleable and subject to change; Block notes this is 

“one of the key purposes of advertising” (1990, p. 23). The concept of individual 

rationality can also be critiqued. While individuals may intend to act in a rational manner, 

they often lack the knowledge, skills, and time needed to act with perfect rationality. As 

Simon (1947) has argued, rationality is bounded by the information people have, their 

cognitive abilities and limitations, and the finite amount of time they have to make a 

decision. Political economy emphasizes that an individual’s pursuit of rationality (and 

what they deem to be rational action) is dependent upon the social and cultural context in 

which they are embedded. Political economy also calls into question the tendency of 

neoclassical economics to naturalize the economy. As opposed to seeing economic 

structures as innate or timeless, political economy instead emphasizes the histories, 

geographies, polities, and cultural contexts within which these structures come into being 

and are sustained. Finally, while discussions of power are largely absent from 

neoclassical economics (see Rothschild, 2002), political economy considers an 

examination and assessment of the nature and distribution of power to be an essential 

component of analysis, particularly in terms of how it provides opportunities for 

individuals and organizations to structure markets, prices, information, and regulations.  

Political economic analyses of power are intimately linked to its commitment to 

social praxis, or the belief that intellectual endeavors can be “a means of bringing about 

social change and social intervention as a means of advancing knowledge” (Mosco, 2009, 

p. 4). As noted by Good (1989), critical approaches to the study of communication 
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assume that “social relations of communication are inseparable from social relations of 

power” (p. 53). The role played by communication structures and processes is thus 

examined as a form of social control, “partly in an effort to create the possibility for 

process and social change” (Good, 1989, p. 53). Political economy seeks to uncover both 

overt and embedded connections between cultural forms and economic power. Grounded 

in a historical materialist framework, political economic analyses provide an explicit 

account of the economic, social, and political dynamics underlying production processes, 

as opposed to mere description of content or effects. The role of culture in reproducing 

social relations and identities is explored through the provision of a material context for 

these social and political relations (Garnham, 1979). Wasko, Murdock, and Sousa (2011) 

further note that political economy is concerned with challenging “unjust and inequitable 

systems of power” in the media, and note that the rise of the internet and other advanced 

information and communication technologies has “coincided with the rise of 

marketization, the consequent consolidation of corporate power, and the expansion of 

strategies for incorporating popular creativity into revenue generation” (p. 4). Political 

economic approaches to the study of technology emphasize prevailing distributions of 

power and inequality, as opposed to focusing on the potential impact of specific 

technologies. This approach is also characterized by an understanding of historical 

continuity and change in the fight for power. New media, for example, did not emerge 

from a social vacuum; instead, new media represent the most recent “field of struggle 

dominated by long-standing battles and combatants. The sites and terms of engagement 

may shift, but the stakes remain the same” (Wasko, Murdock, & Sousa, 2011, p. 5).  
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Political economy is also concerned with human agency – that is, the “choices and 

decisions made by political, economic, and social actors and their effects” (Clement & 

Williams, 1989, p. 11). While the concept of agency is used to demonstrate that social 

outcomes are not predestined, Clement and Williams caution that individual actors are 

largely bound by both historical, cultural, and ideological factors on the one hand, and 

also by forms of social organization and technological developments on the other. These 

boundaries effectively structure decision-making processes by social actors. As noted by 

Clement and Vosko (2003), the effects of social forces can often be seen as paradoxical, 

or incongruous; however, these elements have the potential to result in progressive social 

change. An understanding of the relationship between agency and structure is critical, as 

it allows for an understanding of how individuals are able to act as agents of change, yet 

also contribute to – and continue to perpetuate – oppressive practices and discourses 

within the social realm. The use of political economy raises significant issues and opens 

avenues of inquiry in an analysis of representation and labour, particularly within 

museums. For example, as opposed to considering representation merely from a 

descriptive standpoint, political economy addresses broader questions regarding who 

controls knowledge and how this knowledge is disseminated. This approach also allows 

for an exploration of the private and public interests at stake in representation, including 

those of communities, workers’ organizations, and the state. 

Theories of political economy, especially those concerned with communication, 

emphasize the mutual constitution of labour and language, and explore forces that shape 

human interaction. These forces include commodification, a continuous reconstitution of 

the social division of labour, structuration, which is concerned with the mutual 
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constitution and interrelationship between human agency and social structure (see Huws, 

2003), and finally spatialization, the process of overcoming the limitations of space and 

time in social life. While I explore each of these processes within my dissertation, I am 

primarily concerned with commodification and its effect on the museum as a type of 

communications medium.   

As explained by Mosco, commodification refers to the “process of transforming 

use values into exchange values” (2009, p. 129). It is the process through which things 

that do not have economic value are assigned economic value and sold in the 

marketplace.
16

 A commodity is not a neutral object with a life of its own; rather, it is the 

output of social relationships – of human needs, desires, and practices. The commodity is 

a social product by nature. It has “use value” because it satisfies human wants, and 

“exchange value” when one desires to exchange it for something else. As Murdock 

(2011) notes, the branding and marketization of a commodity often conceals the labour 

and social relations that go into its production. Branded goods appear as “the exclusive 

products of invention and entrepreneurship” with attention focused “solely on the object 

itself and the projected pleasures and gains of possession”, and thus labour processes, 

worker exploitation, and ecological degradation remain obscured from view (Murdock, 

2011, p. 19). Murdock goes on to describe the unique relationship of cultural and 

communications goods to commodity culture. Observing that many cultural products and 

services are, in fact, “commodities in their own right”, he argues that “enormous potential 

control over public culture and debate” has been ceded to “private ownership and the 
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 Strictly speaking, the exchange value of a commodity is not identical to its price, but rather expresses the 

worth of one commodity in terms of another commodity. 
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dynamics of profit maximization” and that social inequality is exacerbated when access 

to communication or culture is tied to one’s ability to pay for it (Murdock, 2011, p. 20).  

Schiller (1973, 1984) has also commented on the unique nature of the 

communication commodity, arguing that it is an especially powerful commodity because 

it facilitates the shaping of consciousness. Control of consciousness is embodied in (1) 

the fragmentation of information dissemination, which obscures the social totality, and 

(2) the immediacy of information, which intensifies then diminishes the significance of 

all subject matter. New communications technology amplifies these processes, permitting 

“the transmission of torrents of irrelevant information”, impairing one’s ability to foster 

awareness and sound judgment and “further undermining the individual’s almost 

hopeless search for meaning” (Schiller, 1973, p. 27). Schiller explicitly identifies 

consciousness control as manipulation, and contends that individualism, personal choice, 

and media pluralism are little more than myths. People are manipulated into believing 

that mass media are neutral, that their organization is natural and inevitable, regardless of 

the fact that the media consists largely of corporate enterprises intent on maximizing 

profit. The illusion of choice is sustained when the abundance of media is taken to mean 

that there is diversity in content, which is increasingly untrue given growing media 

concentration. Consequently, choosing becomes an act that is in large part meaningless. 

The ultimate goal of this mind management is individual passivity and preservation of the 

status quo, including the maintenance of social and power relations that benefit the 

corporate and political elite.  

Processes of commodification and communication can thus be seen to mutually 

constitute and influence one another. In the economy as a whole, communication 
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processes, technologies, and media contribute to a broad-spectrum process of 

commodification. Additionally, general processes of commodification within a society 

penetrate communication processes, and as such influence communication as a social 

practice. Within this framework, the commodification that transforms use values into 

exchange values – for example, the turning of stories into museum exhibitions – is an 

integral part of explaining the ever-changing nature of social structures and their 

intersections with social processes. 

While the concept of commodification has typically been used to explore items 

within the marketplace, I believe this analysis can be extended to institutional areas that 

have, at least on some level, maintained principles of use value, including museums. 

Adorno’s (2002) critique of the “culture industry” will be particularly useful in this 

regard. Arguing that Marx’s critique of commodity fetishism needs to be further 

developed to be applicable to late capitalism, Adorno develops a cultural and 

philosophical theory that explores the nature and function of ideology, the relationship of 

states and economies, class consciousness, and finally, the dialectic between forces of 

production and relations of production. Adorno contends that the capitalist relations of 

production that have come to dominate Western society have led to a tremendous 

concentration of wealth and power. This is especially concerning because this 

concentration is not necessarily visible to the general populace. The organization of 

society centres on the production of exchange values for the sake of producing exchange 

values and the tacit appropriation of surplus value, and thus Adorno deems this type of 

society Tauschgesellschaft (an “exchange society”). Through an exploration of the 

political-economic, socio-psychological, and cultural elements of the exchange society, 
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Adorno seeks to reveal the pervasiveness of late capitalist exploitation. In “The Culture 

Industry,” a chapter in Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno argues that the commodities 

produced by the culture industry have come to dominate culture. The commodity 

character of cultural products is deliberately acknowledged, and this increased emphasis 

on marketability has resulted in commodities that, while seemingly diverse and 

individualistic, are in fact highly standardized. Exchange value thus replaces use value in 

these products: “[e]verything has value only in so far as it can be exchanged, not in so far 

as it is something in itself. For consumers the use value of art, its essence, is a fetish, and 

the fetish—the social valuation [gesellschaftliche Schätzung] which they mistake for the 

merit [Rang] of works of art – becomes its only use value, the only quality they enjoy” 

(Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002, p. 128). Using 1940s popular music as an example, 

Adorno demonstrates how popular music is standardized and requires little cognitive 

effort on the part of audiences. As explained by Morgan (2014), changes in musical 

consciousness thus have little to do with preferences or choice, but are instead 

manufactured. As such: 

For Adorno, the idea that the audience freely chooses mass-produced music is not 

only erroneous but dangerous. Such an idea potentially eliminates the 

transformative function of culture itself… When the function of music itself has 

changed from transformation to entertainment, this change homogenises how an 

audience may perceive culture of any kind. In this total cultural apparatus then, 

the regression of the listener is such that they only consume culture for 

entertainment. According to Adorno, this invokes a passivity in the very audience 

for which passivity is not in their interests. The industry claims the audience’s 

approval of the standardised cultural form, and undermines any preference for the 

potentially radical cultural forms as a pretence. This view is hardly surprising 

when indeed the commercialised musical form exists just for social approval. 

(Morgan, 2014, pp. 52-53) 

 

Standardized music produces standardized reactions that affirm life as it is, including 

social, economic, and political processes. Cultural products that are oriented to the 
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market help to structure the human psyche in socially conformist ways that reify 

capitalist exploitation.  

The concept of a ‘culture industry’ is premised on the notion that popular or 

working class culture has become something that, rather than developing spontaneously 

at a grassroots or community level, is instead consciously and purposefully manufactured 

for non-elite segments of society. Having been purged of spontaneity, originality, and 

intrinsic worth, Adorno argues that culture has lost all purpose outside of achieving 

maximum profitability. The outputs of the culture industry thus do not allow people to 

express themselves authentically or to truly communicate their cultural needs. While 

working class culture may have been previously characterized by defiance or protest 

against the abuses of capitalism, the culture industry rejects rebellious actions in favour 

of capitalist-approved forms of democratic expression such as voting.
17

 

An understanding of the culture industry critique and the commodification of 

culture allows for a consideration of the political economy of culture, including an 

assessment of the ways in which corporate ownership and control of the culture industries 

help organize contemporary culture. In this dissertation, I will explore how cultural 

products help constitute social forms through addressing the production, distribution, and 

consumption of particular cultural commodities, namely museum exhibitions and 

associated cultural products. As corporate sponsorship of museums is increasing, it is 

worth examining what sorts of asymmetries in the distribution of communicatory power 

exist. I seek to question how economic power affects cultural production in museums. 

Are oppressive practices and manipulation by an elite evident in the cultural products 
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 As Babe (2009, p. 26) notes, these candidates are “pre-selected and heavily marketed”.  
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produced by museums? In what ways do museums attempt to influence consciousness, 

and what is the potential effect of this on working class consciousness, solidarity, and 

resistance? The aim of this dissertation is to consider the transformations effected by the 

promotion of exchange value at the expense of use value. 

This dissertation also explores the tensions between commodification in museums 

and the need for skilled museum workers. As such, I will be examining the process of the 

commodification of labour. As articulated by Braverman (1998), labour is comprised of 

two components: conception, or the design of work, and its execution. He posits that the 

pursuit of capitalist interests has led to the deskilling of the worker and the 

standardization of labour processes, which have been reconstituted under managerial 

control. Scientific management, in which the conception of work is separated from its 

execution, and certain technological developments, particularly those that reduce the role 

of the worker to a machine appendage, result in a situation whereby ‘dead labour’ – 

meaning the labour of workers past contained in machinery – displaces living workers 

and negates their labour power. 

According to Braverman, changes in the labour process are in large part due to 

structural forces within the capitalist system. The need of the capitalist for increasingly 

higher profits exerts a downward pressure on both wage levels and skills. Technological 

change and the increasingly scientific character of knowledge also contribute to the 

displacement of craftsmanship and the deskilling of labour. Braverman argues that within 

the capitalist system, “new methods and new machinery are incorporated within a 

management effort to dissolve the labor process as a process conducted by the worker 

and reconstitute it as a process conducted by management” (1998, p. 118). Provided they 
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are able to accomplish the manual work in question, workers become, by and large, 

interchangeable, and in this way the power of management is increased at the expense of 

worker autonomy and craftsmanship. When a total divorce of mental and manual labour 

exists – the separation of conception from execution – the labour process becomes 

divided between separate sites and separate bodies. The physical processes of production 

are carried out in one location, and the design, planning, calculation, and record-keeping 

are conducted someplace else. Workers function like a hand that is watched, corrected, 

and controlled by a distant brain. While management may be physically removed from 

the point of production, workers are still subject to intense levels of monitoring and 

control, often through computerized surveillance mechanisms that ensure they are 

performing their duties in precise and disciplined ways. The organization of the labour 

process itself can thus be seen to reflect the antagonistic relations inherent in capitalist 

societies. 

It is important to note, however, that Braverman’s analysis of the 

commodification of labour can only be considered partial. Though he meticulously 

describes the hostility workers feel towards these new modes of production, he fails to 

document the actions that workers have undertaken to protest these changes to the labour 

process. His analysis is such that workers are continually exposed to a process of 

alienation and exploitation without recourse. His failure to recognize human agency 

implies that social and economic outcomes are fixed; however, social and economic 

outcomes are not predestined. He also neglects to consider how conflict and consent are 

organized at the site of production. Arguing against the notion that that conflict between 

management and workers is structural, Burawoy (1979) contends that management is 



85 
 

able to control workers by giving them the illusion of choice in a highly restrictive 

environment. Worker consent to this control – and hence the minimization of class 

consciousness and conflict while profits are maximized – is created through continuous 

participation in this cooptation. Management is able to manufacture consent through the 

use of mechanisms such as the internal labour market, in which increased job mobility 

within the company allows management to reduce conflict and maintain the illusion that 

workers have choice, through piece-rate pay systems, in which labour is reconceptualized 

as a game, and finally, through collective bargaining. Modern capitalism, Burawoy 

argues, has succeeded in co-opting workers in the adoption of capitalism as the preferred 

ideology, despite the essential differences between labour and capital.
18

 

More recently, Head (2013) has argued that workers are faced with unprecedented 

levels of management and control in the contemporary information rich workplace. 

Scientific management practices combined with measuring and monitoring technologies 

are now applied across a wide variety of both blue-collar and white-collar occupations. 

Computer business systems, initially developed for military use, are now applied to all 

major sectors of the manufacturing and service economy. These systems are comprised of 

digital networks that interlink all workstations in an organization, virtual warehouses 

containing massive amounts of data are used to measure and monitor worker 

performance, and finally “expert systems that mimic human intelligence in performing 

the cognitive tasks that are integral to the business processes to be managed by that 

system” (Head, 2013, p. 7). With the exception of a small minority of elite managers and 
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 Additionally, a number of critics (see for example, Wood, 1987) have argued that rather than merely 

experiencing deskilling, workers are in fact in the midst of a reskilling process – just because the skills 

workers learn are different does not mean they are absent. Nevertheless, changes to the labour process have 

had an undeniable effect on museum operations. 
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engineers in charge of activating and supervising these systems, most workers and middle 

management are left with little autonomy or creative leeway. Labour and skill are 

degraded, resulting in stagnant wages and unfulfilling, mindless work. For Head (2013), 

use of applied science in this manner acts as a tool of oppression by privileging short-

term productivity and profit ahead of worker empowerment and advancement. In 

museums, managerial oversight and control is increasingly intensified through use of 

electronic – and even biometric – monitoring and surveillance technologies. In early 

2015, for example, San Francisco city employees working at the de Young and Legion of 

Honor museums rallied at City Hall to protest the implementation of a biometric 

authorization system, which required lower level workers (though not museum 

administration) to give their thumbprints to a third-party contractor as a condition of 

employment. Employees argued that this system was a major violation of the San 

Francisco Administration Code and infringed on employees’ rights to personal security. 

Protestors pointed to the hypocrisy of Charlie Castillo, Director of Human Resources and 

Administration at the Fine Arts Museums of San Francisco, noting that though he was 

one of the biggest proponents of the program, he had no obligation or intention of using 

biometrics himself. Given that there was “no known evidence that workers were stealing 

time”, the excessive surveillance measures put into place by museum management serve 

little purpose other than to increase managerial control at the expense of employees’ 

autonomy (Albarazai, 2015, para 18). 

This dissertation examines the division of labour in museums and investigates 

what sorts of separation exist between the conception and execution of particular tasks 

and responsibilities, and what types of hierarchies are subsequently formed. It considers 
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the autonomy workers have when making decisions about the labour process, and 

explores management`s involvement in constituting not only these processes but also in 

building consent for the capitalist system more generally. The impact of technological 

developments on museum labour will also be assessed. Finally, I will delve into the 

seeming contradiction that exists between the desire for cheap, easily-controlled, 

unskilled labour on the one hand, and the growing professionalization of museum 

personnel on the other. How does this tension play out in museums, particularly in terms 

of worker advancement and labour organization? In what ways do workers consent to 

managerial control, and in what ways do they resist it?  

The concept of commodification can also be deployed to examine audiences. The 

notion of the audience-as-commodity, also known as the ‘blind spot’ debate in Marxist 

theories of communication, was first articulated by Dallas Smythe in a 1977 article 

published in the Canadian Journal of Social and Political Theory .
19

 According to 

Smythe (1977, 1981), audience power is produced, sold, distributed, and consumed. It 

has a price and can therefore be considered a commodity – in fact, Smythe proposes that 

the audience is the primary commodity produced by media (as opposed to, for example, 

radio or television programming). Audience members are not simply being entertained or 

passing time when they consume media; they are instead spending time and using their 

labour power in disciplined ways where advertising-supported media is the primary focus 

of attention. Audiences also “market commodities, candidates and issues to themselves” 

through buying technological devices that provide access to media as well as through 

demand for consumer goods (Smythe, 1981, pp. 25-26). The communications industry can 

                                                 
19

 Smythe’s article kicked off an animated debate: see Murdock (1978), Smythe (1978), Livant (1979), and 

Jhally (1982). 
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thus be seen to facilitate hegemonic support for monopoly capitalism in its reaffirmation 

of the status quo as natural, inevitable, perpetual, and beneficial for everyone, rather than 

as something that is socially constructed and primarily benefits an elite minority 

(McGuigan, 2014). The labour of the audience becomes little more than consumerism, 

and meaningful content is minimal at best – content produced by the media is merely a 

‘free lunch’, or means of getting the audience to pay attention to advertisements. While 

new communication technologies seemingly empower audiences to skip advertising and 

view only content, they are also being used by advertisers to develop new ways to 

colonize our attention. Whether one is faced with targeted Facebook ads or motion-

sensing audiovisual commercials in public restrooms, products and messages are 

encroaching on private and public spaces to such a degree that they are impossible to 

avoid.  

 While this dissertation focuses more on the labour of museum workers than that 

of museum visitors, examining the audience as a commodity allows for insight into the 

political economy of the museum. Museums do not host advertisements in the same way 

as a television or radio program. This being said, it is not uncommon for museum 

exhibitions to prominently feature logos of corporate sponsors (the ubiquitous presence 

of BP’s logo on posters for the British Museum’s 2014 blockbuster exhibition Vikings: 

Life and Legend is a notable example). These sponsors may also be highlighted on a 

museum’s website or in its educational materials. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, for 

instance, includes corporate sponsors’ information on not only the title wall at the 

exhibition entrance and in all print and web advertisements, but also on all educational 

materials and audio guides complementing the exhibition, as well as on the museum’s 
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website, with a direct link to the sponsor’s website. While corporate sponsorship of 

museum exhibitions is not a new phenomenon, increasing marketization has led museums 

to play a growing role in the commodification of their own visitors. Tate Gallery, for 

example, frames its visitors as ‘new audiences’ that can help corporate sponsors reach 

their marketing objectives through supporting specific exhibitions or projects. Tate also 

provides corporate sponsors with information on the types of visitors a particular 

exhibition will bring to the museum, informing potential sponsors that “[w]ith you we 

can build a campaign that reaches your target market most effectively” (Tate, 2015). As 

articulated by Rebecca Williams, Director of Audiences and Development, “[i]t’s 

important to understand the project you are talking about so that you understand the reach 

– you think it will reach this particular audience and those visitors. You can then give the 

sponsor a clear understanding of the kinds of people they will be reaching if they partner 

with you in this way” (as quoted in Nightingale, 2008, p. 56). As opposed to appealing to 

a corporation’s social responsibility mandate, museums today are more likely to 

emphasize their utility as a vehicle for a corporation’s entry into new market area. 

Although a museum’s stated goal may be education or entertainment, the complex 

relationship between museums and their funders (in particular their corporate funders) 

means that exhibitions necessarily extend beyond these functions and become something 

that is marketed and sold to consumers. These consumers – meaning museum audiences – 

have a subsequent market value because they themselves are the commodity corporations 

are seeking to reach through their sponsorship of exhibitions and other museum projects.  

My analysis of museum and audience labour will also involve a consideration of 

the concept of structuration, which refers to the “process by which structures are 
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constituted out of human agency, even as they provide the very ‘medium’ of that 

constitution” (Mosco, 2009, p. 185). As developed by Giddens (1984), structuration 

theory argues that dualisms traditionally found within sociology (including 

action/structure and individual/society) should be reconceptualized as dualities. While 

dualism fosters division, duality preserves unity, and Giddens’ work can thus be viewed 

not only as a reconstruction of social theory but also as an attempt to overcome 

oscillating concern between individual agents and structural patterns. Given that we 

cannot accord absolute priority to either structures or actions, Giddens argues that we 

must look to social practices: “The basic domain of study of the social sciences, 

according to the theory of structuration, is neither the experience of the individual actor, 

nor the existence of any form of social totality, but social practices ordered across space 

and time” (1984, p. 2). Social practices constitute actors and embody structures, and thus 

actors and structures are best viewed as aspects of social practices. The benefit of this 

approach is that different methods to the study of social phenomena can be viewed as sets 

of congruent concepts, as opposed to being mutually exclusive. 

 A political economic approach to structuration theory places greater emphasis on 

power than is found in Giddens’ work. While political economy has traditionally focused 

on macro-analyses of power, particularly in its study of commodities and institutions, use 

of structuration theory allows for a consideration of how power operates at the 

“constitutive, interactive, or micro-level” (Mosco, 2009, p. 187). Structuration theory also 

provides a conceptual framework through which class, gender, and race can be 

considered in relation to communication practices and social life more generally. In this 

dissertation, structuration will be used to assess the overarching structures found in 
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museum settings that work to either enable or constrain both particular representations of 

working class heritage and the labour of museum staff and audiences. It will also be used 

as a means of examining the organization and hierarchical structure of labour in museums 

and will allow me to question whether attempts have been made to challenge traditional 

museum structures in light of new museological practices. Finally, structuration provides 

an opening for considering social specificities such as class, gender, and race as social 

formations that draw on (yet are also constrained by) social practices via the duality of 

structure. These social specificities can thus be viewed as sets of “changing social 

relationships resulting from the actions of social agents making use of, and limited by, the 

very structure of those relationships” (Mosco, 1996, p. 229). My aim is to interweave a 

consideration of issues pertaining to class, gender, and race within my overarching 

ontological and epistemological conceptions, and structuration theory is especially useful 

in this regard. For the purposes of this project, it is unnecessary to present an institutional 

political economic analysis of museums followed by an analysis of issues pertaining to 

gender or race – my aim is to utilize these epistemological and theoretical 

conceptualizations in as holistic a manner as possible.  

The final force under consideration is that of spatialization, which is defined as 

the process of prevailing over the constraints of space and time that exist in social life. 

Political economists have primarily used this concept to frame analyses of the 

“institutional extension of corporate power in the communication industry” in order to 

explore how particular corporations using particular organizational strategies come to 

dominate markets (Mosco, 2009, p. 158). Specifically, spatialization is used to 

understand structural changes in communication industries in terms of both horizontal 
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and vertical integration.
20

 While the concentration of power in media firms has largely 

been studied in terms of ownership, analysis of corporate boards of directors allows for a 

mapping of relationships among “members of the body holding primary responsibility for 

corporate performance” (Mosco, 2009, p. 163). Members of a corporation’s board of 

directors, depending on jurisdiction, have fiduciary responsibilities (such as protecting 

the organization’s assets and determining major budget allocations), as well as a strategic 

function in determining the vision, mission, and goals of the organization. Given growing 

corporate involvement in museums, it is worth exploring the composition of a museum’s 

board of directors, especially in the case of museums devoted to working class history. 

While museums espouse a rhetoric of inclusivity and plurality of voices, whether or not 

this is realized in museum governance may have ramifications for the strategic direction 

of the museum, including the narratives found in its exhibitions, which groups it chooses 

to partner with, and the types of merchandising arrangements and advertising within 

which the museum will engage.   

 

Cultural Studies 

My political economic analysis will be strengthened through use of a cultural 

studies perspective, which will allow for examination of my research topic in terms of 

cultural practices and their relation to power. Cultural studies is characterized by an 

“interdisciplinary concern with the functioning of cultural practices and institutions in the 

contexts of relations of power of different kinds” (Bennett, 1998, p. 27). It seeks to 

understand how populations are instilled with particular beliefs, values, and routines 

                                                 
20

 Horizontal integration refers to the process whereby “firms acquire additional units at the same level of 

production”, while vertical integration indicates that firms are acquiring units at different levels (Murdock 

& Golding, 1974, p. 213). 
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through these practices and institutions. As a formal area of academic inquiry, cultural 

studies began in Britain in the 1960s with the foundation of the Birmingham Centre for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS). Initially led by Richard Hoggart, and later by 

Stuart Hall, the CCCS developed a number of critical approaches to the analysis, 

interpretation, and critique of cultural artifacts. At first, British cultural studies was 

characterized by a Marxian approach to the study of culture (Grossberg, 1997). 

Especially influenced by thinkers such as Louis Althusser and Antonio Gramsci (see 

Hall, 1980), the Birmingham group was concerned with the interplay of representations 

and ideologies within cultural texts, including those of class, gender, race, ethnicity, and 

nationality. From this perspective, culture is seen as a mode of ideological reproduction 

and hegemony, with mass culture playing an important role in the integration of the 

working class into existing capitalist societies. Cultural forms, including a new consumer 

and media culture, help to structure the forms of thought and action that persuade and 

encourage individuals to become accustomed to the social conditions found in capitalism. 

While a great heterogeneity and diversity exists within the field of cultural studies (see 

During, 1993), this dissertation primarily draws on the culturalist paradigm articulated by 

scholars such as Williams (1958, 1961) and Thompson (1963), and on Hall’s (1980, 

1982) theories of representation and discourse.  

Derived from an amalgam of sociology, history, and literary criticism, the focus 

of culturalism is lived culture, with a particular emphasis on working class culture. 

Culturalism is premised on the idea that culture is interwoven in all social practices. 

Culture is understood to be something expressive of its social, political, and economic 

context, and its definition encompasses both meaning and values as well as lived 
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traditions and practices. As noted by Storey (2009), what unites scholars working in the 

culturalist paradigm “is an approach which insists that by analyzing the culture of a 

society – the textual forms and documented practices of a culture – it is possible to 

reconstitute the patterned behavior and constellations of ideas shared by the men and 

women who produce and consume the texts and practices of that society” (p. 37). 

Culturalism is a perspective that emphasizes human agency and that people actively 

produce culture, rather than merely passively consume it.  

As articulated by Williams, culturalism is a type of historically-oriented cultural 

materialism. It is concerned with the investigation of what is deemed to be ‘culture’, the 

material conditions in which these designations are generated, and how meanings and 

values have transformed over time. In Culture and Society (1958), for example, Williams 

explores how the meaning of culture has changed over a period of 140 years through an 

analysis of a progression of British authors ranging from Burke (1754) to Caudwell 

(1932). He posits that as the major interrelated elements of culture change, so too will the 

meaning of culture itself. Our understanding of culture, therefore, is in direct response to 

our lived experiences with art, industry, class, and democracy. 

Culture and Society, along with its companion text The Long Revolution (1961), 

marked Williams’ attempt to develop a new general theory of culture. Through an 

exploration of the nature and content of what he termed “an expanding culture”, 

including an assessment of the social and economic problems of expansion, Williams 

sought to articulate a theory of relations involving elements that constitute a whole way 

of life (1961, p. 153). Of critical importance to understanding social change is language. 

Changes to meanings and understandings of words, as well as the development of new 
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words, can be viewed as responses to changes in lived social reality. For Williams, shifts 

in language represented a chronicle of reactions to transformations in social, political, and 

economic life. The totality of these reactions can be viewed as a conceptual framework 

which helps to map and explore the nature of these changes. Among the words Williams 

singles out as originating during the pivotal era from 1750 to 1850 are: “ideology, 

intellectual, rationalism, scientist, humanitarian, utilitarian, romanticism, atomistic; 

bureaucracy, capitalism, collectivism, commercialism, communism, doctrinaire, 

equalitarian, liberalism, masses, medieval and medievalism, operative (noun), 

primitivism, proletariat (a new word for ‘mob’), socialism, unemployment; cranks, 

highbrow, isms, and pretentious” (1958, p. xvii). Williams also notes that a number of 

words have new modern meanings, including “business (= trade), common (= vulgar)… 

solidarity, strike and suburban (as a description of attitudes)” (1958, p. xvii). Language 

and living conditions interact and mutually constitute meaning, and thus words and 

concepts must always be adjusted to current situations.  

For Williams’ project, the word ‘culture’ is of key significance. While the term 

initially referred to the tending of natural growth (meaning agriculture), throughout the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it developed other meanings, including an overall 

state or habit of mind associated with the idea of human perfection, the general state of 

intellectual and moral activities in a society as a whole, and finally, as a whole way of life 

encompassing material, spiritual, artistic, and intellectual elements. Williams thus 

identifies three overarching ways of defining and analyzing culture. The first is culture as 

ideal, meaning culture as the realization of human perfection. This definition is based on 

the assumption that values are universal and that particular events, lives, and texts speak 
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to a collective human condition. The second definition looks to the surviving texts and 

practices of a culture. The documentary record becomes the means through which the 

significance or value of particular cultural artifacts is assessed and measured. Finally, 

Williams argues that there is a social definition of culture in which culture describes a 

particular way of life and everyday practices, including, for example, traditions and 

language. It is through this latter definition of culture that we are able to begin the 

process of understanding “the actual experience through which a culture was lived” 

(Williams, 1963, p. 36). Williams terms this the “structure of feeling”, meaning the 

common set of perceptions shared by a particular class or society that tends to be most 

clearly expressed in particular literary and artistic forms and conventions (1963, p. 36). 

As a conceptual tool, the structure of feeling is a means of investigating history “not just 

as product but as process” (Eldridge & Eldridge, 1994, p. 112). Developments in literary 

or artistic forms are examined in light of patterns of social change, including those related 

to public and private processes, social structures, and historical formations. 

Through his articulation of culture as a whole way of life and his conception of a 

common culture, Williams also defines three levels of culture: lived culture, meaning 

culture as it is experienced by people living in a particular time and place; the 

documentary record, signifying recorded culture; and lastly the selective tradition, those 

elements connecting lived and period cultures. Williams notes that much of what was 

once part of living culture is discarded over time, and that the selectivity of cultural 

traditions tends to favour the interests of the dominant class. This means that qualitative 

changes in culture are most likely to occur when there has been a shift is class power. 

Thus, the aim of the cultural theorist is to explore how given forms of selectivity operate, 
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to assess which narratives and cultural objects are privileged over time, and to 

acknowledge that selectivity works in tandem with interpretations of the past. Given that 

museums are the very embodiment of the selective tradition, it is worth exploring which 

narratives and artifacts are privileged, and which are neglected. Can a museum exhibition 

capture the structure of feeling of a particular working class culture that existed in a 

particular time and space, or will it merely reflect current dominant class 

conceptualizations about the past?  

Williams’ understanding of culture as a “whole way of life” was a response to and 

refutation of elitist interpretations that so-called “high culture” was the only culture with 

value. Though the working class had contributed little to the oeuvre of elite literary, 

artistic, and intellectual works, it had fostered the development of collectivist institutions 

including trade unions, cooperatives, and even political parties. This collectivist approach 

encompassed a wide range of skilled and creative leisure and work-related activities, 

including carpentry, metalwork, and gardening, designed both to provide enjoyment as 

well as to better community life. While the highly literate may see these activities as 

having little cultural value, Williams argues that this is a “mark of the observers’ limits”, 

rather than an adequate assessment of the activities themselves (1958, p. 309). He 

cautions against using great literary works to evaluate quality of life, insisting that “[t]he 

error resembles that of the narrow reformer who supposes that farm labourers and village 

craftsmen were once uneducated, merely because they could not read” (Williams, 1958, 

p. 309). 

Throughout his body of work, Williams is preoccupied with the connections 

between communications and society, and whether a truly democratic system of 
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communications is possible. He is highly critical of what he terms “synthetic culture”, 

and differentiates between authentic working class culture and synthetic or “anti-” culture 

disseminated by mass media (Williams, 1976, p. 115). He notes that this culture is neither 

produced exclusively for the working class, nor are working class people producing much 

of this material themselves. This commodification of culture though mass production and 

mass consumption, he argues, has instead led to the erosion of authentic working class 

culture (Williams, 1958). When systems of communication emphasize profit at the 

expense of everything else, he argues, “there will be a constant pressure to concentrate on 

things already known and safe, with never enough effort given to the much longer and 

more difficult job of trying new things and offering new ideas and experiences” 

(Williams, 1976, p. 108). As such, we must investigate how systems of communications 

operate – including the power relations that are in play – in order to more fully 

understand not only the type of society we live in, but also what potentialities exist for 

the future of this society and for democracy more generally.  

 In Communications (1976), Williams distinguishes between three types of 

control systems that influence the ways in which media institutions operate. The first of 

kind of system is authoritarian, in which the political elite control the media. This can 

involve censorship as well as the suppression of alternative or oppositional views. The 

media thus serve as an instrument through which the attitudes, values, and ideas of a 

dominant group are transmitted, and thus can be understood “as part of a more general 

system of control through which the minority governs society” (Eldridge & Eldridge, 

1994, p. 102). Examples include the state media apparatuses developed in communist 

China and what was once the Soviet Union, but also the substantial taxes on newspapers 
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(and incarceration of writers critical of the state) in early modern England. The second 

type of system, paternalism, is also concerned with transmitting the dominant group’s 

values; however, its overt goals are education, raising cultural standards, and protecting 

the public interest, rather than simply direct control of the population. This type of system 

is staffed by an elite cultural minority that seeks to guide and influence its audience into 

accepting the norms and values of a dominant class culture as their own. The prime 

example is the BBC in Britain, but Williams suggests that this would also apply in other 

countries that have implemented this model of broadcasting. The third type of system, 

commercialism, is notionally grounded in market freedom and freedom of 

communication. According to this view, the purpose of communications systems is 

neither to enable state control nor to edify the masses in proper modes of thought or 

conduct. Individuals are instead positioned as either consumers or producers operating 

within a free market that enlarges choice and “gives consumers the type of media they 

actually want” (O’Connor, 2006, p. 20). The reality of such a system in a capitalist 

society, however, is less clear-cut, as media systems are typically controlled by a very 

small number of corporations, and thus oppositional views (and even differing 

perspectives) are often marginalized.  

Observing that the primary qualification for ownership of media systems is the 

possession or ability to raise sufficient capital, Williams notes that the individuals and 

groups that control media systems are typically “quite unrepresentative of the society as a 

whole; they will be, in fact, a minority within it” (1989, p. 133). Consequently, control is 

realized “as a matter of practice in the operation of the commercial system. Anything can 

be said, provided that you can afford to say it and that you can say it profitably” 
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(Williams, 1989, p. 133). Despite the rhetoric of populism – namely, that people should 

be able to consume the media products they want without interference from authoritarian 

or paternalistic bodies – Williams argues that the commercial system is one of 

speculation and the exploitation of communications systems for quick profits, with little 

concern for democracy or the health of society.   

Williams contrasts these three systems of control with a fourth alternative: the 

democratic system of communications. A truly democratic media would not be reliant on 

advertising or commercial support, which could allow for a greater expanse of diverse 

views to be represented. It must abandon the notion of an elite minority instructing or 

dictating to the majority. Additionally, media workers must be able to make decisions 

about the operation of the medium. Williams points to the university system, which 

accepts public money yet still retains a significant degree of independence, as an example 

of how social institutions such as the media might exist in the public sphere in a 

democratic and autonomous way.  

Use of Williams’ framework for understanding the factors that influence how 

media systems operate provides a novel prospective on the museum as a type of 

communications medium. First, we can consider social context – including free market, 

social democratic, paternalistic, or authoritarian systems – both in terms of the society 

within which a museum exists and in terms of the individual museum subculture. Next, 

we can look to means of governance. What sorts of regulatory mechanisms are at play, 

and how do these constrain or enable museum practice? If a commercial mechanism 

prevails, exhibition development and even access to the museum might be dependent on 

market power. Conversely, if the museum is governed by a democratic mechanism, it is 
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likely that we would find some sort of intervention that ensured collaboration between 

the museum and the communities with which it is engaged, including equality in access 

to, and use of, museum exhibits, educational programs, and facilities more generally. 

Ultimately, both of these factors can assist us in determining the underlying philosophies 

guiding museum practice. Is there a sympathetic recognition of alternative perspectives? 

Is either political or market-driven exclusion noticeable? Is a rhetoric of democracy or 

inclusivity present, and if so, how is this actualized? Importantly, this allows us to 

identify stakeholders in terms of who is able to act as a communicator – are only 

approved voices allowed to be heard, or perhaps only those with particular cultural or 

financial resources? While the rhetoric of inclusivity is prevalent in museums, whether or 

not all social groups are able to participate (or would even be willing to) remains an open 

question. Finally, we can consider how the museum as a communications medium is 

enmeshed with other types of media, including print media and broadcasting. 

While Williams provides a rich conceptual framework for considering issues of 

culture, media, and democracy, to better interrogate a culturalist understanding of power 

relations in capitalist societies we must turn to Thompson’s analysis of class formation 

and class conflict. In his seminal text, The Making of the English Working Class (1963), 

Thompson posits that rather than being structural, class must be seen as a relational 

phenomenon. The class experience, he argues, “is largely determined by the productive 

relations into which men are born – or enter involuntarily. Class-consciousness is the way 

in which these experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-

systems, ideas, and institutional forms” (Thompson, 1963, p. 11). Thompson’s crucial 

contention is that the emergence of the working class can only be understood alongside 
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the multifaceted and, at times, paradoxical experience of workers in the tumultuous years 

from 1790 to 1832. For Thompson, class can only be known historically, as at any given 

point in time “there are no classes but simply a multitude of individuals with a multitude 

of experiences” (1963, p. 10). In documenting how workers have been active and 

conscious participants in class formation, Thompson comes to an understanding of class 

consciousness as an accomplishment of workers who have constructed both particular 

vocabularies through which their identity as a class can be thought about, as well as 

conceptual scaffolding upon which this identity can be actualized. 

Thompson’s central thesis – that men and women can make something of 

themselves other than what history has made of them – is premised on the Marxist 

formulation that social being shapes collective consciousness. Thompson considers social 

being to be far broader than mere economic concerns; rather, it includes an extensive 

range of social processes and institutions. Thus, his conception of working class history 

includes not only trade unions, labour, and wages, but also religious traditions, political 

conventions, country dances, popular music, trade banners, and workshop practices, 

among many other elements of working class life. Of critical importance is the 

relationship between determination (factors external to the individual, including but not 

limited to the past) and agency (the capacity of an individual to act in the world, 

including the ability to make choices about the future from a range of possibilities). The 

mediating factor between the two is experience. While classical Marxism posits that sites 

of class struggle, such as strikes, union organizing, workplace obstruction, and political 

movements, are the key response of workers to their own exploitation, Thompson insists 

on a broader area of inquiry. He contends that we must not only look to spaces of 



103 
 

conflict, but must also consider responses to exploitation that have been expressed by 

workers in their communities, leisure activities, and religious practices. The emergence of 

class consciousness is thus a contradictory and complex outcome of experience, as 

opposed to the linear process of unfolding cognizance postulated in classical Marxist 

thought. 

Thompson’s insights make a valuable addition to the conceptual framework of 

this dissertation not because he recounts prominent events in working class history, but 

rather because he carefully pieces together the ways in which people constructed and 

understood their social reality as they lived through it. Far from a sentimentalist depiction 

of working class agency, however, Thompson presents working class experience as 

something structured (though not completely determined) by broader socio-historical 

forces including productive relations, political and religious institutions, and traditions 

and values. While the processes of class formation and class consciousness are not driven 

by inescapable historical laws, Thompson recognizes that human agency and experience 

are shaped by the productive relations into which people are born or enter involuntarily. 

Thompson’s account also allows for a consideration of how class consciousness is 

handled in cultural terms – how this experience is embodied in ideas, traditions, and 

institutions. Analysis of the narrative strategies at play, including which elements of 

working class experience are expressed at sites of memory and representation, allows for 

a teasing out of divisions of interest and power that might otherwise be obscured. 

To better understand culture as a complex totality, where meanings and forms are 

under constant negotiation, this dissertation also draws on the work of Stuart Hall. Hall’s 

cultural theory will be especially useful in my discussion of the issues of representation 
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and cultural oppression. Central to this perspective are the themes of signs and semiotics, 

representation and discourse, meaning and struggle, and hegemony (see Hall, 1980, 1982; 

Williams, 1980). Here, I will explore three of Hall’s principal concerns: hegemony, 

representation, and discourse. 

Hegemony 

In his reflections on political formations and the function of consensus, Hall is 

deeply influenced by the writings of Gramsci and the notion of cultural hegemony. 

Gramsci sought to rework Marxian theory in light of the contemporary politics of the 

fascist regime in Italy in the 1920s and 1930s. The basic premise of the theory of 

hegemony is that people are ruled not merely by force, but also by ideas. While Gramsci 

does not articulate a precise definition of cultural hegemony, he does characterize 

hegemony itself as “the ‘spontaneous’ consent given by the great masses of the 

population to the general direction imposed on social life by the dominant fundamental 

groups; this consent is ‘historically’ caused by the prestige (and consequent confidence) 

which the dominant group enjoys because of its position and function in the world of 

production” (1971, p. 12). Hegemony is thus the complex process of winning consent in 

order to gain and maintain power. It is not maintained merely through ruling groups 

giving their domination an air of moral authority or through blunt coercion; rather, 

“ruling groups must seek to win the consent of subordinate groups to the existing social 

order” (Jackson Lears, 1985, p. 568). The primary means by which dominant groups 

engineer this consent is through discursive practices that define the boundaries or 

permissible discourse and discourage the clarification of social alternatives. As explained 

by Femia (1975), consent thus becomes essentially passive in nature. Consent emerges 
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“not so much because the masses profoundly regard the social order as an expression of 

their aspirations as because they lack the conceptual tools, the ‘clear theoretical 

consciousness’, which would enable them effectively to comprehend and act on their 

discontent” (Femia, 1975, p. 33). Additionally, ruling groups are further advantaged in 

the struggle for hegemony “by virtue of their superior organization, information, and 

means of communication” (Bates, 1975, p. 363). This does not mean, however, that 

consent is won by the creation of false consciousness. The subordinate class colludes and 

negotiates with the dominant group. The essence of the concept of cultural hegemony is 

not manipulation or ‘brainwashing’, but rather legitimation through discourse that 

cements a dominant group’s prestige and authority. 

 Hall (1988) understands hegemony and the constitution of a new historic bloc 

(meaning, an alliance of diverse class forces that are politically organized around a set of 

hegemonic ideas) as dependent on the intersection of present conditions and longer-term 

structural shifts.  In assessing the decline of Labourism and rise of Thatcherism, for 

example, Hall (1987) contends that Thatcherism sought to construct a new agenda in 

British politics. This project sought not only to dismantle the post-war welfare state, but 

also to reverse the “ordinary common sense” that the market was an inadequate measure 

of “the needs of society” (Hall, 1987, p. 17). Thatcherism’s success was due to its ability 

to harness political support and engage people in a new populist political project. The 

state became seen as the enemy, which set the stage for the dismantling of its power in 

favour of individual enterprise and the free market. Hall is careful to point out that this is 

not merely a matter of party politics – it is instead society as a whole that forms the 

terrain where this ‘war of position’ is waged. It is therefore critical to examine the 
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material conditions out of which a new reality is constructed and articulated (see Hall, 

1988).  

Representation and Discourse  

According to Hall (1996), representation is an act of reconstitution. While every 

image has a surface appearance, a deeper meaning and connotation exists as well. For 

example, a pictorial exhibit featuring images of factory workers on the assembly line 

does not reflect the experience of working on an assembly line – while the image does 

reconstruct something, it is not simply a worker or labour power. While this may be the 

surface meaning, the reason the image was put together in the way it was may have very 

little to do with workers and their experiences. The image was constructed to ‘sell’ its 

audience (i.e. museum visitors) a specific sort of narrative dependent on a variety of 

factors, including the goals of the curator and museum staff, as well as museum and even 

state policy. Every representation is imbued with a multiplicity of ideas, attitudes, values, 

behaviours, and relationships.  

While representation is a useful concept for critiquing images, Hall contends that 

it is more useful to think of discourses when examining larger swaths of culture. 

Discourses, which are produced through language and practices, provide “a way of 

representing… a particular kind of knowledge about a particular topic” (Hall, 1996, p. 

201). The idea of discourse allows for an exploration of the ways in which language, 

knowledge, and culture are used, as opposed to focusing on naively positivistic notions of 

ultimate truths or lies. Hall notes that every knowledge system has its own means of 

interpreting – and thus creating – facts and falsehoods. Within any discourse, “the very 

language we use to describe the so-called facts interferes in this process of finally 
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deciding what is true and what is false” (Hall, 1996, p. 203). As such, language itself 

operates within a framework where knowledge, culture, and power are permanently 

intertwined. Discourse and culture concurrently state the condition of the world and are a 

key component of the reproduction of this order. 

 Analysis of discourse allows for a detailed investigation of the way structures and 

strategies employed in discourse perpetuate – yet also challenge – the reproduction of 

dominance in the social realm. Discourse should be treated as a social practice that is 

historically, socially, and politically situated (see Fairclough, 1989; 1995). As discourse 

is both produced and shaped by ideology, emphasis for analysis is on social structures 

and processes, as well as on power distribution. Power asymmetry in discourse is 

revealed through examination of the ways in which those with power are able to 

influence values and shape ideologies through the standards they set for what is and is not 

acceptable. At the same time, however, Hall cautions that dominance is not necessarily 

unilaterally imposed on those with less power. Rather, the imposition of power and its 

abuse may, in some cases, seem to be jointly-produced, so that there are no clear 

‘victims’ or ‘villains’ (Hall, 1996; see also van Dijk, 1993).  

Hall also notes that discourse-as-produced is a different object than discourse-as-

received. Individuals act as both producers and consumers of culture. A proponent of 

Jauss’s (1982) reception theory, Hall emphasizes the need to focus on the scope for 

negotiation and opposition on the part of the audience. A reader or spectator has the 

interpretive leeway to select, filter, be bored or distracted by, and inflect the media they 

consume. As such, a ‘transmissions model’ for understanding media is inadequate. 
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Hall thus proposes an alternate model of negotiated meaning. He asserts that the 

meaning derived from the media systems is dependent on “the operation of codes within 

the syntagmatic chain of a discourse” (Hall, 1991, p. 107).
21

 Media communication is 

structured within an equal system of signs that engages both the rules of language as well 

as actual discourse. For Hall, encoding and decoding are fundamental processes of 

communicative exchange. The message in its natural form must be encoded by the source 

and decoded by the receiver so that a symbolic exchange is produced. This message, 

however, must be correctly decoded by the receiver in order for meaningful exchange to 

take place. The message cannot be understood unless it produces the intended reaction 

within the audience. Consequently, the ‘meaning structures’ of the producer cannot 

always be equated with those of the audience. Understanding is then dependent on the 

extent to which the decoded message is equivalent to the encoded message, and because 

the sender and the receiver occupy different positions in the communicative process, the 

result is usually a distortion in communication.  

Hall (1991) outlines three relationships between encoders and decoders, and thus 

three positions that may be assumed by the decoder. The first position is dominant-

hegemonic, in which decoders take the connoted meaning of the text/discourse and 

decode it in accordance with its intended meaning. The message decoded in said to be 

operating within the dominant code. The second position is termed ‘negotiated code’, and 

refers to instances where the audience acclimatizes to – yet also opposes – the hegemonic 

view. This position is consequently both in accordance with and in opposition to the 

encoder. Finally, Hall suggests that within the ‘oppositional code’ position, the decoder 

                                                 
21

 Syntagmatic analysis is the analysis of syntax or surface structure (syntagmatic structure) as opposed to 

paradigms (paradigmatic analysis). 
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reads the preferred code or message and reconfigures it with an alternative code. The 

meaning originally encoded is thus completely dismantled, and is instead received in a 

new format. This type of analysis is especially useful when studying representation 

within museums as it gives museum goers a certain amount of agency – as opposed to 

focusing on the brick and mortar institution, the museum is conceived as a space where 

individuals and forces both internal and external to the museum are able to shape its 

reality.  

 

Political Economy and Cultural Studies: Challenges and Opportunities  

The relationship between political economy and cultural studies has historically 

been marked by a certain level of antagonism. As articulated by Robins and Webster 

(1987), the two perspectives often speak past one another: from a cultural studies 

standpoint, political economists tend to engage in economic reductionism, whereby a 

complex social reality is reduced to mere economic factors. Conversely, from a political 

economic perspective, cultural studies has been seen as mired in discursive formations 

and modes of textual analysis, and thus as removed from injustices and oppression found 

in the material world. These tensions were exacerbated in the aftermath of the 1993 

meeting of the International Communication Association in Washington, D.C. In the 

subsequent colloquy published in the March 1995 issue of Critical Studies in Mass 

Communication, Lawrence Grossberg accused Nicholas Garnham of intentionally 

misreading the origins of British cultural studies and of treating the perspective as a 

“wayward child” in need of parental discipline, while simultaneously claiming that 

Garnham’s “version of political economy [was] too reductionist and reflectionist for 

cultural studies” (Grossberg, 1995, p. 78). Since that time, the two perspectives have 
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arrived at what Peck (2006, p. 93) calls “an uneasy truce born of having divided up the 

world – and their respective objects of inquiry – into the putatively separate realms of 

‘economy’ and ‘culture’”.  

In response to this, I would argue that while the foundational assumptions of 

political economy and cultural studies may indeed be quite distinct from one another, this 

should not preclude scholars from engaging with both perspectives if it will strengthen 

their understanding of social reality.
22

 Once the polemical language and personal insults 

are set aside, an integrated use of these two theoretical orientations can act as a bridging 

mechanism for varying disciplinary fields, particularly those to be used within this 

dissertation. While analysis of representation within museums and labour practices may 

initially seem dichotomous, they in fact mutually inform one another in the constitution 

of museums’ social reality. Hall’s critical theory allows for an understanding that 

discourses are subject to multiple interpretations that create their own diversity and 

knowledge, and political economy provides insight into how processes of 

commodification influence and are vital to comprehending culture. Similarly, a cultural 

studies approach facilitates knowledge of an individual’s position of subjectivity, 

whereas political economy allows for a broader historical understanding of the processes 

                                                 
22

 Whether political economy and cultural studies are so removed from one another that any sort of 

dialogue between the two perspectives is impossible is a stance explicitly rejected by Meehan (1999). She 

notes that while each has its own focus of study, both “claim to share the same critical valuation” and are 

committed to critical communications research; this is in stark contrast to the celebratory stance of 

administrative research (Meehan, 1999, p. 150). Scholars engaged in critical research, she argues, “share an 

ethical obligation to produce knowledge that accurately describes the media and reveals the hidden 

dynamics whereby media corporations attempt to commercialize and control expression in service to 

advertisers and ultimately to capital” as well as to “trace the processes and dynamics in which a narrow 

pool of cultural elements is abstracted from the fund of images, information, representations, data, visions, 

beliefs, valuations, and possibilities that constitute the human heritage” (Meehan, 1999, p. 162). It is 

through analysis of the contrasts between “ideology and culture, between commodity manufacture and 

creative expression, and between reception and interpretation” that we will gain greater understanding of 

the complex phenomena that are subsumed by the term media (Meehan, 1999, p. 162). 
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and structures of power. This dissertation strives to work within Babe’s (2009, pp. 5-9) 

“middle ground”, which acknowledges the “mutual interaction and mutual dependency” 

among “culture, economy, and polity/policy”, and which rejects an essentialist approach 

to theorization from either area of inquiry. 

 

Mapping the Museum as a Cultural Form 

Built cultural form, including museums, heritage districts, galleries, and cultural 

centres, often plays a pivotal role in social and community identity and therefore serves 

as a place marker for civic interaction, connection, and engagement. Questions of how 

museums function in society, and the relationship of museums to government and 

cultural policies, have led to a number attempts to understand the museum as a cultural 

form. As defined by Rosaldo (1980), cultural forms are the material and ideological 

manifestations of culture. They are specifically related to cultural changes produced by 

political relations, and often contain within them a degree of mobility or instability. 

While forms are not a transparent means of analyzing ideology, teasing out the meanings 

embedded in form offers ways of understanding distinctive modes of sociality as well as 

the way various mediums become constitutive of social relations. When attempting to 

map the museum as a cultural form, we can look to representational forms and practices, 

and consider how cultural knowledge is produced, embodied, and transmitted. 

One attempt to map the museum as a cultural form can be found in Foucauldian 

approaches to museums, and in particular to museums of the nineteenth century. Hooper-

Greenhill (1992), for example, uses Foucault’s concept of episteme, meaning the body of 

ideas that constitute the knowledge that is intellectually certain at a particular period in 

time and space, to explore how epistemes have shaped knowledge and to trace 
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transformations in museum collection practices. She argues that collections of objects 

which may now seem eclectic, unscientific, or trivial, in fact made cultural sense at the 

time of their assemblage. For example, uniqueness, oddity, and scarcity were the 

principles underlining sixteenth century collections, whereas by the seventeenth century, 

collecting was structured by various organizational and taxonomical strategies. Thus, the 

sixteenth century cabinet of curiosities can be seen as a reflection of the power and 

ontological positioning of their creators, while the ‘scientific’ museum of the seventeenth 

century aspired to create a universal collection of material objects, as opposed to 

reflecting a particular curatorial or collector viewpoint.  

Hooper-Greenhill argues that a third epistemic shift occurred during the late 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, which saw the rise of the museum as a disciplinary 

technology deployed by the state to create “docile bodies” and civilize the population 

(1992, p. 190). This notion of the disciplinary museum is further developed by Bennett 

(1995) in his discussion of the modern public museum. Building from Foucault’s 

contention that institutions such as prisons and clinics are manifestations of knowledge 

and power relations in modern Western societies, Bennett argues that a second set of 

nineteenth century institutions, including museums, fairs, exhibitions, and department 

stores, formed an ‘exhibitionary complex’ that not only made manifestations of 

knowledge and power visible to the public, but also made the public visible to itself. 

Thus, museums at this time were intended not only to better the lives of citizens through 

access to new types of information and knowledge, but also to act as mechanisms through 

which individuals would regulate and police themselves. Bennett suggests that museums 

sought (and in fact continue to seek) to educate museum visitors in specific, disciplined 
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practices of public behaviour, and that this is accomplished in large part due to 

architectural designs (both in terms of buildings and the structure of exhibitions) that 

allow people to see themselves. While the exercise of disciplinary power was concealed 

from the public in the case of prisons, museums and other institutions of the exhibitionary 

complex aggressively exposed the public to their principles of order. The private 

collections of an earlier era were opened to the public, who could now conceive of 

themselves as participants in this new articulation of knowledge and power. As opposed 

to coercing or threatening people into specific patterns of behaviour, through “addressing 

the people as a public, as citizens”, the museum “aimed to inveigle the general populace 

into complicity with power by placing them on this side of power which it represented to 

it as its own” (Bennett, 1995, p. 95). As a result, the museum was able to act as a cultural 

technology that made widespread populations governable. Bennett sees the museum and 

its politics as shaped by two contradictions. The first is that while the museum is 

notionally a universal institution, the content of exhibitions and modes of display can and 

do exclude certain populations. Secondly, in order to fulfill its function as a tool for 

education and behavioural reform, the museum must be accessible to a large segment of 

the population. Yet because of the codes of behaviour (which are largely those of the 

middle class public) it inculcates, the museum has largely screened out working class 

culture and behaviour, effectively acting as a cultural barrier and as a powerful and 

explicit means of differentiating social groups. 

An alternative approach to mapping the museum as a cultural form can be found 

in Clifford’s (1997) conception of the museum as a ‘contact zone’. As initially defined by 

Pratt (1992), contact zone refers to the gap in which transculturation takes place – the 
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space wherein two different cultures meet and inform one another, often in uneven ways 

and within “radically asymmetrical relations of power” (p. 7). When museums are 

envisioned as contact zones, “their organizing structure as a collection becomes an 

ongoing historical, political, moral relationship – a power-charged set of exchanges, of 

push and pull” (Clifford, 1997, p. 192). According to Clifford, the organizational 

structure of the Western museum is grounded in modernist practices and reflects a legacy 

of imperialist expansion. Colonial power relations are therefore embedded in the 

interpretation of museum objects and collections. Through envisioning the museum as a 

contact zone, Clifford proposes rethinking and restructuring the organization of the 

museum as a space of critical encounters, in which source communities and audiences 

can contest, question, and revise imperialist narratives. 

Clifford calls on contemporary museums to take on a more interactive role 

between themselves and the communities they serve, and advocates for collaboration and 

the sharing of authority. A greater awareness and understanding of the multiplicity of 

contexts within which museum objects and exhibitions are embedded, he argues, 

“becomes less about discovery and more about negotiation, less a matter of creative 

curators having good ideas, doing research, consulting indigenous experts, and more a 

matter of responding to actual pressures and calls for representation in a culturally 

complex civil society” (Clifford, 1997, p. 210). As opposed to the museum functioning 

merely as a repository, in which agency is obscured or rendered silent, the museum as 

contact zone paradigm repositions the museum and its collection as sites of (ideally non-

hierarchal) dialogue wherein the meaning and value of cultural objects is negotiated. As 

elucidated by Witcomb (2003), approaching the museum as a contact zone allows for an 
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understanding of the museum as a community, complete with its own values and 

practices. The diversity of museums is emphasized, as is the fact that museums are 

constantly changing in response to changing social, political, and economic contexts 

within which they are embedded. The benefit of this approach, she argues, is that 

“Clifford is able to analyse specific instances of relations between museums and 

communities as cross-cultural encounters in which the museum, as much as the 

community, needs to make adjustments. Rather than understanding the museum as a 

static, monolithic institution at the centre of power, it is read as an unstable institution 

attempting to come to grips with the effects of the colonial encounter, an attempt which 

has both positive and negative affects [sic] on those involved” (Witcomb, 2003, p. 89). 

While the museum as contact zone approach has been widely adopted both in 

museological literature and museum practice more generally, its application has not been 

without challenges. Boast (2011) argues that the very notion of the museum as a space of 

transculturation is problematic, especially given that the legacy of neo-colonialism still 

emanates from the assumptions and practices of contemporary museums.
23

 Describing 

this as “the dark underbelly of the contact zone”, he contends that, rather than sharing the 

balance of power, museum staff still determine what to collect, which meanings of 

objects are legitimized, and whose expertise is needed (Boast, 2011 p. 57). As such, 

contact zones remain “asymmetric spaces of appropriation” in which “the Others come to 

perform for us, not with us” (Boast, 2011, p. 63). Lynch and Alberti (2010) contend that 

contact zones should be viewed as spaces of contestation, in which “[d]ifferent 

participants bring diverse interpretations and agendas that are not homogenised into a 

                                                 
23

 Here, it is important to note that commercial and market pressures also underlie this legacy of neo-

colonialism. The audience for museums, and especially their donors, embodies this legacy in what objects 

and narratives get considered worthy of inclusion.  
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seamless product, but rather remain distinct” (p. 16). Using the Revealing Histories: 

Myths about Race (2007-2009) exhibition at the Manchester Museum as a case study, 

they explore how the museum operates as a space of power. Though museum staff sought 

to develop an exhibition that would critically examine the role of scientific racism in the 

museum’s own history, the resulting exhibition showed vestiges of the institutional 

racism that museum staff were so earnestly trying to deconstruct. Furthermore, while the 

composition of the planning group, which included both museum staff as well as 

members of the community including an educator, an artist, and a community activist, 

notionally epitomized the contact zone paradigm of inclusive, collaborative, and shared 

authority, in practice museum staff continued to hold the bulk of curatorial authority. 

Subjects that were felt by staff to be beyond the purview of the exhibition were reframed 

as potential topics for later development and quietly relegated the backburner. Ultimately, 

Alberti and Lynch argue that by avoiding any serious engagement with conflicting points 

of view, the museum failed to move “beyond the ‘comfort zone’ of partnership rhetoric 

and superficial consultation practices” (2010, p. 20).  

The concept of ‘contact zone’ and the widespread adoption of the term (if not 

always all of the suppositions that underpin it) provides a means of perceiving museums 

in light of new museology and the post-museum project. This dissertation uses this model 

as a means of assessing how museums engage with individuals and communities and how 

they respond to external pressures and calls for inclusion. How do museum staff negotiate 

with different groups, and what sorts of outcomes are a result of these processes? Does a 

greater emphasis on collaboration and contested, complex meanings help to deconstruct 

the domination of a culturally diverse society by an elite minority, or is the rhetoric 
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present in museums merely lip service that serves to justifies the social, political, and 

economic status quo as natural and inevitable? I acknowledge that the celebratory thrust 

present in new museology literature has the potential to mask unequal relations of power. 

However, my aim is to challenge this through use of a critical perspective that both 

acknowledges an individual’s position of subjectivity and ability to construct meaning, 

and also develops a broader historical understanding of the processes and structures of 

power present in the museum as a system of communication. 

 

Conclusion 

This research explores the inherent tensions in representing working class heritage 

in capitalist societies. It rejects celebratory narratives that normalize and naturalize 

dominant cultural hegemonic modes of thought and instead adopts a critical approach that 

seeks to uncover, deconstruct, and critique the power relations embedded in museum 

processes and practices. To accomplish this task, I employ an integrated political 

economic and cultural studies approach that grounds questions of representation, 

ownership, and voice within a historical context of the production and maintenance of 

power. From the field of political economy, the concept of commodification is used to 

explore corporate sponsorship of museums, labour, and audiences, while structuration 

enables a consideration of class, gender, and race in relation to communication practices. 

Finally, spatialization provides a mechanism to interrogate museum governance in light 

of post-museum objectives of inclusivity and plurality. From the realm of cultural studies, 

use of the culturalist paradigm allows for an investigation of the material conditions 

within which cultural meanings and values have changed over time. Williams’ (1958) 

stance that culture is a whole way of life, and Thompson’s (1963) understanding of class 
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as relational, provide significant insight into working class life and heritage as that which 

is worth studying, conserving, and representing. Hall’s (1991) model of negotiated 

meaning, meanwhile, gives this dissertation the conceptual tools to assess questions of 

audience agency in the communicative process. 

This chapter has developed an overarching framework for the research as whole; 

more specifically, it has explored the museum as a medium of communication facing 

challenges similar to other media, in particular structural changes resulting from 

processes of commodification. The next chapter outlines the methodological approach to 

this dissertation’s three case studies, developing a ‘mixed methods’ strategy that uses 

methods of data collection and analysis including in-depth interviews, ethnographic 

observation, archival research, and analyses of theme, discourse, and visual design. 
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Chapter 4 

Ethnographically-Informed Research Design: A Case Study Approach 

 

The foundation of any investigative research project is its research design, defined 

by Frankfort-Nachmias and Nachmias (1992) as a strategy that “guides the investigator in 

the process of collecting, analyzing, and interpreting observations” (p. 77). It is not a 

mode of data collection, but rather a methodology that provides the rationale for linking 

data collection (and ultimately, the conclusion to be drawn) to the study’s central research 

questions. The research strategy undertaken in this dissertation involves multi-sited ‘site 

ethnography’ framed within an extended case method epistemology and theoretically 

grounded within an integrated political economic and culturalist perspective. By ‘site 

ethnography’ I mean that emphasis is placed primarily on the actual space and its 

contents, rather than a predominant focus on the individuals in that space. There are 

several distinct advantages to using a multiple-case design over studying a single case. 

While multiple cases typically require more resources and time than analysis of a single 

case, Herriott and Firestone (1983) note that evidence from multiple cases is often 

considered more persuasive, and the study is thus regarded as more robust (see also 

Eilbert & LaFronza, 2005; Hanna, 2005).  

I have chosen a multi-site case study approach because the types of questions 

asked in this dissertation are well-suited for this particular type of investigation. My aim 

is not merely to describe social life, but to explore how and why particular social 

phenomena are developed and sustained.  As noted by Yin (2009), a case study approach 

is preferable when the researcher aims to examine contemporary events where it is not 

possible to manipulate the relevant social behaviours or phenomena. As a methodology, 
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the ethnographically-informed case study allows for an in-depth understanding of social 

phenomena within its particular social context; this is in contrast to methods such as the 

experiment, which deliberately isolates a phenomenon from its context and focuses on 

only a few variables, and historical approaches, which study phenomena enmeshed in 

context but primarily contend with non-contemporary events. This chapter begins by 

tracing ethnography from its anthropological roots to its current conceptualization within 

the field of sociology, and then considers the move from single site to multi-site 

fieldwork. This is followed by a discussion of how the cases examined in this dissertation 

were chosen. Next, I explain the specific methods of data collection utilized in this study, 

and describe my system of data management. Finally, I clarify how data was analyzed 

through the use of the explicitly-defined analytic techniques, namely, explanation 

building, critical ethnographic analysis, critical discourse analysis, and visual analysis. 

 

Ethnography: History, Epistemology, and Practice 

Ethnography is typically considered an anthropologically-orientated approach to 

the study, description, and interpretation of social networks and particular cultures. 

People are seen to recurrently interact in particular ways and are assumed to hold certain 

kinds of knowledge, ways of doing things, and perceptions that belong to specific places 

and social situations. As articulated by Geertz (1973), culture is the context through 

which the processes of social events, behaviours, or institutions can be intelligibly 

described. Hammersley (1998) describes ethnographic research as comprised of five 

elements. It involves the study of people’s behaviour in the context of everyday life, as 

opposed to in situations created by the researcher. Studies are generally conducted on a 

small scale, usually focusing on a single locale or group of people. Observation and 
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informal conversation are the primary sources of data collection, and data is collected “in 

as raw a form, and on as wide a front, as feasible” (Hammersley, 1998, p. 2). Common 

strategies for conducting ethnographic research include participant-observation, 

interviewing, and the collection and analysis of written and non-written sources (see 

Berg, 1989; Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, Sechrest, & Grove, 1981). Finally, data analysis 

primarily consists of describing and explaining the meanings underlying human 

behaviour. 

Ethnography originated in nineteenth-century Western anthropology, and initially 

referred to descriptive accounts of non-literate communities and cultures, typically 

located outside the West (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Wolcott, 2008). These 

narratives, usually authored by missionaries and other travelers, were studied by 

anthropologists and came to form the basis of ethnologic study.
24

 As increasing numbers 

of anthropologists began to conduct their own fieldwork, the term ‘ethnology’ fell out of 

favour, and ethnography came to refer to “an integration of both first-hand empirical 

investigation and the theoretical and comparative interpretation of social organization and 

culture” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 1). By the early twentieth century, and 

through the influence of prominent anthropologists such as Bronislaw Malinowski, direct 

observation of the people being studied through extended time in the field became a 

necessary component of anthropological inquiry. To overcome the methodological 

deficiencies in earlier ethnographies, anthropologists sought out more systematic and 

rigorous methods of data collection. The result was an emphasis not only on direct 

observation, but also on learning the language of the people studied and on producing 

                                                 
24

 Briefly, ethnology refers to the comparative analysis of non-Western cultures, with particular regard 

given to their historical development and the similarities and dissimilarities between them. 
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descriptions “as objective as possible, being neither blinded by one’s own cultural 

assumptions and prejudices” (Hammersley, 1998, p. 5). 

Ethnography has evolved somewhat differently in the sociological tradition. Its 

sociological roots can be traced to the activities of a group of scholars working out of the 

University of Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. Members of the ‘Chicago School of 

Sociology’ shared a preoccupation with the development and character of their city. The 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw Chicago undergo significant growth and 

change, including rapid industrialization and a large influx of European immigrants. 

Given this, Chicago sociologists conceived of the city as a laboratory for exploring social 

interaction. To best study social phenomena in an urban environment, Chicago 

sociologists relied heavily on qualitative methodologies, including those used in 

naturalistic observation as well as analysis of written documents. While some of the 

research carried out was quantitative in character, such as statistical analyses, much of the 

work took the form of case study research, which involved in-depth study of a single case 

or a small number of cases. Chicago sociologists investigated a wide range of the 

activities and processes that formed urban social life, including city organizations 

(Cressey, 1932), the social structure of particular ethnic enclaves (Wirth, 1928; Whyte, 

1943), deviant behaviour (Shaw, 1930), and the configuration of the city itself (Park & 

Burgess, 1925; Zorbaugh, 1929), among others.  

Though ethnographic research fell out of favour in the 1940s and 1950s, with 

statistical and survey research dwarfing most other methods of sociological inquiry both 

in Chicago and elsewhere in the United States, by the 1960s ethnography had regained its 

popularity (though survey research remained widespread). Ethnographic methods were 
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especially prevalent in the study of deviant groups and the sociology of medicine, though 

they could also be found in other sociological subfields (Hammersley, 1998). In Britain, 

the diversification of theoretical approaches toward the end of the 1960s (including 

symbolic interactionism and ethnomethodology) led to a renewed interest in ethnographic 

research, particularly for sociologists of deviance, medicine, and education (Atkinson, 

Delamont, & Hammersley 1988; Strong, 1988). Today, sociologists employ ethnographic 

research methods to investigate a wide variety of social issues including, for example, the 

intersection of race and class in contemporary America (McDermott, 2006), scientific 

innovations (Law, 2002), the construction of masculinity through boxing (Wacquant 

2004), urban responses to environmental catastrophe (Klinenberg, 2002), the hierarchal 

structure of gangs (Venkatesh, 2008), and identity-construction and interpersonal 

communication on the internet (Beneito-Montagut, 2011; Hine, 2011). 

Within the sociological tradition, ethnography has typically been underpinned by 

one of two competing epistemological perspectives, specifically grounded theory and 

extended case method. Grounded theory, which emerged out of Glaser and Strauss’ 

(1965) study of death and dying in the San Francisco Bay area, aimed to justify 

qualitative research against claims that it was unsystematic and a-theoretical. Thus, 

grounded theory employs theory to construct a grammar of social life. According to this 

perspective, it is only possible to develop theories through grounding in the social world 

– theory must be built from the ground up through a continuous comparison with alike 

and distinct research areas. Conversely, extended case method (ECM) works within an 

existing theoretical structure in order to push theory beyond its current parameters. As 

articulated by Burawoy (1998): 
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[ECM] applies reflexive science to ethnography in order to extract the general 

from the unique, to move from the ‘micro’ to the ‘macro,’ and to connect the 

present to the past in anticipation of the future, all by building on existing theory. 

(p. 5) 

 

Within ECM, cases are relevant due to an identifiable theoretical principle, and 

theoretical saliency is thus used to justify case study selection and sampling choice. 

Theory also assists the researcher in what Yin (2009) terms “analytic generalization”, in 

which the study’s overarching conceptual framework is compared with the empirical 

results of the case study (p. 38). Theoretical replication may be claimed when two or 

more case studies are shown to support the conceptual framework used by the researcher. 

This does not mean that each case will have similar results, but rather that contrasting 

results are explainable through use of the conceptual framework and socio-historical 

context in which the case is embedded.  

Typically, ECM has been used to further explain existing theories of dominance 

and resistance, and has found particular purchase within neo-Marxian theory. The 

paradigmatic example of ECM is Burawoy’s (1979) Manufacturing Consent. Briefly, 

Burawoy’s study of a Chicago engine factory begins with a review of the boundaries of 

neo-Marxist work relations. While earlier texts – including Daniel Roy’s study of the 

same factory – explored why workers sought to work the least that they could, Burawoy 

instead questions why workers work as hard as they do. He contends that Marx’s 

emphasis on force in the labour process at the expense of consent means that an 

adaptation or ‘updating’ of Marx’s theory is needed for it to be relevant in an era where 

wages are “increasingly independent of the individual expenditure of effort” (Burawoy, 

1979, p. 27). The main achievement of Burawoy’s ethnography, at least from an ECM 



125 
 

perspective, is that it was able to expand and modify existing neo-Marxist theory through 

findings that countered accepted theoretical principles. 

Given the central research questions asked by this dissertation, use of ECM is 

critical. The melding of several distinct fields, including museology and political 

economy, will necessarily involve an expansion of existing epistemological boundaries. 

ECM also allows for a consideration of how micro cases intersect with broader structural 

and political-economic forces without reducing these forces to mere narratives or neatly 

divided parts of a larger social totality. As this dissertation’s central research questions 

are guided by strongly identified theories, it is essential for there to be a continuous 

dialogue – or reflexivity – between the theories used and the empirical findings observed. 

Ultimately, it comes down to a question of goals, and the particular objective of this 

dissertation is to expand and modify current theoretical borders concerning issues of 

representation, class struggle, and capitalist societies, rather than to attempt to construct 

ethno-narratives of everyday life.  

Epistemologically grounded within extended case method, this dissertation 

engages in multi-site ethnography. As articulated by Marcus (1995), multi-site 

ethnography moves from conventional single site locations to multiple sites that cut 

across and destabilize the apparent dichotomies of the ‘local’ and the ‘global’, or the 

‘lifeworld’ and the ‘system’. Multi-site ethnography is therefore able to “examine the 

circulation of cultural meanings, objects, and identities in diffuse time-space” (Marcus, 

1995, p. 96). As Western museums have followed a particular modern trajectory, a multi-

site approach will allow for an assessment of how particular social, political, and 
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economic structures influence the development and evolution of individual museums, 

despite their historical and paradigmatic commonalities.  

In a survey of current and ongoing multi-site ethnographic projects, Hannerz 

(2003) notes a commonality in their research questions, namely that these are 

significantly translocal and thus not confined to a particular locale. The researcher must 

be able to establish translocal linkages, as well as to identify the interconnections 

between those and “whatever local bundles of relationships are part of the study” 

(Hannerz, 2003, p. 206). It is these linkages that make multi-sited ethnography more than 

a comparative study of localities, though comparison is often a significant aspect of 

multisite research. Within this dissertation, the sites chosen can be linked though the 

broader international museum community, and thus are connected by conceptualizations 

of the ‘modern’ and ‘post-’ museum, and by the pedagogies brought forth by these 

notions. 

In choosing to conduct multi-site fieldwork over the traditional single site 

approach, it is appropriate to question whether problems of depth and breadth will 

necessarily arise. Ethnography, at least as it has been conceptualized by anthropologists, 

has traditionally sought to study the ‘entire culture and social life’ of a particular people 

(see Evans-Pritchard, 1951). Engaging with multiple sites at the same time means that the 

researcher will be unable to surrender to and be absorbed by a particular case for any 

extended period of time. As Hannerz (2003) contends, though, while there is little reason 

to doubt that time plays a factor in how relationships evolve, most multi-site studies 

prioritize one aspect (work, gender, ethnicity, etc.) as central to the line of inquiry – the 

holistic ambitions of traditional ethnography are simply unfeasible in an era of rapid 
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globalization, site temporalities, and mobile populations. As such, while traditional 

ethnographic studies typically require long durations of fieldwork to support their 

detailed, observational evidence, the collection of data in multi-site ethnographic case 

studies need not primarily depend on interviews or participant-observer data. Indeed, the 

case study’s unique strength as a research design is found in its ability to deal with a full 

variety of evidence, including observations, interviews, documents, and artifacts (Stake, 

2005; Yin 2009). 

There is no one specific set of methods commonly accepted when carrying out 

multi-site ethnography. In his study of the American “nuclear weapons community”, 

Gusterson (1997) instead conceptualizes contemporary ethnography as a matter of 

“polymorphous engagements”, with interaction with informants across a number of 

distinct yet interconnected sites, the conducting of fieldwork also through telephone and 

email, and the collection of data from a disparate array of sources, including official 

documents, newspapers, web sites, and popular culture (p. 116). This dissertation adopts 

a similar approach in its collection of historical data (as further described below), with 

particular attention paid to online resources including museum web sites, municipal 

planning policies, and digital archives. 

 

Case Study Selection 

 

This dissertation is of a series of interconnected case studies consisting of archival 

research, fieldwork, and textual analysis. Each case study focuses on a postindustrial city 

currently experiencing the process of gentrification in some parts of the urban 

environment and that has also made an explicit effort to recognize the lives and labour of 

the working class through a people’s museum. Within each case study, I explore the 
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historical trajectory of the city in the broader context of globalization and flows of 

capital, planning decisions regarding industrial sites and working class housing, and the 

development and construction of a museum or museums devoted to the city’s working 

class history, before narrowing in on the museum itself. The examples chosen span three 

countries in two continents. I limited my choice of cases to museums located in major 

metropolitan cities where pro-gentrification discourses of social mix and ‘creativity’ hold 

particular sway; these cities have (to varying degrees) been subject to similar sets of 

processes of urban change and development. I purposely selected museums that explicitly 

identified as working class history museums, as this seemed to indicate an ideological 

orientation that emphasized social stratification, socio-economic status, and collective 

action. 

I am drawn to three specific cities – Glasgow, Manhattan, and Montréal – as I feel 

each illustrates particular tensions and contradictions in representing working class 

heritage; they all have certain key similarities, yet differ dramatically in their structure 

and form. In Glasgow, I explore how creative city rhetoric has influenced attempts to 

transform the economic, social, and spatial structures of the city, and investigate how 

adherence to the marketplace and an emphasis on service provision has transformed 

museum operations at the People’s Palace. This case examines a working class history 

museum that has retained a strong class perspective in its exhibitions, even as the 

museum is subject to alignment with municipal policies that aim to reconstitute the city 

as ‘creative’ and entrepreneurial. In New York City, by contrast, my research looks at a 

museum that, over time, has greatly reduced its focus on working class radicalism in 

favour of emphasizing entrepreneurialism and self-betterment. The case of the Tenement 
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Museum investigates the consequences of a working class history museum embracing a 

corporatist framework, and considers not only how this affects museum narratives, but 

also how it guides the museum’s actions with regard to its employees and the broader 

community. Finally, in Montréal, I explore how a small museum in a gentrifying 

neighbourhood navigates the challenge of maintaining a strong working class emphasis 

while also attempting to broaden its audience profile and remain a valued community 

player. This case allows me to delve into the strand of new museology most concerned 

with local communities, sustainable development, and the built environment, and 

interrogates the extent to which the Écomusée du Fier Monde is able to act as a 

democratic communications medium. 

The three cases examined in this dissertation have been chosen through purposive 

sampling, and in particular what Patton (1990) terms theory-based sampling, in which the 

aim is to find manifestations of a theoretical construct of interest in order to analyze, 

critique, and elaborate upon that construct. My construction of a multi-sited space of 

research involves tracing the flow of discourse and modes of thought through different 

contexts operating at particular points in time and space. This dissertation’s use of 

multiple sites falls neatly within Marcus’ (1995) notion of ‘following the metaphor’ in 

multisite ethnography – here, I am following the metaphor of the post-museum as it has 

evolved in particular Western cities. This mode of case construction “involves trying to 

trace the social correlates and groundings of associations that are most clearly alive in 

language use and print or visual media” (Marcus, 1995, p. 92). For example, we can 

consider associations between the tropes of accountability and responsibility in 

museological discourse, and the rhetoric of productivity, efficiency, and cost-
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effectiveness that is so salient in contemporary capitalism. Through endeavouring to 

follow the metaphor of the post-museum, this dissertation not only seeks to trace 

connections between places of cultural production, but also to reveal their more obscure 

and ambiguous associations with broader socio-cultural and political economic forces. 

A critical component of research design is found in the selection and definition of 

the unit of analysis (Trochim, 2006). Briefly, the unit of analysis is the entity or object 

that is the major focus of analysis in a study. The unit of analysis differs from the unit of 

observation, which is the entity that is observed and about which information is 

systematically collected. While the unit of observation is determined by research method, 

the unit of analysis is shaped by an interest in exploring or explaining a particular social 

phenomenon. The unit of observation for each case in this dissertation is the museum 

within the context of its specific neighbourhood and city. As such, data collection has 

been informed not only by what can be found in the museum (people, exhibits, and so 

forth), but also what is present in the surrounding environs, with particular attention paid 

to processes of disinvestment and gentrification and the role played by local government 

and municipal policy in these developments. The unit of analysis in each case is the 

museum itself, and includes its physical space and exhibitions as well as the interactions 

of individuals and groups (both staff and visitors) within this space, with the goal of 

articulating the museum as a contested space marked by social difference, conflict, and 

resistance.  

Assessing Quality in Case Study Design 

Building on the work of Kidder and Judd (1986), Yin (2009) argues that there are 

four critical attributes related to the design quality of case studies: construct validity, 
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reliability, internal validity, and external validity. Construct validity refers to the extent to 

which inferences can legitimately be made from the study’s operating measures to the 

theoretical constructs on which those measures were based. Strategies used in this 

dissertation to increase the construct validity of the case studies include the use of 

multiple sources of evidence (observations, documents, artifacts, and interviews) to 

encourage convergent lines of inquiry, and also the establishment a chain of evidence in 

the course of data collection. 

Next, case studies can be assessed in light of their reliability, or dependability 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). While the traditional quantitative view of reliability is based on 

the assumption of replicability or repeatability, the concept of dependability emphasizes 

the need for the researcher to account for the ever-changing context within which 

research occurs. Thus, the researcher must pay attention to changes in the research setting 

or context, and consider how these changes affect the research strategy in the field. This 

study’s dependability has been enhanced through critical self-reflexivity, in which I have 

made the research process itself a focus of inquiry in an attempt to shed light on the 

situational dynamics of knowledge production. Reflexive practices provided me with an 

opportunity to revise research questions and modify the research strategy as the project 

unfolded. Careful attention paid to emergent findings during the initial stages of the 

research process has informed subsequent data collection and analysis, which has led to a 

deepening of insight throughout the research process.  

We can also assess whether a study has internal validity, meaning the degree to 

which a causal conclusion based on a study is warranted. While internal validity has 

primarily been viewed as a concern for experimental and quasi-experimental research, 
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Yin (2009) argues that it is also of importance in qualitative research, particularly when 

such research is explanatory in nature (meaning, how and why one event led to another 

event). Internal validity also extends to the broader issue of reaching conclusions on the 

basis of evidence and reasoning. To assist in the construction of legitimate inferences, I 

have engaged in the analytic tactics of pattern matching, explanation building, and 

addressing rival explanations. Finally, we can consider whether a case study has external 

validity, meaning that its findings are generalizable beyond the present research. The goal 

here is not to assess whether the study could be exactly reproduced by another researcher, 

as would be the case in scientific or statistical analyses. Rather, as a social scientist I am 

interested in analytic generalization: am I able to generalize my results to my conceptual 

framework? Do I observe theoretical replication across my case studies (does the theory 

of social relations and social life that I have articulated in this dissertation assist in 

explaining the social phenomena I have observed)? As noted by Taylor (2008), the 

strength of in-depth case studies is found in their “ability to tell a nuanced story of actual 

practices and meanings of local cultures and participants” (p. 187). This dissertation’s 

investigation of multiple interconnected cases allows for an illumination of socio-cultural 

processes at work, and provides insight into the larger systematic issues of classism, 

racism, and gender inequality (Berg, 2007; Stake, 2000, 2005).  

 

Data Collection and Management 

Case study evidence in this dissertation is drawn from five sources: documents, 

archival records, material artifacts, observation, and interviews. Documents used in the 

case studies include scholarly texts written about the cities within which the museums are 

located, administrative documents (including annual reports and other internal records), 
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fundraising and educational brochures, written reports and studies, and articles appearing 

in the mass media and community newspapers. Archival records used include census and 

statistical data, as well as maps and charts. I was also able to access survey data 

previously collected on museum visitors at the People’s Palace. Documents and archival 

records were used to provide socio-historical context for how each city has developed 

following periods of disinvestment and gentrification. Documents were also used to 

substantiate and augment evidence from other sources, particularly observation and 

interviews. 

The major material artifacts observed and analyzed in this study are the 

exhibitions of each museum. Photographs were taken of exhibits at the People’s Place 

and Écomusée du Fier Monde, and detailed fieldnotes were taken describing Tenement 

Museum exhibits (the fragile condition of the building itself prevents the use of 

photography by visitors, though some photographs of the exhibits are available online). I 

have also examined the museums’ websites, making note of changes via use of the 

Internet Archive’s Wayback Machine (https://archive.org/web/).  

Ethnographically-informed observation comprises a major source of data 

collection in this dissertation, and fieldwork took place between December 2011 and June 

2015
25

. I visited the site of each case study, which included both the museum and the 

neighbourhood within which the museum was located. I also visited other museums 

located in each city to gain insight into local museum culture, which provided additional 

context for how each case study museum operates.  

                                                 
25

 More specifically, I conducted fieldwork in Glasgow in December 2011, in Manhattan in May 2012, 

April 2013, February 2014, and July 2014, and in Montreal in September 2012, February 2014, May 2015, 

and June 2015.  
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The primary means of obtaining data at each site was through participant 

observation, which is a distinct type of field research. As noted by DeWalt and DeWalt 

(2002), most fieldwork involves observation of people, communities, organizations, or 

other entities of interest to the researcher. What differentiates participant observation as a 

method is its explicit recording and analysis of the information acquired through 

observation and participation. As a method, participant observation involves actively 

participating in activities with the individual or group being studied, using everyday 

conversation as an interview technique, ‘deep hanging out’ (the immersion in social 

experiences on an informal level; see Geertz, 1998), and the use of both tacit and explicit 

information in the analysis and writing of field notes and the final research project. 

Differences in the social milieu of each site meant that both overt and covert 

observation was practiced, depending on context. Overt observation, in which I was open 

about the reason for my presence in the field, was employed when conversing with staff 

and museum visitors at the People’s Palace and Écomusée du Fier Monde. This being 

said, I did not talk to every museum visitor, and thus not everyone described in my field 

notes would have known they were being observed. A different tactic, covert observation, 

was carried at the Tenement Museum. Repeated requests were made to museum 

administration to interview museum staff; these requests went unanswered. As I 

discovered over the course of my research (described further in the following case study), 

the Tenement Museum has been involved in a fractious battle with its staff over labour 

rights, and as such it is unsurprising that the museum was unwilling to accommodate a 

researcher interested in the sociology of work. What this meant for my research strategy 

was that my identity, the nature of my research project, and the fact that participants were 
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being observed was concealed from those who were being studied. When prompted to 

explain my reason for visiting the museum (a common tactic used by guides in their 

interactions with museum visitors), I simply mentioned I was a graduate student from 

Canada interested in working class history museums.  

While participant-observation at each site included informal conversation with 

museum staff and visitors, I was also provided the opportunity to conduct in-depth semi-

structured interviews with eight staff members in a variety of positions at the People’s 

Palace, as well as with the Director of the Écomusée du Fier Monde. Interviews lasted 

between thirty minutes to an hour and a half. Given scheduling issues (and an 

unanticipated hurricane), two interviews with staff at the People’s Palace were conducted 

via email. All other interviews were done in staff members’ workplaces. Interviewees 

were asked about their occupation and education, the role they play in organizational 

decision-making, workplace hierarchies, as well as their general thoughts and opinions on 

their museum. During my time in the field, I also observed how the physical space of the 

museum was made use of – meaning both how staff and visitors interacted with the site, 

including its architecture and the content (including exhibits) within the space. Attempts 

were made to standardize the type of events observed at each case study site. Throughout 

the dissertation, information and inferences gleaned from my observations and informal 

and semi-structured interviews have been used to add context and depth to the 

descriptions and analyses of the cases.  

Yin (2009) argues there are three main principles underlying data collection 

efforts in case studies. The first of these is multiple sources of evidence, as this allows the 

researcher to address a broad range of historical, socio-economic, and cultural issues. 
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More importantly, use of multiple sources of evidence allows for the development of 

“converging lines of inquiry, a process of triangulation and corroboration” (Yin, 2009, 

pp. 115-116, emphasis in original). Data triangulation facilitates validation of data 

through cross verification of multiple sources in the study of the same phenomenon 

(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2000). The second principle underlying data collection is 

the case study database, which is the formal assembly of evidence in a manageable form 

so that the researcher can conduct an analysis of the collected data. Johnson, Dunlop, and 

Benoit (2010) note that qualitative research produces “mountains of words”, and that 

researchers face “daunting problems of how to organize, collect, manage, store, retrieve, 

analyze, and give meaning to the information obtained during qualitative research” (p. 

648). As such, it is critical to maintain a central repository of all data collected during the 

research process, as well as databases specific to each case. For each case study, I have 

constructed a database of observational data, documents, and field notes. Given that some 

of the data, such as interviews and field observations, is sensitive in nature, all electronic 

material is kept on a password-protected computer, and physical data is stored in a locked 

filing cabinet. Finally, Yin (2009) asserts that researchers must establish a chain of 

evidence that provides an explicit link between the research questions, the material 

collected, the units of analyses, and the conclusions drawn. Maintaining a chain of 

evidence serves to increase the dependability of the process and the ability to confirm 

both the data collected and the researcher’s interpretation of that data (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). 
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Analytic Strategies 

This dissertation’s analytic strategy relies on its theoretical orientation (namely, a 

combined political economic and culturalist perspective) to guide its examination of the 

data collected. That said, I regard analysis as an iterative process in which theoretical 

concepts are used to make sense of data, and data are used to extend and change 

theoretical boundaries. The mere management or manipulation of data is insufficient – 

data is best viewed as “materials to think with” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 158). 

The search for patterns is a key element of data analysis, and an essential goal of case 

studies is to “uncover patterns, determine meanings, construct conclusions and build 

theory” (Patton & Appelbaum, 2003, p. 67). This dissertation draws on several analytic 

techniques to facilitate analysis of its cases, namely, explanation building (Yin, 2009), 

critical ethnographic analysis (Spradley, 1980), critical discourse analysis (Fairclough, 

2010), and visual analysis (Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996, 2006). 

Explanation Building 

Explanation building involves constructing an account or interpretation of the 

case predicated on the data collected and the theoretical orientation underlying the 

research strategy. It is concerned with finding a “robust explanation of why a particular 

state of affairs exists”, especially when this is contrary to expectations (Belk, 2010, p. 

371). As Yin (2009) explains, explanation building typically occurs in narrative form and 

specifies a presumed set of causal links – meaning, the ‘how’ or ‘why’ a particular social 

phenomenon has transpired. This analytic technique is somewhat iterative in nature, as it 

involves examination of case study evidence, subsequent revision of theoretical concepts, 

and re-examination of evidence in light of this revised theoretical position. It also 
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requires reflexivity on the part of the researcher – a systematic attending to the context of 

knowledge construction at every step of the research process, but in particular when 

analyzing data and formulating conclusions. Ultimately, explanation building forms the 

basis for cross-case analysis, not just an analysis of each individual case.  

Ethnographic Analysis 

Spradley’s (1980) developmental research sequence provides a useful starting 

point for the analysis of data obtained from participant observation and interviews. 

Ethnographic analysis is comprised of four elements: (a) domain analysis; (b) taxonomic 

analysis; (c) componential analysis; and (d) theme analysis. These components share a 

single purpose, which is to “uncover the system of cultural meanings that people use” (p. 

94). The aim is to produce a systematic analysis, as opposed to a mere haphazard 

summary of observations. 

The first analytic step, domain analysis, involves examining symbols as 

expressions of cultural meaning, and explores how these symbols are semantically 

interconnected in larger processes termed ‘domains’. Each domain is given a distinct 

name, or ‘cover term’. These terms act as overviews that can be deconstructed to their 

constituent elements. Domains consist of included terms (descriptors for those things 

subsumed by the domain), which are organized in taxonomies or hierarchies of terms, as 

well as the semantic relationship between the cover term and the included terms. This 

organization helps to classify information, as well as identify structures and process in 

social life. Domain analysis is grounded in the notion that all human societies are 

culturally constituted. In order to uncover cultural meaning, the researcher must move 

beyond simple description towards an analysis of the meaning of social phenomena. To 
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understand symbols, researchers must analyze the relationship of the symbol to the 

referents through an investigation of semantics. As such, domain analysis is the search 

for patterns, connections, and themes both within and between domains, as well as the 

search for included terms that fit the given semantic relationships. Spradley (1980) 

conceptualized domain analysis as a six-step process, involving the selection of a single 

semantic relationship, the preparation of a domain analysis worksheet, the selection of a 

sample of fieldwork notes, the search for possible cover terms and included terms that fit 

the semantic relationship, the formulation of questions for each domain, and finally, 

making a list of all hypothesized domains. Domain analysis is particularly useful in 

distinguishing causal relationships from other types of relationships or patterns, and also 

leads to the formulation of structural questions (e.g., “How is X a result/cause/attribute of 

Y?”), which the researcher can address by revisiting source material or consulting new 

sources. 

Taxonomic analysis, the second analytic step, involves creating a classification 

system that categorizes the domains in a pictorial representation (such as a flowchart) to 

assist the researcher in understanding the relationships among the domains. Though this 

type of analysis is characterized as a set of categories that are organized on the basis of a 

single semantic relationship, it differs from domain analysis through its depiction of the 

hierarchical structure of the terms representing a domain, and pays particular attention to 

subsets of terms and the relationship of these subsets to the domain as a whole. While 

domain analysis can be completed by itself, taxonomies are a method that assists in 

synthesizing information and deepening analysis. Terms that lie outside the domains and 

taxonomies terms are examined in the third analytic stage, componential analysis, 
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meaning the “systematic search for attributes (components of meaning) associated with 

cultural symbols” (Spradley, 1980, p. 174). Componential analysis compares the 

meanings of words from the same domain to discover the minimum number of features 

necessary to distinguish the differences in their meanings. It thus enables the researcher 

to consider how people in different societies uniquely structure their knowledge of the 

world and interpret their life experiences (Ottenheimer, 2006). 

The final analytic step is theme analysis, which involves a search for relationships 

among domains, as well as an exploration of how these relationships are linked to the 

overall cultural context. Major themes are synthesized within and across the data to 

illustrate significant aspects of the cultural milieu. Thematic analysis builds on analysis 

of the cultural domain, which allows the researcher to move from merely observing a 

social situation to discovering its cultural scene.
26

 Strategies for conducting thematic 

analysis include searching for similarities among dimensions of contrast, identifying 

organizing domains, and the search for what Spradley (1980) terms “universal themes”, 

including social conflict, cultural contradictions, managing interpersonal social 

relationships, and problem solving.   

Though ethnosemantic methods such as Spradley’s developmental research 

sequence have been criticized on the grounds that they presuppose that the researcher can 

take an objective perspective in the data analysis process (Jacob, 1988; Korth, 2003), the 

introduction of Carspecken’s (1996) critical perspective allows for a reconstitution of the 

approach as one that acknowledges the subjective positionality of the researcher. 

Carspecken argues that ethnographic analysis should not merely describe symbols, 

                                                 
26

 Spradley (1979) defines scenes as cultural subgroupings differentiated by factors such as status, ethnic 

background, residence, as well as other factors that functionally unify the group and act collectively on 

each member, resulting in a distinct integrated network of behaviour, beliefs, and attitudes. 
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linguistic structures, and social situations, but to link these phenomena to larger 

sociohistorical events to expose prevailing systems of power, hidden assumptions, 

ideologies, and discourses. To this end, his strategy of system analysis, which involves 

describing systems relations within their broader context and explaining relational 

systems through linking findings to existing social theory, seeks to discover “how routine 

social actions form and reproduce system relations that coordinate activities across 

various reaches of space and time” (Georgiou & Carspecken, 2002, p. 690). To 

accomplish this task, data analyzed using the development research sequence was linked 

to broader sociopolitical aspects through, for example, comparing observed discourse and 

activities with existing literature and conceptual frameworks of action. As such, this 

dissertation engages with Carspecken’s critical research perspective as a modification of 

the more prescriptive method in which Spradley’s research technique has traditionally 

been deployed. 

Analyses of Discourse and Visual Design 

 Analysis of exhibits and other displays created for public consumption will adhere 

to the analytic paradigms of critical discourse analysis (CDA) as employed by van Dijk 

(1993) and Fairclough (1989, 1995, 2006) and visual analysis as explained by Kress and 

Van Leeuwen (1996, 2006). Briefly, CDA involves a study of the relationship between 

discourse and power. As articulated by van Dijk (1993), the word ‘critical’ signals a 

departure from the purely descriptive goals of traditional discourse analysis. Critical 

discourse analysts seek to understand the role played by communicative events – and the 

properties of text, talk, and verbal interaction – in reproducing modes of dominance or 

social inequality. Here, I will differentiate CDA from textual analysis, as the former 
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necessarily involves a consideration of the broader sociohistorical and political forces at 

play in the construction and perpetuation of particular modes of discourse, while for the 

latter a decentering of the text may be sufficient, depending on the particular research 

aim. Use of a CDA perspective, particularly as it has been articulated by van Dijk and 

Fairclough, allows me to connect specific discourses and discourse practices to the 

political and economic structures which help to constitute them, and I am thus able to 

consider some of the broader sociological implications of this representation. 

Fairclough (1995) explains that every discursive event is comprised of three 

components: the textual element, where form and contents are analyzed; the element of 

discursive practice, meaning the socio-cognitive aspects of textual production; and social 

practice, relating to socio-cultural context. This dissertation uses CDA to explore how 

exhibition narratives are built, and examines the composition of messages and stories 

across text panels, video and multimedia displays, and material artifacts. My aim is to 

uncover the ideological structures and reproduction of dominant discourses embedded 

within these texts. As such, analyses of discourse were undertaken in two stages. First, a 

thematic analysis was performed with the goal of assessing communicative objectives 

and the rhetorical strategies used to achieve them. This was followed by a deconstructive 

reading and structural analysis with the goal of further assessing the ideological structures 

and repertoires embedded within particular exhibits and displays. Special attention has 

been paid to the properties of exhibition text, including topics, text schemata, style, tone, 

hyperbole, overlexicalization, analogies, metaphors, and contrastive comparisons. Here, it 

is important to note that while the People’s Palace and Écomusée du Fier Monde have 

text-based displays, the Tenement Museum instead primarily relies on the verbal 
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discourses of it guides to explain museum displays. This being said, the museum also 

features a short film in its ‘Welcome Center’, and has printed two short publications that 

cover much of the material typically discussed by museum guides. As discourse analysis 

requires careful, repeated readings of the text under investigation, I have focused my 

textual-based study on these materials.  

 As museum displays are composed of both textual and visual elements, I have 

also engaged with a secondary form of multimodal analysis: the “grammar of visual 

design” (Kress and van Leeuwen, 1996, p. 2). Drawing on Saussure’s study of semiotics 

and Halliday’s (1978) social approach to linguistics, Kress and van Leeuwen develop a 

social semiotic approach to understand images as complex signs used in the realization, 

communication, and interpretation of meanings. They argue that an image simultaneously 

performs three kinds of meta-semiotic tasks to create meaning: representational 

metafunction, interpersonal metafunction, and compositional metafunction. The 

representational metafunction is concerned with the people, places, and objects within an 

image – the represented participants (RPs). Its structure is either conceptual, meaning the 

RPs are grouped together to present viewers with a notion of who or what they represent, 

or narrative, allowing viewers to create a story because the image includes vectors of 

motion or eyelines (Moya & Pinar, 2008). In analyzing the representational metafunction 

of displays, I have documented the RPs in the image, paying attention to both human and 

non-human elements. I have assessed whether there are any vectors (including eyelines) 

in the display that indicate action, and considered what response the display intends to 

invoke. I have also examined display complexity – is more than one process embedded in 
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the display? How does this help or hinder in explaining the message or story the display 

seeks to convey? 

The interpersonal metafunction refers to the relationship formed between the 

actors or objects in an image and the viewer. It is comprised of four elements: visual 

demand, social distance, the horizontal angle, and the vertical angle. Visual demand is 

determined by the eyeline of the RP in relation to the viewer. An RP that looks directly at 

the viewer promotes viewer engagement, while an RP that looks at someone or 

something else in the image becomes an object of contemplation for the viewer. Social 

distance refers to the feelings of intimacy or distance engendered by how close RPs in an 

image appear to the viewer. An RP that appears close to the viewer is designed to 

produce greater feelings of intimacy; however, as Kress and van Leeuwen (2006) note, 

“[t]he relation between the human participants represented in images and the viewer is 

once again an imaginary relation. People are portrayed as though they are friends, or as 

though they are strangers” (p. 126). Horizontal and vertical angles refer to the level of 

involvement and power apparent in the display. For example, an RP facing the viewer 

implies the RP is ‘one of us’, whereas an RP looking downward at the viewer has more 

power. In assessing the interpersonal metafunction of displays, I have considered whether 

the image act taking place is designed to promote engagement or contemplation, and 

examined the relative closeness or distance of the RPs in the display. Lastly, through 

exploring the use of horizontal and vertical angles, I have reflected on the power relations 

embedded within and emanating from the display. 

Finally, the compositional metafunction signifies the spatial organization of 

elements in an image and the framing devices that render these elements connected or 
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separate. The composition of images is a sort of visual syntax – signs are put together in a 

rule-oriented way so that viewers see a coherent whole. The compositional metafunction 

integrates the first two metafunctions through a variety of elements, including salience, 

framing, and modality. Salience, which refers to the ability of the RP to capture the 

viewer’s attention, can be assessed by questioning whether some RPs in a display seem 

more significant than others and how this affects the purpose or meaning of the image. 

Framing involves a consideration of how RPs are held together or kept apart in an image. 

Finally, modality refers to an image’s believability and authenticity. Does the image seem 

real to the viewer? In the study of museum displays, we can also question how the 

‘realness’ of an image affects its message and that of any accompanying texts.   

My analyses of discourse and visual design are strongly grounded within a 

political economy of culture and communication perspective. This means that I am 

concerned not only with “how texts produce meaning and thereby help to generate social 

structure but also how such production is constrained by emergent, non-semiotic features 

of social structure as well as by inherently semiotic factors” (Jessop, 2004, p. 163). As 

such, analyses of discourse and visual design act as a methodological supplement to 

political economic perspectives, “revealing the specific mechanisms through which 

semiotically mediated practices and social relations are reproduced” (Sum & Jessop, 

2013, p. 126). The distinct advantages of this approach have been recognized by 

Fairclough (2006) in his discussion of language and globalization. By framing discourse 

analysis within political economy, I am able to pay systematic attention to discourse (in 

terms of both texts and images) as an important facet of museum exhibitions and 

operations more generally, while avoiding “a de-contextualized focus on discourse” that 



146 
 

neglects to consider that discourse is only effective in the social construction of ideology 

and power relations under particular political, economic, and cultural conditions 

(Fairclough, 2006, p. 29).
27

 In essence, my aim is to highlight the discursive aspects of 

social, political, and economic systems and processes (often neglected in political 

economic approaches to culture and communication), while refraining to exaggerate the 

causal effects of discourse or treating social processes as though they were merely 

discursive. 

Limitations of the Research Methodology 

This research design is limited by several factors. The findings of individual case 

studies typically do not allow inferences to be made about the population at large. Data 

collection was limited by the lack of access to potential respondents at the Tenement 

Museum and Écomusée du Fier Monde. Interviews at the People’s Palace are subject to 

the limitations of self-reported data, meaning they are limited by the fact that not all 

claims made by interviewees can be independently verified. The research drew heavily 

on participant observation throughout the course of data collection; however, it is 

important to acknowledge that my social position (gender, ethnicity, class, nationality, 

and so forth) not only influenced my access to different types of information, people, and 

bodies of knowledge (see DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002), but has also shaped how I observed, 

analyzed, and interpreted my findings. The analytic strategies employed in this 

dissertation are also subject to limitations. As mentioned above, ethnographic analysis 

runs the risk of miring the researcher in forms of analyses that fail to link the phenomena 

observed to larger sociohistorical events and prevailing systems of power. Analyses of 
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 These include “structural characteristics of particular societies, features of their institutions, aspects of 

their history, as well as factors to do with the beliefs, attitudes and values of their people” (Fairclough, 

2006, p. 29). 
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discourse and visual design, meanwhile, are not generalizable to other situations, other 

discourses, or other groups of people. As meaning is never fixed, competing claims are 

possible regarding the same discourse (though arguably, this limitation also applies to 

other methods of qualitative inquiry).  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has elaborated a methodological framework for understanding the 

representation of working class heritage in cities undergoing significant structural change 

in capitalist societies. It has developed a multi-site research strategy informed by the 

extended case method tradition in sociological ethnography. In addition to elucidating the 

research design, this chapter has also discussed the specific methods employed in 

gathering data and the analytic strategies used to derive inferences and conclusions from 

the evidence collected. Participant observation (including interviews), documents, and 

material artifacts form the basis of a mixed-methods approach able to address a wide 

variety of research needs. Triangulated use of explanation building, ethnographic 

analysis, and textual (discourse and visual) analysis help to ensure internal validity, and 

offer a more in-depth understanding of each case than any individual strategy of inquiry 

could provide (Denzin & Lincoln 2008; Migiro & Magangi, 2011). The decision to 

structure this dissertation using three case studies is a specific narrative choice. While the 

cases are distinct, they are also interrelated thematically through the concepts of changing 

cityscapes, gentrification, and the broader contexts of globalization, flows of capital, and 

the notion of creative economies. Each of these cases allows me to look at the unique 

issues related to representation in that particular museum, while also permitting me to 
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connect these issues to broader political, economic, and cultural theoretical 

considerations.  

The case studies in the chapters that follow explore the tensions and 

contradictions involved in the creation, development, and sustainment of working class 

history museums in capitalist societies. The next chapter examines the exhibitions, 

working conditions, and public presence of the People’s Palace in Glasgow, a museum 

first opened to the public as a cultural centre in the late nineteenth century that is now 

regarded as an essential component of the city’s contemporary cultural infrastructure. 
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Chapter 5 

 

The People’s Palace and Winter Gardens 

 

 

On March 9th, 2004, amid the sleek shops and bars of the recently gentrified 

Merchant City, Glasgow declared itself ‘the new black’ with the launch of a £1.5 million 

campaign designed to give the city a more stylish and cosmopolitan image. Under the 

slogan Glasgow: Scotland with Style, the campaign aimed to bring £42 million in 

investment to the city and create up to one thousand full-time jobs through a celebration 

of the legacy of famed Glaswegian architect and artist Charles Rennie Mackintosh. The 

aim here was not only to capitalize on a point of differentiation for Glasgow, one that no 

other city could claim – Mackintosh – in hopes of attracting international investment and 

tourism, but also to project a unique and confident image of the city on a global level. 

This project is only the most recent in a number of initiatives to reimagine the city 

through use of Glasgow’s cultural heritage in the wake of the decline of manufacturing 

and heavy industry. Efforts to rebrand – and, in fact, reconstitute – the city as one 

teeming with cultural capital have been ongoing since the early 1980s, evident in the 

redevelopment along the River Clyde with the creation of conference centres and 

auditoriums, and also in the opening a number of new museums and galleries, including 

the Burrell Collection in 1983, the Gallery of Modern Art in 1996, and the Riverside 

Museum of Transportation in 2011. Glasgow City Council (along with other donors) has 

also helped fund the recent refurbishment of the Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, a 

£35 million and three-year project completed in 2006. These efforts can all be seen as 

part of Glasgow’s branding strategy, with the promotion of arts and culture as part of an 
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economic policy designed to negate the effects of the transition from an industrial to a 

post-industrial economy. 

Initially intended to run until 2006, Glasgow: Scotland with Style was deemed 

such a success that it was later integrated into both the city’s economic strategy and its 

tourism strategy for 2007-2016. As noted in its tourism document, Glasgow’s cultural 

infrastructure – meaning its culture, leisure, and visitor attractions – is of critical 

importance in the competition for capital investment and cultural tourists. And while it is 

not unexpected for Glasgow’s tourism strategy to boast that its museums possess “art and 

cultural collections of international significance”, it is noteworthy that the text calls 

specific attention to the People’s Palace, a public museum devoted to the city’s working 

class history, rather than focusing solely on ‘high culture’ venues such as the Burrell 

Collection or Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum (Tourism Strategy, 2007, p. 19). By 

highlighting the People’s Palace as an essential component of the Glaswegian cultural 

milieu, the city’s branding strategy has forged a link between Glasgow’s historic working 

class background and its gentrifying present. Far from a picturesque depiction of a way of 

life long forgotten, the People’s Palace presents working class history as intimately 

linked to struggles and successes of contemporary Glasgow. Working class culture, both 

past and present, is thus framed as culture worthy of commemoration. Though much of 

Glasgow’s cultural infrastructure actively seeks to attract an international audience, the 

People’s Palace remains primarily a space for ordinary Glaswegians, their culture, and 

politics. 

This chapter begins with a brief discussion of the historical processes that have 

shaped urban structure and social distribution in the city of Glasgow. I then chart the 
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trajectory of creative city rhetoric in Glasgow, and consider its impact on attempts to 

transform the economic, social, and spatial structures of the city. After a brief interlude to 

discuss the history and development of the Glasgow Green as a hub of working class 

politics and culture, the latter half of the chapter is devoted to an in-depth assessment of 

the People’s Palace. In addition to sketching the museum’s historical background as a 

cultural centre for the working class, I locate its place in Glasgow’s broader historical 

programme of municipal provision. I then move on to a discussion of the museum’s 

current exhibitions, and make the argument that the complex representations of working 

class labour and life found within them is a far cry from the sentimentalized history one 

might expect in a city whose cultural policies are underscored by a largely neoliberal 

rhetoric. The exhibition on housing and family life provides a particularly nuanced 

examination of the socio-historical factors which have shaped working class reality, as 

will be demonstrated through use of a multimodal (textual and visual) analysis. Next, I 

consider life and labour in the museum through an ethnographic analysis of museum 

staff, and reflect on the museum as a professional bureaucracy, paying special attention to 

organizational change, growing museum professionalization, and competing visions for 

the museum’s future. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the role the museum has 

played in public debates on urban change, gentrification, and displacement.   

 

The Rise and Fall of an Industrial Powerhouse 
 

Historically, the development of Glasgow has been intimately linked to the River 

Clyde, which acted as both a route way and provider on the local scale, and as a hub 

connecting the city to a wider environs. The river courses over a range of rock structures 

such as sandstone, which provided the city with material for building houses and later 
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factories. Abundant resources of coal and iron gave it the means to fuel them.  A wealth 

of fast-flowing soft water afforded the city an almost unparalleled advantage during the 

beginning phases of the Industrial Revolution, when textile production was predominant. 

By the beginning of the eighteenth century, Glasgow had emerged as a bastion of 

mercantile and industrial prosperity, second in Scotland only to Edinburgh.
28

 Almost 

every decade in the eighteenth century saw the establishment of a new industry in 

Glasgow, with some decades seeing as many as four or five founded.
29

 The eighteenth 

century also saw the townscape of industrial Glasgow expand westward under the aegis 

of both town council and private individuals or associations. While the council’s 

activities were largely confined to the already built up, working class districts in the east, 

the merchant class was building homes to the west of the city, close to their offices and 

factories yet far removed from the discomfort of the overcrowded east end. 

Glasgow’s industrialization resulted in an enormous increase in population, from 

42,832 in 1780, to 274,324 in 1841.
30

 Glasgow’s population further quadrupled between 

1841 and the early twentieth century, both due to ever-greater numbers of people moving 

to the city as well as Glasgow’s absorption of many of the surrounding towns and burghs. 

Dominance in the heavy industries of coal, steel, engineering, and shipbuilding made 

                                                 
28

 Glasgow’s growing prosperity was clearly demonstrated by its rising contributions to the tax role of 

Scottish burghs: “From eleventh position in 1535, paying 2% of the total, she had climbed to second 

position by 1672, contributing 12%, and while she remained in this position until 1707, her contribution 

climbed steadily to almost 24% of the total” (Gibb, 1983, p. 53). 
29

 By the mid-eighteenth century, one of the most significant commodities coming into the Clyde was 

tobacco, with an estimated 46 million pounds imported annually by 1771. The Tobacco Lords, an elite 

minority in Glasgow’s merchant class, exerted disproportionate influence in the city’s affairs through their 

investments in land and industry, and also through their contributions to the city’s fledging banking 

industry by loaning capital to other entrepreneurs. Merchant capital thus found its way into “tanning, boot 

and shoe manufacturing, rope and sailcloth making, ironworks, glassworks, coal mines, breweries, textile 

factories and dye works” (Gibb, 1983, p. 65). By the 1770s, Glasgow was also Britain’s principal centre for 

linen manufacture, specializing in fine quality cloths and handkerchiefs.  
30

 More than ninety-four percent of those enumerated in the 1841 census were classified as working class 

(Cage, 1987). 
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Glasgow not only a leading industrial centre but also a national and international 

economic powerhouse. In 1913, for example, the Clydeside yards produced 756,973 tons 

of shipping, representing “one-third of Britain’s tonnage, 18 per cent of world output, and 

more than the entire production of Germany and the USA” (Pacione, 1995, p. 131). This 

apparent prosperity, however, made it difficult to see that the seeds of Glasgow’s decline 

had already been sown. Just as the city had been one of the first to achieve economic 

supremacy in the industrial era, it was also one of the first to stop growing. From 1901 

onwards, the city experienced greater levels of emigration than immigration. Though the 

city had extended its boundaries and absorbed peripheral populations, bringing the total 

population to 1,008,487 in 1912, the censuses of 1921 and 1931 showed relatively small 

increases (25,000 and 45,000, respectively); this combined with relatively stable natural 

increases and a falling death rate signified a “consistent drift of population” (Gibb, 1983, 

p. 154). Though Glasgow’s incipient decline was largely masked by the outbreak of the 

two world wars, with demand for munitions acting as a powerful stimulant on the local 

economy, between 1931 and 1951 the city lost 120,000 people by migration (with a 

further 27,000 having died in the wars), predominantly young men of working age. 

 Glasgow experienced a high level of job loss in the decades following the Second 

World War, with only six of the city’s seventeen industries expanding between 1948 and 

1964. Any growth in manufacturing employment was offset by the almost three-fold 

decline in shipbuilding and heavy vehicle manufacturing. Here, it is important to note 

that the outward flow of industrial development was not solely a postwar phenomenon, 

but rather has existed to a certain degree since the nineteenth century (see Donnison & 

Middleton, 1987). What made the postwar outflow so devastating was that no new 



154 
 

industry came forth to replace what had departed. Glasgow was unable to benefit from 

government regional policy designed to attract new industry to west central Scotland, in 

large part because of a shortage of suitable land within the city proper. Pacione (1995) 

notes this was both due to the government policy of industrial diversification, which saw 

the creation of industrial estates (such as Hillington, Craigton, and Queenslie) located 

outside the city, as well as the rise of new industries with little connection to the old 

industrial base.  

 

Urban Renewal and Creative City Rhetoric in Glasgow 

Decline in Glasgow echoed the general deterioration of urban Britain following 

the Second World War, which saw population and employment shift from city centres to 

the suburbs. Deindustrialization led to a hollowing out of city centres, with policies for 

dispersal encouraging the migration of younger, more skilled, and entrepreneurial people, 

to the disadvantage of those left behind. Combined with a flight of private capital from 

the urban core, Glasgow and its citizens were increasingly dependent on state support, 

including unemployment and social security benefits as well as services such as social 

work. By the early 1970s, Glasgow was officially acknowledged to be the most deprived 

city in the U.K., with high levels of crime and drug addiction, as well as dilapidated, slum 

housing in most quarters of the city. In particular, older industrial areas such as the east 

end and Clydeside were notorious for high levels of unemployment, violence and youth 

gangs, poor housing, a lack of educational opportunities, and social exclusion. 

Scotland’s response to industrial closure and slum clearance in Glasgow’s east 

end was the Glasgow Eastern Area Renewal (GEAR) project, which began in 1976 as 

one of Europe’s largest and most ambitious urban regeneration schemes. As noted by 
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Wannop (1990), GEAR was the first major partnership between a government agency (in 

this case, the Scottish Development Agency) and local authorities in an urban 

regeneration project. The GEAR area covered sixteen square kilometres (approximately 

eight percent of the city) and encompassed seven existing Comprehensive Development 

Areas (CDAs) as well as a former steelworks site. The aim of the project was to revitalize 

the east end by reducing emigration from the area through the reestablishment of industry 

and improving environmental and social conditions. Between 1977 and 1982 more than 

£48 million – almost a third of the expenditure in GEAR – represented added investment 

to that previously promised by the funding agencies (see Nairn, 1983). During the same 

period, the project also drew £19 million of private housing investment. The project 

ultimately resulted in the rehabilitation of four thousand tenements by local housing 

associations, the modernization of eight thousand inter-war houses, and more than four 

thousand new houses (a combination of council and private housing) built. GEAR is 

particularly significant to urban renewal in Glasgow because of the role it played in 

facilitating both a discourse and policy framework that acknowledged that urban 

regeneration required meaningful action on the part of regional and district councils, 

rather than reliance on the capabilities of local authorities alone. GEAR’s successes in 

housing refurbishment and development “enabled the subsequent cascade of projects of 

economic and physical action through which the SDA and the Scottish Special Housing 

Association (SSHA) became equal partners in the City’s renewal” (Wannop, 1990, p. 

456). This said, GEAR was unable to meet all of its objectives, especially those related to 

emigration and employment. A major study commissioned by the SDA at the project’s 

conclusion in 1987 (see Scottish Development Agency, 1988) concluded that while 
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GEAR had made a substantial impact on the physical environment, house-building, and 

improved local perceptions of the police and social work services, the project had been 

less successful in stemming population decline, unemployment, and the rate of job loss. 

As Damer (1990) has caustically noted, “[i]f one analyses the academic reports on the 

much-vaunted GEAR… Precisely fourteen long-term unemployed East Enders got jobs 

as ‘small entrepreneurs’ [out of the project], generating another sixteen jobs” (p. 13).
31

 

The early 1980s saw a shift in the discourse of urban renewal in Glasgow.  While 

regeneration of the built environment remained a key element of strategies for renewal, 

city officials increasingly placed emphasis on the need for culturally-led urban 

development to bolster community well-being and spur economic growth. In an effort to 

reverse the city’s growing economic decline, the Glasgow District Council launched the 

Economic Development and Employment Committee (EDEC) in 1981 (MacLeod, 2002). 

In addition to initiating a number of arts and cultural projects, the Committee pursued 

private sector investment in the rehabilitation of urban forms, including older buildings 

and parks, and also set up Glasgow Action, a private sector-led partnership whose aim 

was to foster a more positive image for the city. A progression of high profile urban 

renewal projects followed, including “designer retail developments at Princes Square and 

the Italian Centre, café culture and gentrification within the Merchant City, and the 

transformation of Buchanan Street into a focal point for culture, shopping and leisure” 

(Jones and Evans, 2013, p. 92). 

                                                 
31

 Execution of the project had also not been without complications. GEAR treated the east end as a single 

entity, rather than as a multiplicity of smaller communities, and this strategy had a tendency to mask the 

factors that had led to the intervention in the first place. Local people tended to identify with traditional 

communities, and strenuously objected to outsiders’ attempts to define and categorize them. For example, 

in one of the social surveys conducted by GEAR, more than half of the respondents – fifty-six percent – 

“mentioned a part of the area [that was] not identified as a ward on the Registrar’s valuation roll and when 

asked to confirm that they lived within the ward to which they had been assigned, two-thirds of the people 

categorically denied it” (Middleton, 1987, p. 14). 
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 Glasgow’s most famous effort to brand itself as a ‘creative’ or ‘cultural’ city 

began in 1983 with the EDEC’s ‘Glasgow’s Miles Better’ campaign, which presented the 

city as clean, friendly, and safe – a far cry from its reputation as violent, unclean, and 

poor. This slogan became a significant symbol of the new, post-industrial city, and 

“proclaimed that Glasgow had found itself a new role in business services, in advanced 

education, in publishing, and in the arts” (Gómez, 1998, p. 111). The campaign, which 

was not marketed towards people living in Glasgow but rather targeted national and 

international political and business leaders, was wildly popular with the local and foreign 

press and was largely responsible for the city being named the European City of Culture 

in 1990. In response to this designation, Glasgow mounted a yearlong cultural 

programme with over 3,400 public events taking place. Significantly, the city adopted a 

broad definition of culture that included both what is traditionally considered ‘high 

culture’ (such as dance, theatre, and visual arts), as well as elements of folk or working 

class culture, such as religion, sport, and even shipbuilding. As such, Glasgow’s urban 

culture, including its working class culture, was bundled with tourism and leisure 

industries in an attempt to rebrand the city as modern and creative, with the aim of 

attracting and holding international investment (Booth & Boyle, 1993).  

As noted by Comunian and Faggian (2011), Glasgow was the first host city “that 

had not been a culturally recognized leading European city; previous hosts had been 

cities such as Florence and Paris. The choice of Glasgow was motivated specifically by 

Glasgow’s potential to improve its image and regenerate the city” (p. 204). This 

fundamentally altered the nature of the ‘City of Culture’ designation. The event was “re-

branded as a vehicle for failing post-industrial urban economies to intensively reshape 
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their image to attract more capital from tourism, retail and cultural institution-based 

outlets” (Fitzpatrick, 2013, p. 213). Culture and creativity were seen as tools that would 

not only improve a city’s image and reputation, but also bolster its economy in the wake 

of Fordist decline. 

The late twentieth century saw Glasgow successfully rehabilitate its image; 

however, economic recovery eluded the city. As observed by Webster (1994), 

employment rates continuously fell between 1981 and 1991. Though 2,843 new service 

jobs were created during this time period, 39,773 manufacturing jobs were lost, and 

Glasgow’s employment rate remained significantly lower than that of Scotland as a 

whole. When new jobs were created, the benefit tended to go to people who resided in 

other townships rather than to blue collar Glaswegians. For example, though nearly three-

quarters of jobs in Glasgow were held by city residents in the early 1970s, this number 

had shrunk to fifty-eight percent by 1991. Gómez (1998) concludes that the pursuit of a 

new economic role for the city had little impact on its employment structure. Expected 

returns on ‘cultural investments’ failed to materialize; this is unsurprising given that the 

city “experienced no major budgetary reallocation towards local economic development” 

(Gómez, 1998, p. 116). Housing issues also remained a concern, as ever-increasing levels 

of private investment resulted in rents rising at a rate well above inflation, which in turn 

led to more and more of the city’s population being unable to cover the cost of rent 

without housing benefit payments. Levels of emigration (particularly among young, 

healthy workers) remained high until the mid-1990s, with Glasgow continuing to 

experience urban population loss until early 2000s.
32
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 Jones and Evans (2013) note that a slight uptick in population between 2001 and 2010 – 2.4% – has 

occurred in tandem with a renewed emphasis on urban regeneration policies. 
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Contemporary urban policy in Glasgow places less emphasis on the nebulous 

concept of ‘creativity’ and instead focuses on the slightly less ambiguous notion of 

‘sustainability’. Here, sustainability refers to endurance of city systems and processes, 

including those related to the environment, politics, economics, and cultural practices. As 

articulated in the city’s current development plan, Glasgow’s regeneration is broadly 

framed in terms of sustainable growth, with particular attention paid to economic and 

social regeneration, as well as to the upkeep and development of the natural and built 

environment. Though these are not new areas of focus for Council, the current plan sets 

forth a new strategy for assessing and integrating development schemes (the Sustainable 

Spatial Strategy) and ascribes a renewed emphasis on the importance of placemaking (the 

Placemaking Principle) for economic and social development. These two overarching 

policies are designed to guide the city’s growth and transformation it into a world class 

city. The plan defines placemaking as a design-led approach “that considers the area’s 

context, and balances the range of interests and opportunities to create multiple 

interconnected benefits through a collaborative process” (Glasgow City Council, 2013, p. 

29). Through “meaningful dialogue with stakeholders and effective engagement with 

communities”, the aim of placemaking is to ensure that new development is successfully 

integrated into the existing social, economic, and ecological milieu (Glasgow City 

Council, 2013, p. 29). Challenges facing the city are framed primarily as economic 

issues, and include both the effect of the recent world financial crisis on levels of public 

and private sector investment as well anticipated growth in the learning and knowledge 

economy. Key priorities for Council thus include maintaining the attractiveness of the 
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city centre as an investment location, and also promoting further development along the 

River Clyde Development Corridor. 

 

Interlude – The People’s Park: Glasgow Green and Working Class Politics 

Glasgow Green originally extended along the riverbank to St. Enoch’s Burn, and 

ran from what is presently known as Buchanan Street through St. Enoch Square to the 

Clyde River. While the origins of the Green as a public space are unknown, it is likely 

that the land was granted by James II to Bishop William Turnbull and the people of 

Glasgow in April 1450. Initially, the Green acted as grazing ground for livestock, a 

practice which continued until the late nineteenth century. Owing to its proximity to the 

River Clyde, women in the east end of the city used the Green for washing and bleaching 

linen, and the clothes poles where washing was hung out to dry remain present on the 

Green to this day. A series of public works projects between 1816 and 1826, spearheaded 

by the Superintendent of Public Works James Cleland, resulted in the draining and 

levelling of the Green, and in 1826 trees were planted, walks formed, and a two and half 

mile carriageway was built round the Green. In 1837, the Green was designated a public 

park and municipal funds were set aside for its care and upkeep. By the late nineteenth 

century, the park was described as encompassing 136 imperial acres (Reed, 1993). 

Today, the Green spans fifty-five hectares and is just east of the city centre, bounded 

between the River Clyde and the Gorbals to the south, Calton to the north, and Bridgeton 

to the east. 

The Glasgow Green has a long history as a public arena and hub of working class 

politics and protest. Most famously, the 1787 Calton weavers’ protest against cuts to their 

wages ended in the military opening fire and killing eight demonstrators. The east end 
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was a hotbed of political unrest, and the Green provided a medium through which 

protests, rallies, and other demonstrations could be actualized. Though some 

demonstrations were violent, such as those springing from the so-called Radical War of 

1820 and riots against George IV’s treatment of Queen Caroline in 1821, others were 

peaceful, including those held during the 1830s in favour of Burgh Reform as well as 

those preceding the 1832 Reform Bill. The Green also acted as a forum for debates over 

pressing social issues such as temperance.   

From the inauguration of the Green as the ‘people’s property’, there has been 

“tremendous resistance to any encroachments on the Green, or any attempts to spoil the 

amenities of the Green” (King, 1985, p. 27). In 1858, plans to lease the Green for mining 

to pay for land for parks in the wealthy west end of the city were met with outrage, and 

with the help of east end councillor James Moir residents were able to pressure town 

council into dropping the matter. Mining the Green was raised again in 1869 and 1888, 

though never realized, in large part due to vigorous protest on the part of the city’s east 

end residents. The most recent threat to the Green occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, when 

plans to expand the Inner Ring Road by slicing through the Green past the People’s 

Palace would have destroyed most of the northern and western parts of the park, and 

likely resulted in the demolition of the museum. A sustained campaign was waged 

against the proposal; this included a community newsletter, The GRIM NEWS (Glasgow 

Resistance to Incoming Motorways), as well as engendering support for public figures 

such as folk singer Adam McNaughton.
33

 The protests were successful and the Secretary 

of State suspended the plans in 1981. 
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 McNaughton’s (1983) wildly popular song ‘We Will Not Have a Motorway’ sent an acerbic message to 

Glasgow District Councillors: “You Glasgow District Cooncillors [spelled in Scots], it’s time to change 
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Since the mid-1990s, revitalization of the Green has been a major focal point of 

urban renewal efforts in Glasgow. In 1996, the city was granted a Heritage Lottery 

Award of £6.6 million towards the £10.2 million capital cost of renewal and restoration 

of the Green, and in 1999 additional funding was received from Glasgow City Council, 

Historic Scotland, The Headley Trust, and the European Residual Development Fund to 

continue refurbishment work on the Green’s designed landscape, monuments, and 

historically significant structures. The Glasgow Green Renewal Project was completed in 

2007. While much of the work, including the removal of debris from air shelters and 

ground stabilization, was not immediately visible to public view, a number of changes 

become apparent as one tours the park, including more than three kilometres of 

reconstructed prewar fencing, resurfaced roads and carriageway paths, more than one 

hundred new lighting columns, and also the installation of CCTV cameras. A number of 

monumental and sculptural works have also been refurbished, including McLellan Arch, 

Nelson’s Monument, Sir William Collins Memorial Fountain, as well as the world-

renowned Doulton Fountain, which in 2005 was moved from the Green’s central avenue 

to the front of the People’s Palace. 

The Green’s current management plan, implemented in 2011, runs until 2016. 

Stewardship of the park is guided by the plan’s ‘Vision Statement’, which states that 

Glasgow Green is to be developed and maintained “as a high quality visitor and tourist 

destination and continue to develop the strong cultural value of the landscape and 

historical features to be enjoyed as the ‘peoples [sic] park’” (Land and Environmental 

Services, 2011, p. 43). Though there is no specific marketing plan for the Green, an 

                                                                                                                                                 
your plan / The Calton folk and Brigton folk don’t want your Autobahn / You can stuff your eight lane 

highway up – you know where I mean / We will not have a motorway across the Glasgow Green!” 
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established events program runs throughout the year, and the park attracts more than two 

million visitors annually. While today the Green is more likely to act as a concert or 

sporting venue than as the setting for political protest, echoes of its past as a site of 

immense radicalism remain. In 2011, for example, thousands of people (including 

politicians and members of trade union and faith groups) gathered on the Green to take 

part in the Scottish Trades Union Congress’s People First Rally, protesting cuts to public 

sector jobs and services (“Marchers protest”, 2011). 

 

‘A Home on Which Their Memory May Rest’: The People’s Palace and Winter  

 

Gardens  
 

The People’s Palace is a public museum that explores the social and cultural 

history of Glasgow. Graded a four star attraction by Visit Scotland, the country’s national 

tourism organization, the People’s Palace is presently the fourth most visited museum in 

Glasgow, receiving 310,326 visits in 2013, an increase of almost seven percent over the 

previous year (“2013 Visitor Figures”, 2014). The museum is run by Glasgow Life, a 

charitable organization tasked with delivering cultural and leisure services on behalf of 

Glasgow City Council.
34

 Adjacent to the museum are the Winter Gardens, a collection of 

exotic palms and plants housed in a Victorian glasshouse. As with all museums run by 

Glasgow Life, the People’s Palace offers free admission.  

Located on the Glasgow Green, the three-storey, domed building was first opened 

as a cultural centre for the working class in 1898 by the Earl of Rosebery, who voiced the 

hope that it would become “a palace of pleasure and imagination around which the 

people may place their affections and which may give them a home on which their 

                                                 
34

 Established in 2007, Glasgow Life also manages nine other museums in the city as well as a number of 

libraries, theatres, arts venues, and sports centres. 
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memory may rest” (as quoted in King, 1985, p. 9). The museum was part of wide-ranging 

programme of municipal provision – as King (1985) explains, from the mid-nineteenth 

century onward Glasgow Corporation engaged in a policy of municipal control of utilities 

and other services including gas street lighting (1869), electricity (1890), and the 

tramway (1894) and telephone systems (1900), in large part due to the failure of private 

providers to sufficiently expand service provision outside the wealthy areas of the city. 

Arguments for the construction of a ‘people’s palace’ were first put forth in 1891 by city 

councillor Robert Crawford, who reasoned that just as the city was providing for citizens’ 

physical wellbeing, so too should it provide for their cultural welfare. Although the 

working class population had not demonstrated an overt desire for art, Crawford believed 

that the creation of cultural facilities was in and of itself desirable – after all, though 

appeals for municipal baths had not come from the dirtiest of the population, when the 

baths were provided the unwashed were first to make use of them.  

The People’s Palace initially featured reading and recreation rooms on the main 

floor, and a museum and art gallery on the upper levels. This was very much in line with 

Victorian aspirations to provide working class people with opportunities for self 

improvement and sober, ‘genteel’ leisure activity. Since the 1940s, however, the People’s 

Palace has acted as a social history museum, and it currently tells the story of the people 

of Glasgow from the mid-eighteenth century to the late 1990s, when the museum was last 

updated.
35

 Displays relate primarily to life around the Green, which has been a public 

park and site of social and political life since the fifteenth century.   
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 The museum is currently undergoing a phased refurbishment, which will be completed over the next few 

years. 
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The museum’s permanent exhibitions are located on its first and second floors, 

with the ground level containing the museum shop, space for school groups, and access to 

the Winter Gardens and café. Ascending the central wooden staircase with its finely 

detailed iron railings, visitors first pass a magnificent whalebone arch before arriving at 

the first floor.
36

 Brightly coloured and well-lit, the first floor features a number of low-

tech interactive exhibits on topics such as Glasgow’s involvement in the First World War, 

the ‘steamie’ (communal washing houses), The Buttercup Dairy (a successful business in 

the early half of the twentieth century), crime and punishment, alcohol and entertainment, 

and the Glaswegian dialect known as ‘the Patter’. While most historical artifacts remain 

behind glass, modern recreations of historic objects and places give visitors the 

opportunity to engage with exhibits in a hands-on way. An Anderson shelter made of 

corrugated steel sheets, for example, allows visitors to experience the cramped and rather 

fragile nature of the shelters constructed by Glaswegians to protect themselves from 

German air raids during the First World War. The physical object is accompanied by a 

brief description of the shelters and how they were used, a quote from a woman who 

lived through the raids, as well artifacts including both adult and children’s gas masks. 

Visitors can also enter The Buttercup Dairy, a recreated shop containing historic artifacts 

and photos, as well as ‘Mrs. Carmichael’s Rant’, an audio recording of a fictional 

shopkeeper reflecting on the business and interacting with customers. 

Though the first floor exhibitions discuss a number of serious social issues, 

including war, alcoholism, and crime, they are clearly geared towards younger visitors 

and families. Exhibit text is kept short, interactives are well within reach of children, and 
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 Whalebone arches, a remnant of mid-sixteenth to mid-seventeenth whaling expeditions, are a somewhat 

common historical landmark in Scotland, particularly in the coastal regions. See Redman (2004) for a 

detailed history.  
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circulation routes are kept wide.
37

 This said, displays are far from simplistic accounts of 

past events. There is a clear attempt to present the subject matter through the lenses of 

gender and class, and to link the everyday experiences of ordinary Glaswegians to 

broader political and social structures. “The Bevvy”, for instance, traces how heavy bouts 

of drinking went from being considered a respectable pastime for wealthy men in the 

eighteenth century to a major threat to moral and social order in the nineteenth century, 

when drinking became a common way for working class men to cope with poverty and 

brutal working conditions. Attention is also paid to how the city has been discursively 

constructed by a variety of social actors, especially those with some form of political 

power. The exhibition on crime and punishment, for example, calls attention to the 

possibility that Glasgow’s image as a crime-ridden city arose as a result of campaigns 

mounted by nineteenth-century middle class reformers and local government officials to 

exert social control in a city faced with rapid population growth, rather than because of an 

excess of criminality in the conurbation. The exhibition also highlights the role played by 

mass media in discursively constructing Glasgow as a “capital of crime”, though levels of 

crime historically have been on par with other large British cities.  

Continuing onto the second floor of the museum (a small sign posted at the foot 

of the staircase informs visitors that there is “merr upsterrs!”), visitors enter a large, 

bright room brimming with display panels, interactives, artifacts, portraits, and murals. 

Looking up to the giant dome, twenty-five feet above the main exhibition space, we find 

the Glasgow History Mural, which was commissioned in 1987 to commemorate the 200
th

 

anniversary of the Calton Weaver Massacre. Painted by Glaswegian artist Ken Currie, the 
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 As noted in the Smithsonian Guidelines for Accessible Exhibition Design, children are often less 

proficient at travelling in straight lines than adults; this means environments geared towards children 

require wider circulation paths (Smithsonian Accessibility Program, 1996). 



167 
 

mural’s eight panels portray scenes of working class struggle and triumph within a 

Scottish context, and include depictions of the Calton weavers, the Radical War of 1820 

and subsequent agitation for reform, the origins of the trades unions, the hunger marches 

of the 1930s, the Upper Clyde Shipbuilders’ work-in of the 1970s, and of May Day 

processions both past and present.
38

 The vividly graphic style of the artwork powerfully 

evokes the spirit of radical Glasgow. When the mural was installed the gallery was home 

to the museum’s temporary exhibitions; the space now contains a permanent exhibition 

entitled Visions of the City that explores competing narratives of the city. Categorized 

into three groupings – capitalist, civic, and people – the exhibition considers the notion 

that experiences of the city are directly linked to one’s relationship to the structures of 

political and financial power that shape the city’s social reality. Under the subheading 

“money makes the world go round”, the capitalist-focused subsection of the exhibition 

details the huge fortunes made by merchants and manufacturers in the seventeenth, 

eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. The text notes that Glaswegian capitalists held 

positions of power in town and on town council, and this ensured that Glasgow was 

governed in their own interests. At the same time, many Glaswegian capitalists put at 

least some of their fortune back into city through the creation of public parks, the 

donation of art collections and libraries, and by establishing charitable foundations to 

provide care for the less fortunate of Glasgow’s citizens.  

“Civic Visions” describes the wide range of services provided by civic authorities 

both past and present. The council was initially run by merchants and craftsmen; now, 

however, both female and male councillors are elected to represent their local areas. The 
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 Owing to the dome’s irregular octagonal architecture, the panels alternate in size between 218cm by 

251cm and 200cm by 381cm. The squarer panels, which give the appearance of length, breadth, and depth, 

are practically three dimensional in nature, whereas the rectangular panels progress from left to right. 
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exhibition delineates the ways in which Glasgow Council has attempted to make the city 

healthier, safer, and cultured. The text draws on a range of examples, including the 

introduction of a water supply from Loch Katrine 1859, the late 1990s ‘Healthy City’ 

project, municipal delivery of services such as electricity and public transport, and by 

providing libraries, museums, concert halls, and financial support for other cultural 

events and organizations across the city. Artifacts in this section of the exhibition relate 

primarily to police and fire services, including a variety of uniforms as well as a street 

fire alarm dating to 1878. Photographs show municipal operations ‘in action’, and include 

images from Glasgow’s X-Ray campaign in 1957, police officers on patrol in St. Enoch 

Square in the 1990s, and Glasgow Corporation trams dating to 1894, among others. The 

message communicated to visitors is largely positive – Glasgow has a strong working 

municipal authority, able to meet the needs of its citizens. This said, the exhibition also 

calls attention to the high levels of poverty and ill health that have afflicted the city since 

early industrial times.   

The final subsection of the exhibition uses historical banners, trade union 

symbols, and materials from the suffragette and co-operative movements to show how 

Glaswegians have fought for better lives for themselves and their families.
39

 Under the 

subheadings “unity is strength” and “workers unite”, the exhibition tells a story of 

communal action and socialist politics. The narrative emphasis is on protest and working 

class struggle. The exhibition details not only industrial action, but also public 

demonstrations against the poll tax, high rents, and nuclear weapons. The importance of 

the right to vote (granted to all men over the age of twenty-one and all women over the 
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 Keen observers will notice that many of the artifacts on display in “People’s Visions” have been included 

in Currie’s mural. 
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age of thirty in 1921; women over the age of twenty-one were only given the right to vote 

in 1928) is highlighted as being preservative of all other rights. This section of the 

exhibition also includes a brief account of party politics and the co-operative movement. 

The exhibition notes that the Glasgow political scene has been dominated by the Labour 

Party since the 1930s; however, representatives from a number of political parties 

(including, for example, the Conservative and Communist Parties) have supported local 

issues and even joined in public demonstrations in solidarity with ordinary Glaswegians. 

Participation in the co-operative movement, and in particular co-operative women’s 

guilds, was for many an initiation into political activism – especially the temperance 

movement.  

The text-heavy, minimally interactive upper gallery of the museum is aimed at 

older visitors, with few access points for younger children. Many of the artifacts and 

artworks are set at an adult eye-level height, and the sheer number of historical dates and 

names is overwhelming and even somewhat distracting from the central message the 

exhibition is attempting to communicate. Nonetheless, the exhibition conveys a sense of 

the range of diverse visions and actions that have influenced how the city has developed 

over time in terms of power, politics, and money.  

Visions of the City focuses on Glasgow’s political and labour history, with little 

attention given to domestic concerns. Issues relating to families and household affairs are 

instead considered in an adjacent exhibition. Housing and Family Life provides a 

nuanced, shaded representation of working class living conditions in Glasgow during the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It is not a sentimental depiction of social relations and 

home life, but rather offers a complex picture of working class existence. What follows is 
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a more in-depth discussion of Housing and Family Life. Drawing on analyses of 

discourse and visual design (Fairclough, 2002; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996), the aim is 

to explore the messages communicated and meanings developed throughout the 

exhibition’s narrative arc. I have chosen to perform a detailed multimodal analysis on this 

particular exhibition for two reasons. First, visitor surveys indicate that Housing and 

Family Life is the most well-liked exhibition at the museum and is visited by the vast 

majority of museumgoers, forming an important and meaningful part of their museum 

experience (Museum Officer, personal communication, December 5, 2011). Second, the 

exhibition pays particular attention to the lived experiences and histories of working class 

women, and as such decentres the notion that representations of working class history 

need necessarily be male-oriented or presented from a male viewpoint.
40

 

Housing and Family Life: A Multimodal Analysis 

 The housing and family life exhibition is comprised of display panels, physical 

artifacts in glass display cabinets, and a reconstructed ‘single end’ apartment. Beginning 

with an historical overview of housing in Glasgow, the exhibition goes on to explore 

family life and the leisure activities of working class Glaswegians, and concludes by 

drawing attention to social issues such as unemployment, poverty, and homelessness. The 

exhibition is decidedly low-technology and minimally interactive. Display panels, which 

make up the majority of the exhibition, are either dark red or stark white in colour and 

include both text and photographs. With the exception of a few photographs detailing 

tenement architectural features, all photographs are black and white (including those 

dating to the 1980s and 1990s, when colour photography was prevalent), which suggests 
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 See Faue (2005, p. 23) for a discussion of the need to consider the “subjective and gendered dimensions 

of working class culture”. 
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a curatorial decision to link the narratives and themes of the exhibition visually, as well 

as to maintain uniformity across the display panels. The exhibition is text heavy, with 

panels having up to eight distinct segments of text, and the effect is somewhat 

overwhelming – indeed, when I visited the museum in 2011, I noted that visitors would 

only read a few lines from each panel before moving on; visitors were more likely to 

spend time viewing photographs and objects, as these seemed to provide a more easily 

accessible link to the past. Exhibition labelling is a further point of interest. Labelling, 

meaning the process of naming something and delineating its boundaries, refers both to 

brief textual descriptions of museum artifacts as well as the headings and subheadings 

found on text panels. Exhibition labels in Housing and Family Life are largely informal – 

all are written in lowercase letters, which imparts a distinctly conversational tone, and 

many are written using Glaswegian vernacular (e.g. “up oor close”, “lookin’ for 

luckies”), which conveys a certain amount of casual immediacy. 

 Through the use of text, photographs, and artifacts, the exhibition attempts to 

convey several major messages. The most readily apparent of these is that working class 

people have faced a significant amount of hardship due to the actions of government, 

landlords, and, in the case of women, working class men. This being said, the exhibition 

also expresses the idea that working class people have a fair amount of agency, 

particularly in terms of agitating for change or protecting fellow community members. 

Following this, the exhibition also puts forth the supposition that working class 

Glaswegians have forged strong communal bonds, both because of – and despite – 

significant hardship. A final major message found in the exhibition concerns the 

significant amount of change experienced by the city and its residents following the 
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Second World War, particularly in terms of social mores. Within these narratives, it is 

possible to see the emergence of several themes, namely, the power of community, 

family as a blessing or curse, and social inequality. The themes identified here are 

universal ideas that stretch throughout the entire narrative. The former two show up in a 

pattern across display text, whereas the latter builds up over the course of the entire 

exhibition.  

Each theme has its own communicative objectives and rhetorical strategies for 

achieving them. The most dominant theme is that of the power of community, which is 

used throughout the exhibition to emphasize the importance of social bonds to 

Glaswegian working class culture. Social bonds are presented as being intimately linked 

to housing and in particular to the close cohabitation experienced by residents of the 

‘tenement city’. For example, a panel entitled “rent strikes” frames the issue of protests 

against increases in rent as one of community solidarity: 

During the First World War, thousands of Glaswegians, mostly women, 

protested against rent increases. This forced the Government to freeze 

rents at the 1914 levels. 

 

At the beginning of the First World War landlords put their rents up. Many 

Glaswegians could not or would not pay the increases. People were 

evicted from their homes.  

 

In the summer of 1915, women from Govan, Partick, Oatlands, 

Dennistoun, Ibrox, Bellahouston and Parkhead demonstrated against 

evictions. They encouraged people to stop paying their rent. They were 

supported by the Glasgow Labour Party Housing Committee, Trade 

Unions and even some employers.   

 

There were angry demonstrations when factors
41

 tried to evict families of 

soldiers who were fighting in the war. When munitions workers came out 

on strike in support of the women, the government started an enquiry. It 
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 Briefly, factors (also known as stewards or estate agents) were retained by landlords to manage estates, 

collect rents, let lands, and so forth (see Hunter, 1884).  



173 
 

could not risk strikes by workers who were making weapons for the war. 

(Housing and Family Life, Panel 4) 

 

In this instance, use of narration and exemplification lend credence to the notion that 

through collective action, working class Glaswegians were able to protect their interests 

against capitalist greed. Use of active voice (wherein the subject performs the action 

denoted by the verb) in reference to women’s demonstrations against the rent increases 

signifies their capacity to act in the world. Furthermore, use of the adjective “forced” in 

relation to the actions of government suggests that working class communities possessed 

some ability to direct or influence the course of events undertaken. These suppositions 

about working class agency are supported by the panel’s two images. Located at the top 

of the panel, the first image is a photograph taken at a rent strike demonstration in Govan. 

Almost fifty people, including women, men, and children, are seen in the foreground of 

the photograph. They stand close together in front of a tenement, to which a sign has been 

affixed above the entrance decreeing “NO SURRENDER – GOD HELP THE SHERIFF 

WHO ENTERS HERE”. Here, the representational metafunction is clearly narrative, as 

the vectors of motion present in the photograph suggest movement and action – that an 

event, or story, is being told through the image. The narrative of women’s roles in 

community action is further supported by the panel’s second image, which is an 

illustration taken from a socialist newspaper. The illustration is foregrounded by a 

woman holding a sign inscribed with the phrase “PARTICK TENANTS STRIKE”.  

While men and children are depicted in the background of the illustration, the primary 

represented participant (meaning, the woman) looks directly at the viewer, promoting 

viewer engagement with the narrative of women as community leaders. While the 

narrative found in the panel’s images and text is largely one of empowerment, the text 
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does call attention to the powerlessness of those Glaswegians who were dispossessed 

through use of passive voice in the second paragraph. While the text emphasizes working 

class agency and the power to enact meaningful social change, it is careful to 

acknowledge that this power was constrained.  

 Social bonds are presented as being intimately connected to the high population 

density of the urban environment. While the exhibition devotes considerable space to the 

poor quality of tenement living conditions, including general disrepair, overcrowding, 

heat and humidity, an inadequate water supply, and poor waste removal, it also advances 

the message that the social bonds and common value system shared by working class 

Glaswegians were significantly altered following the postwar dispersal of Glaswegians to 

the housing estates on the outskirts of the city. Dispersal is presented as a primarily 

negative phenomenon: 

People felt isolated in the new housing schemes. There were very few 

shops and little for children to do. Most people had to travel into the city 

centre for work. A lot of the new houses were badly built and some areas 

became slums within a few years. (Housing and Family Life, Panel 6) 

 

This line of argument is further developed through the use of reported speech (interviews 

with members of the public) in the form of direct quotation
42

:  

I remember a tenement where you could walk out and talk to your 

neighbour and leave your door open. You can’t do that now. You could 

leave the key in the door and say, “come in for a cup of tea.” You can’t do 

that now, you can’t get your door locked quick enough. (Housing and 

Family Life, Panel 8) 

 

When we moved to a semi-detached house, we just didn’t have the same 

closeness that we had in the tenement and I missed that. A lot of those 

people we were living beside had also come from tenements but once they 
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 Of the hundred and seven quotations found in the exhibition, only nine come from sources such as 

newspapers, community newsletters, and government reports. The vast majority come from interviews 

conducted for the exhibition, though there also are several extracts from historical and contemporary 

memoirs detailing life in Glasgow. 
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were in their semi-detached, they kept detached. (Housing and Family 

Life, Panel 11) 

 

These segments of text, which are detached from the main body of the text by quotation 

marks and block indentation, are designed to attract the eye of the viewer. Use of 

interview extracts is intended to let the visitor connect to the stories of living people, thus 

strengthening the emotional appeal put forth by the exhibition narrative.  

The second theme evident throughout the exhibition is that of family as both 

blessing and curse. The primary communicative objective here is to create awareness of 

the power relations at play in the domestic sphere due to larger social forces such as 

sexism and homophobia. This theme predominantly manifests towards the middle of the 

exhibition in panels entitled “mister and missus”, “for better or worse”, “another mouth 

to feed”, and “wean on the way”. The central topic in the former two panels is marriage, 

with the latter two panels focus on family planning and childrearing. These four panels 

are particularly interesting because the messages conveyed via text and image are not 

consistent with one another. While the text draws attention to the domestic consequences 

of unemployment and alcohol abuse, including poverty, physical and sexual violence, and 

poor health, the narrative conveyed by the pictures and artifacts present is largely one of a 

loving, joyful domestic sphere. For example, the sole photograph on the “mister and 

missus” panel features a young smiling man and woman, circa the 1950s. Both 

represented participants are looking to something off camera, and thus become an object 

of contemplation for the viewer (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). The narrative 

suggested by this photograph is one of romance and nostalgia, and this motif of 

sentimentality is echoed through the visual design of the other panels with photos of 

happy couples, smiling parents and babies, as well as in the artifacts on display, including 
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a pristine white christening gown. As museums present images and artifacts in a 

synecdochic way – meaning they are meant to stand in for culture as a whole – the 

photographs and objects on display are significant because they immediately orient the 

viewer to a particular understanding of the issue at hand. A casual viewer of these 

materials (recalling that many visitors read little exhibition text) would thus be left with 

an incomplete and even somewhat mawkish understanding of working class family life, 

despite the fact that the exhibition text reflects a complex reality. 

The final theme to emerge in the exhibition is that of social inequality. Here, the 

communicative objectives are not only to impart knowledge, but also to shape attitudes 

and points of view on the challenges faced by working class Glaswegians, both as 

individuals and as a unique cultural group. The historically antagonistic relationship 

between the landlord and working classes is emphasized early in the exhibition. By the 

nineteenth century, Glasgow was one of the most densely populated cities in Europe, and 

nearly all accommodation in the city was rented. As the panel “landlords and tenants” 

explains: 

At the end of the 19
th

 century most houses were let on a year to year basis. 

Tenants hated this. If they became unemployed or sick they still had to pay 

the rent for the entire year. If not they could be evicted. From the 1880s 

people formed tenants associations to protest against this law. They were 

supported by Town Council. Some people lived in sub-let houses. These 

were rented on a week-to-week basis. This suited poorer people who could 

not afford to pay rent for the entire year. 

 

A law was passed in 1912 forcing landlords to let houses for shorter 

periods. However, landlords increased rents to pay for this. There was 

little protection for tenants against these rent rises. (Housing and Family 

Life, Panel 3) 

 

This extract contains a number of ‘action’ processes. Tenants ‘hate’, ‘form’, and ‘protest’ 

– they are active agents, affecting as well as affected by the world around them. This 
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agency, however, is limited by the social and economic power of landlords, against 

whom tenants had “little protection” or recourse. The dominance of the landlord class is 

further emphasized through the inclusion of an early twentieth century political cartoon to 

the left of the text, which depicts a factor threatening a tenant into signing a rental 

contract.  

The exhibition emphasizes the existence of unequal opportunities for 

different social categories of persons, based on characteristics such as gender, class, age, 

and ethnicity. It puts forth the supposition that social inequality is shaped by a range of 

structural factors and is often underpinned by the production and circulation of discourses 

that differentiate between the ‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor. The text panel “in 

desperation”, for instance, includes a passage from the Commission of Enquiry (1843) 

that was set up to suggest improvements to the Scottish Poor Law system: 

The working classes have it in their power to make provisions for 

themselves and families, and to maintain themselves in comfort, but their 

doing so depends on their moral condition. (Housing and Family Life, 

Panel 31) 

 

This passage is followed by a quotation from an unidentified woman in her 60s: 

 

We used to jam the electric meter to get free heat. We weren’t brought up 

like that but sometimes you had to swallow your pride when you’ve got 

weans. My man wasn’t working so you were driven into crime. We used 

to think we were the only ones who did this. (Housing and Family Life, 

Panel 31) 

 

The juxtaposition of these texts acts as a contrastive comparison that serves to construct a 

clear distinction between ‘us’ (meaning the exhibition’s working class protagonists) and 

‘them’ (political and economic actors with social status and power). The former quotation 

seems absurdly out of touch when contrasted with the latter, whose evocative phrasing 

acts as an emotional appeal to museum visitors’ sense of compassion. Emotional appeals 
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are also found in the text panel “the homeless”, which notes that thousands of 

Glaswegians are homeless and “forced to sleep rough in all kinds of weather” (Housing 

and Family Life, Panel 33). Approximately a quarter of the panel is taken up by an image 

of a man identified as a ‘Big Issue’
43

 seller. This photograph engenders strong viewer 

involvement by effectively combining three aspects of the interpersonal metafunction 

(meaning, how the image engages the viewer): visual demand, intimate distance, and 

vertical angles. The man’s direct look and lack of smile entreat the viewer to 

acknowledge the needs of homeless people. A strong sense of viewer affinity is created 

by closely cropping the photo to focus exclusively on the man and ‘The Big Issue’ 

magazine he is holding. The medium vertical angle between the viewer and man suggests 

that the issues and problems faced by the homeless are equally as important as those 

faced by the visitor. The aim here, as it is in the exhibition as a whole, is not to provoke 

trite feelings of sympathy, but rather to inspire empathy and an understanding that a wide 

array of socio-historical and political economic factors have shaped working class reality. 

 

Working at the Museum: A Cultural Domain Analysis 

 

 The organizational culture of the People’s Palace, meaning the system of shared 

assumptions, values, and behaviours that contribute to the museum’s social environment, 

is best defined as a professional bureaucracy. As noted by Fopp (2012), the professional 

bureaucracy relies on the skills and knowledge of its highly trained professional core to 

implement technical systems and provide services to museum visitors and other clients. It 

is typically characterized by high levels of employee autonomy, a decentralized 

workplace hierarchy, and complex but stable work. Museums have historically differed 
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 Launched in 1991, ‘The Big Issue’ is a magazine sold by homeless and long-term unemployed people. 

Currently, vendors purchase copies for £1.25 and sell them for £2.50 a piece.  
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from other professional bureaucracies (e.g. hospitals, law firms, universities, accounting 

partnerships, and so forth) in that museum professionals have tended to learn skills within 

their own institution, rather than through outside education and experience. This has 

meant that museum staff are less likely to use standard processes or procedures when 

confronted with problems – though this is likely to change as the museum field continues 

to professionalize. The professional operating core at the People’s Palace is comprised of 

senior management, educational staff, and the museum curator. The support staff is large 

and consists of administrative and maintenance support, as well as Visitor Assistants and 

museum shop attendants. Whereas both of these occupational groupings work exclusively 

for the People’s Palace, other museum activities, including conservation, collection 

services, documentation and inventory, loans, and communications (including marketing, 

photography, and graphic design), are performed by staff that float between all ten of the 

museums run by Glasgow Life.
44

 The following cultural domain analysis provides insight 

into life and labour at the People’s Palace. My aim is to uncover patterns or categories 

that add up to cultural meanings – in other words, how museum staff understand their 

work and their role in the workplace, and how these help to constitute the lived reality of 

the museum.  

 Eight in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with staff occupying a 

variety of positions at the museum. More specifically, these include the Museum 

Manager, Curator, Venue Technician, Museum Officer, and Shop Manager, as well as 

both Learning Assistants and one Visitor Assistant. All interviewees hold full-time 

positions and the majority have worked at the museum for five to ten years. The longest 
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 Glasgow Museums’ revenue budgets for the 2014 fiscal year totalled £12,486,799. The number of full-

time equivalent employees is 293.67. 
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serving employee interviewed is the Venue Technician, who has worked at the museum 

for thirty-three years – more than two decades longer than any other museum employee. 

The most recently hired interviewee is Learning Assistant 2, who has worked at the 

museum for three years. Learning Assistant 2 is the only interviewee to report that 

specialized training and education (a university degree) were needed to obtain her 

position. This said, all interviewees spoke of receiving continuous training throughout the 

course of their employment at the People’s Palace, most of which has been paid for by 

Glasgow Museums. 

 Four domains emerge from analysis of the interviews: (a) organizational change, 

(b) workplace autonomy and control, (c) interaction with visitors, and (d) competing 

visions of the future. The first of these is predominant and refers to how the museum has 

changed over time, both in terms of operating procedures and the growing 

professionalization of staff. The museum has undergone internal restructuring a number 

of times over the past few decades. Restructuring in the late 1990s saw a strong move 

towards service provision and the standardization of services across Glasgow Museums 

as a whole. Improving physical access for disabled visitors, enhancing amenities such as 

the café and gift shop, and creating new educational programming for school groups were 

all seen as key aspects of the new, service-oriented museum. As the museum’s curator 

explains, a growing emphasis on services and education ultimately resulted in less 

exhibition space:  

The ground floors here, originally we had a temporary exhibition area for 

this museum on the ground floor and also the area which is now the shop, 

that was also another display area. And there was a gallery in there which 

sort of served as sort of introduction to the museum but also sort of picked 

up on identity, community identity. It was called Avalon to Glasgow and 
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so refocusing the different sort of people who’d come to Glasgow and how 

evolved together sort of made Glasgow as it is well at by 1998.   

 

But reorganizations and changes in, changes within the sort of focus of the 

museum service have meant that the gallery became a museum shop. So 

that is now, and also the temporary exhibition gallery of a couple of years 

ago became the learning and access room for [educational] activities. 

(Curator, personal communication, December 7, 2011) 

 

More recently, the museum has adopted a market-oriented approach aimed at delivering 

services and products tailored to visitors’ desires and needs. This has involved staff 

reductions to cut costs (primarily lower level employees such as Visitor Assistants and 

maintenance staff) as well as new responsibilities and expectations of remaining staff. 

The Museum Officer position, for example, has transformed into more of an assistant 

management role focused on “business planning, strategic outlook, and audience 

development” (Museum Officer, personal communication, December 5, 2011). The 

Visitor Assistant, training to be the stand-in supervisor, now considers herself responsible 

for “looking after the staff as well as the public” (Visitor Assistant, personal 

communication, December 10, 2011). The museum is also expected to promote itself on 

social media; however, the impact of this marketing on visitor numbers is likely minimal. 

Learning Assistant 2, for instance, has been tasked with the time-consuming chore of 

maintaining the museum’s Facebook page: 

[T]he People’s Palace Facebook page is liked by … not a great deal of 

people.  We’ve got about a hundred but we’re slowly getting there. 

  

So if anyone comments on these [pictures posted on the Facebook page] 

… I’ve been told I must reply to every comment, whether it be someone 

saying, “Oh, I really like that,” I say, “I’m glad you like that. Why don’t 

you come and see it?” (Learning Assistant 2, personal communication, 

December 7, 2011) 
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 The entrenchment of market-oriented service provision at the People’s Palace has 

occurred in tandem with the professionalization of its workforce. Professionalization of 

the workforce is an inherently political process that not only establishes acceptable 

qualifications and governs group norms of conduct, but also determines who is allowed to 

do certain kinds of work. The increasing complexity and specialization of museum work 

has led to the creation of several distinct professions or ‘semiprofessions’ (see Etzioni, 

1969), each with a unique knowledge base and career path independent of any other 

occupation or profession. As mentioned above, this was not the case when most 

interviewees began working at the museum – they were expected to learn ‘on the job’. 

Any education or training needed to fulfill their duties was (and continues to be) provided 

by their employer. This said, more recent hires are expected to possess a certain level of 

specialized knowledge, most typically obtained through post-secondary education. As 

noted by Learning Assistant 2, “now when they’re interviewing people they’re, kind of, 

looking for more focused background, like, what they’ve done at university” (Learning 

Assistant 2, personal communication, December 7, 2011).  

Increasingly, there is a sense that obtaining a museum-specific certification or 

degree is compulsory if staff wish to advance their careers and maintain the respect of 

their colleagues. Growing credentialism has led to a devaluation of job and employment 

experience in favour of formal educational qualifications. The Museum Manager, for 

instance, reports that despite having entered the workforce with a degree in personnel 

management, her work is “interestingly more valued [by my peers and supervisors] now I 

have a museum qualification. That I believe is inherent in this profession” (Museum 

Manager, personal communication, December 10, 2011). The negative consequences of 
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credentialism, however, are most keenly felt by the Venue Technician, whose occupation 

has transformed from that of a preservation specialist to “more of a janitor really”:  

[T]he main job initially was paper conservation.  I remember doing a 

project to restore a last collection of things in the Palace Theatre […] and 

they were just draft cleaning of documents but I developed an interest in 

paper conservation. So much so that when I went to get my Museum 

Association technical certificate which they no longer do, I did my project 

– examined project was a series of stained glass I captured and restored 

much better than those days and I used all my paper conservation 

techniques that I learned from a paper conservator and basically it was 

repairing, matching things up, realigning and mounting displays and so I 

got my certificate for that.   

 

Annoyingly now, they no longer do this because they insist that people be 

professionals, must go to university. And the girl I spoke to about that, she 

basically said she never heard of it and had been derecognized it.  It cost 

me 600 pounds so I was a wee bit annoyed […] I know I don’t have letters 

after my name and I no longer care so there. (Venue Technician, personal 

communication, December 9, 2011)  

 

 Processes of organizational change have had a profound impact on workplace 

autonomy and control. This second domain refers to a person’s ability to influence what 

happens in her or his work environment, and includes not only control over work tasks 

and the pace at which work is completed, but also the freedom to express ideas and set 

personal goals. The move towards standardized service provision at Glasgow Museums 

has sharply curtailed curatorial independence. As explained by the Curator, accessioning 

objects into the museum collection has become a long and bureaucratic process: 

What happens is if there’s something comes in I think it sort of fits into 

the collecting policy. I think it’s something that would enhance the 

collection or occasionally maybe sort of look at new areas of collecting as 

well that I think what, next stage for me to do then is actually sort of write 

up a formal proposal.  And we have a set of forms which I’ve set out sort 

of roughly and just, you know, basic description. Also, you know, 

involves a curatorial justification which us curators were supposed to then 

use a quote from the collections and collecting policy […]  

 



184 
 

Then the proposal itself is initially looked at a research meeting […] And 

then the paper goes to collection committee where all the heads of the 

various sections meet together to discuss. And collections committee looks 

at all aspects of collections issues. And so the acquisitions is just part of 

that agenda and that meeting which happens monthly […] 

 

The meeting then makes a recommendation. And the recommendation 

then goes to the head of museums. And it’s the head of museums who 

actually makes the final decision. So it’s a very long process now.   

 

I mean, a few years ago it was basically, you know, as a curator I would 

have the final decision. But now it’s, it goes through a much sort of longer 

process. And at any stage, it could be, say, no, that’s not what we want to 

do. And I think one thing, again, that’s sort of coming out is that we very 

much that, you know, what we’re collecting should be much more focused 

on what we’re going to be putting on display rather than bringing into the 

collection as such to sit in the stores.  Which is a very big change from the 

development of collecting from when I came into museums in the 1980s 

here. And very different from that sort of collecting that was done here in 

this particular museum in […] the 1970s and 1980s. (Curator, personal 

communication, December 7, 2011) 

 

These observations are supported by the Venue Technician, who describes current 

collecting and exhibition practices as rigid and unsatisfying, especially compared to the 

previous system where decisions were made largely ‘in-house’: 

And I should say in the past as well what we did – what happened here 

and was more satisfying when this was the old museum our bosses would 

develop the story they wanted to tell in the exhibition. They would curate 

it probably. We’d bring the things in. We’d be working on the restoration 

or presentation of them. We did the framing. We hung the exhibition. We 

did the labels. Everything was done in house. And we even did the 

catering at nighttime. You washed your hands and then you were down in 

the Winter Gardens and you were dishing out the wine and the biscuits 

and all the rest of it. And sometimes they give you some of the wine to 

take home. So that was great fun.   

 

Now it’s highly structured. If an object comes in, a curator can’t just 

accept that one thing herself. It has to go to committees and then another 

one. So it must be quite frustrating for the curators. And at one time I 

thought of actually applying to be a curator here because I could have 

done with some of the knowledge I’ve got with the collections and things 

and I’m glad I didn’t. I’d just be bored out of my mind. (Venue 

Technician, personal communication, December 9, 2011)  
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 While some museum staff feel that new operating procedures impede their work, 

others are of the opinion that the museum grants them unprecedented levels of flexibility 

and freedom. For educational staff, this is primarily because there is no senior 

educational curator on site; the lack of direct supervision has meant that Learning 

Assistants have tended to design educational programming based on their own judgement 

and knowledge of museum audiences. As expressed by Learning Assistant 2, “we devise 

a program, we plan it, we judge what we think is needed” (Learning Assistant 2, personal 

communication, December 7, 2011). This said, the lack of supervision is not without its 

consequences. Educational staff express a desire for greater access to relevant 

mentorship: 

Quite often, myself or [Learning Assistant 1] will have an idea. And 

because we don’t have that curator in the building for us we have to get … 

not the okay but sometimes you just want to discuss an idea. And we have 

to wait on people coming to us and … or doing it through e-mail, which 

never is good because you never get that face-to-face contact. (Learning 

Assistant 2, personal communication, December 7, 2011) 

 

The Learning Assistants occupy a somewhat nebulous position in the museum workplace 

hierarchy, and are often “left just to carry on as we are” (Learning Assistant 1, personal 

communication, December 9, 2011). While management provides ultimate approval of 

educational programming, it is uncommon for the Museum Manager to suggest revisions 

on proposed projects. Relatively little relationship exists between the Learning Assistants 

and the Curator, and collaboration and consultation on projects (whether the Curator 

advises the educational staff or vice versa) is extremely rare. And while Learning 

Assistants do not occupy a position of authority over Visitor Assistants, the latter are 
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expected to provide assistance when the former are working with school groups visiting 

the museum.  

The third domain encompasses contact and communication with museum visitors. 

As per the Museum Officer, the core audience of the People’s Palace is comprised of 

families, schoolchildren, grandparents with grandchildren, and older visitors. Few 

teenagers or young adults visit the museum. While the majority of visitors are residents 

of Glasgow, the audience profile of the museum has begun to change over the past few 

years, with the museum receiving far more tourists “than we’ve ever had before” 

(Museum Officer, personal communication, December 5, 2011). The museum’s increased 

popularity as a tourist destination, the Museum Officer contends, is derived from its 

strong sense of place, which encourages visitors to explore, understand, and connect to a 

uniquely Glaswegian cultural milieu:  

There seems to be – my personal belief is that there is a change and the 

tourists are coming – going around the cities now. If you think of main 

artists – like Monet and Da Vinci you’ll find most cities have museums 

with the works of art displayed there. I think what the tourists nowadays is 

more interested in what makes a city tick, what makes it function, why is 

city even here. And that’s for social history museums now are becoming 

more and more important, more relevant. (Museum Officer, personal 

communication, December 5, 2011) 

 

Most recently, the museum has identified new arrivals to the city – and in particular 

refugees and asylum seekers – as a potential target audience, particularly given 

Glasgow’s “very rich history of migration and immigration” (Museum Officer, personal 

communication, December 5, 2011). The hope is that the museum will be able to help 

this rapidly growing population draw parallels between their own personal journeys and 

the broader socio-historical forces that have shaped life in the city within which they now 

reside. 



187 
 

All interviewees report daily interaction with museum visitors, and many describe 

these interactions as the highlight of their workday.  

Yack, yack, yack, tell your story and next minute they’re off. They’re 

happy, you’re happy. (Venue Technician, personal communication, 

December 9, 2011)   

 

The whole engaging people is really, really rewarding ‘cause you can 

come away and you’ll get letters off of people. You’re not asking for them 

but you’ll get a letter saying, “That was the best visit I’ve ever had to a 

museum and …” or else you’ll get wee letters off of the old women going, 

“That was fantastic.  Really thoroughly enjoyed my day.” And it’s really 

… it’s like a wee pat on the back to yourself, in a sense. (Learning 

Assistant 1, personal communication, December 9, 2011) 

 

To me, this is my ‘died and went to heaven’ job. It’s, you meet such a 

different, I dunno, such a wide range of people. (Visitor Assistant, 

personal communication, December 10, 2011) 

 

The most rewarding part of my job is when someone thanks me for my 

time and gets a memorable museum visit experience (Shop Manager, 

personal communication, December 8, 2011) 

 

Encounters with visitors can be highly structured, such as when Visitor Assistants give 

tours or Learning Assistants run educational workshops, but are also often informal. It is 

not uncommon, for example, for the Venue Technician to engage in casual conversation 

with visitors when out on the floor, even though answering questions or making 

recommendations is not part of his job description (as it would be for Visitor Assistants 

or shop attendants).  

 At times, visitor interaction hinders interviewees’ ability to carry out their 

prescribed responsibilities, which can be a source of immense stress: 

Quite often, which can be quite difficult, is because we’re in a public area 

we have other researchers popping in and out, which is fine, it’s a public 

area, I can’t stop that.  But quite often they are older, this museum attracts 

a lot of older people who have lived through rationing.  And they would 

maybe say, “Oh, I remember when that,” such and such happened, which 

is lovely that they want to share but I’ve got so much information to get to 
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those children before my time runs out.  It can make it quite difficult. 

(Learning Assistant 2, personal communication, December 7, 2011) 

 

[We] just [try to] sort of juggle everything to sort of hope everything gets 

done. Because we do have, you know, we are expected to reply to letters, 

telephones and emails within a certain amount of time which can be quite 

difficult if you’ve got a major project or something’s happening that is 

really, you know, taking up all of your time. (Curator, personal 

communication, December 7, 2011)   

 

This viewpoint, however, was rarely expressed in interviews. Instead, interviewees 

tended to emphasize that welcoming and interacting with visitors was their occupational 

raison d'être, regardless of whether this conflicted with other job responsibilities.   

The final domain, termed competing visions of the future, refers to the differing 

and often contradictory opinions staff hold on the museum’s future. While all 

interviewees stated that the museum needs a larger operating budget and refreshed 

displays, they had varied points of view on how best to position the museum for long-

term success. The Curator would like to see greater adoption and use of 

digital technologies, such as tablets and electronic labels, in exhibitions and other 

displays. These technologies have proven wildly popular at the recently opened Riverside 

Museum of Transport, and the Curator believes that high tech interactives would 

facilitate greater understanding of objects and artwork on display. Learning Assistant 2 

also believes the museum should make greater use of interactive technology, but her 

focus is on its potential entertainment value: 

I was on holiday in North Carolina last year. And I only went to one 

museum the whole time I was there. And that was the NASCAR Hall of 

Fame. And that had all those touchy-feely things. And I kept walking 

around going this is what a museum should be like. (Learning Assistant 2, 

personal communication, December 7, 2011) 
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She goes on to state that current museum exhibitions are unnecessarily text-heavy and 

cluttered, an opinion also expressed by Learning Assistant 1, who argues that “the 

displays are so run down and so cluttered that you can’t actually engage with them 

properly […] I would love for the building to be completely shut down, everything ripped 

out and put back in” (Learning Assistant 1, personal communication, December 9, 2011). 

This said, Learning Assistant 1 is not keen on increasing the amount of interactive 

technology used in the exhibitions, as she fears it would put off older visitors: “You don’t 

want [them to] come in and go, ‘There’s another one of those touch screen things, don’t 

know how to work them, don’t know how it is’” (Learning Assistant 1, personal 

communication, December 9, 2011).  The Museum Officer also believes the museum 

would be best served by minimal technological enhancement, though his concerns are 

more pragmatic: 

We are an interactive museum so what we find is we get a lot of wear and 

tear. Some of the objects take a lot of abuse. So we have to just deal with 

it – grit our teeth and deal with it. So that’s why we just – interactives are 

good, but I’m coming back to what I said earlier that low tech, for us, is 

probably better than high tech […] New technology is very expensive as 

well. If it’s our latest tech and if it doesn’t take off, then you’re left with 

something that is probably nothing. (Museum Officer, personal 

communication, December 5, 2011)  

 

 A second point of contention between staff relates to exhibition content. Displays 

at the People’s Palace cover a wide variety of sensitive subject matter, and interviewees 

differ on whether they regard this as a positive or negative phenomenon. The Museum 

Officer, for instance, is proud that the museum does not obscure or neglect to discuss 

serious social issues, as these are part of what constitute lived social reality: 

One of the things I think we’re very good at here is Glasgow has a dark 

side as well and we’re happy to talk about it. We have to discuss it, put it 

up there. And although some people, they may say, “No, that’s not good. 
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It’s not showing Glasgow in a good light.” It’s the truth. You can’t hide 

the truth. There are […] issues with alcohol, and now drugs. In the city 

there’s night crime in the city. And you can’t hide from that. That’s all 

there. And all I’ll say is we’re not any different from any other large city 

that’s grew up. They all have these issues. But just we face them. 

(Museum Officer, personal communication, December 5, 2011) 

 

By contrast, Learning Assistant 1 finds certain topics “quite embarrassing at times”, 

especially when working with children:  

Now, these are primary to three year olds, so that’s like six, seven. And 

they’ll say to you … you go down to where the bath is on the top floor. 

And you’re walking around. So you’ve got a case, it’s got condoms and 

Tampax and that. And kids are, like, “What’s that?” “Think that’s a 

question for your mom, later on. Don’t ask me”. (Learning Assistant 1, 

personal communication, December 9, 2011) 

 

 A final point of interest in this domain concerns interviewees’ thoughts on their 

working conditions and how these might be improved. Interviewees tended to express 

similar opinions about Glasgow Museums’ high level of bureaucratic control. Many 

argued that excessive regulations and rigid conformity to formal rules stymie employee 

innovation and creativity, and hinder action and decision making: 

I think we have far too many layers of management and are very 

bureaucratic. Getting things done is long and frustrating at times […] I 

think we should move away from the ticking the box work method 

currently in use. I believe we need to respond quicker to the demands from 

our end users and put the visitor back at the heart of what we do. (Shop 

Manager, personal communication, December 8, 2011) 

 

Your management is one hand tied behind your back. It would be nice to 

have a hand untied that allowed you to do what you need to get done, 

within reason, of course. And I think that’s the biggest thing is what I can 

improve is just getting rid of a lot of the bureaucracy and red tape and as a 

manager, be able to manage. I think that’s probably the key thing. 

(Museum Officer, personal communication, December 5, 2011) 

 

I’ve noticed that … it’s always been quite slow in museums but … for 

anything to, kind of, get done you’ve got … even to order some new pens, 

you’ve got to go through ten people. You’ve got to justify why you need a 

new pen and it’s kind of … that kind of way there’s a lot more paperwork 
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and a lot more in front of the computer, which I hate. I’m sorry, I can’t 

help it. (Learning Assistant 1, personal communication, December 9, 

2011) 

 

While growing museum bureaucratization was universally regarded as undesirable, 

interviewees had differing opinions on what would improve their workplace. The 

Museum Manager feels that supervisory staff need “stronger management skills to ensure 

issues are dealt with appropriately and not always passed upwards” (Museum Manager, 

personal communication, December 10, 2011). The Museum Officer, meanwhile, 

contends that “better strategic communication from director level […] with regard to 

what their outlook is and what direction they want the service to go [in]” is needed, 

especially given his new supervisory responsibilities (Museum Officer, personal 

communication, December 5, 2011). Both Learning Assistants and the Visitor Assistant 

express a desire for more training courses, especially those that would allow them to 

better meet the needs of visitors with disabilities. By contrast, the Curator feels the 

museum’s future success is greatly dependent on her ability to manage the depth and 

diversity of museum collections – interactions with visitors cut into the time spent with 

collections and thus should be kept as minimal as possible. Only one interviewee, the 

Shop Manager, brought up the issue of pay. He points out that shop staff are paid less 

than Visitor Assistants – “yet given the emphasis on income generation the company is 

desperate for […] it just doesn’t make sense” (Shop Manager, personal communication, 

December 8, 2011). Raising the pay of shop attendants, he believes, would go a long way 

towards improving staff relations which would ultimately improve museum operations. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 
 

 When the People’s Palace first opened in 1898, the lessons on offer were more 

about instilling working class visitors with the social norms and values of the dominant 

classes rather than provoking discourse or debate. The mid-twentieth century, however, 

saw the museum dedicate itself to the collection, preservation, and display of objects 

relating to Glasgow’s working class and non-elite history – a focus that continues to this 

day. The museum’s exhibitions provide a sweeping and nuanced view of the social, 

political, historical, and cultural realities that have shaped working class labour and life 

and produced particular patterns and modes of urban development. Exhibitions travel 

backwards and forwards through time, encouraging visitors to reflect on what Glasgow 

was like in the past and how this has shaped its present. Informed by social history and 

the new museological understanding that questions of ownership and voice are intimately 

connected to questions of power and cultural authority, the museum endeavours to allow 

people – and especially women, sexual minorities, and the economically vulnerable – to 

speak for themselves and be heard in a public space. 

 While the People’s Palace has long been lauded as “exceptional” in academic and 

journalistic circles (Bennett, 1995, p. 125; see also Crawford, 2013; Hudson, 1983; Jack, 

2014; Ward, 1984), it is not immune to the imperatives of the marketplace, the effects of 

recent government austerity measures, or the entrenchment of urban neoliberal hegemony 

in Glasgow. In 2011, for instance, Glasgow Life announced plans to make three hundred 

positions (approximately ten percent of its total workforce across museums, libraries, and 

sports centres) redundant over a two-year period to save £10.2 million. Workers have 

also been subject to pay freezes, lessened overtime rates, and a reduction of working 
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hours, yet are still expected to maintain similar levels of productivity and service 

delivery. The museum’s value in the neoliberal city is thus not found in the complexity or 

quality of its exhibitions, but rather is predicated upon its utility as tool for economic 

development or ability to provide ‘value for money’. Standardized service provision is 

oriented towards the logic of accountability and performativity – as Lord and Lord (2009, 

p. 25) have noted, “[n]ot only must a service be provided, but it must be seen to be 

provided”. The emphasis is thus on visible value, whether this be attendance numbers, 

market generated income, or the academic credentials of staff. It is thus unsurprising that 

exhibition space has been reduced in favour installing a museum gift shop, or that Venue 

Technician’s expertise – learned on the job, rather than in a classroom – is now largely 

disregarded.  

 Just as the People’s Palace is affected by the urban politics of its location, so too 

does it seek to influence public discourse on municipal regeneration, gentrification, and 

displacement. The museum has long taken an active role in public debates on urban 

change. In 1990, museum curator Elspeth King and assistant curator Michael Donnelly 

helped spearhead massive protests against the discursive repackaging of the city as a 

‘capital of (high) culture’, arguing that the designation constituted an erasure of 

Glasgow’s long history of working class political radicalism. Calling themselves 

‘Workers City’, the loose coalition of the city’s Left-oriented activists, local artists, and 

celebrities included members such as Booker Prize winning author James Kelman, author 

Alisdair Gray, academic Sean Damer, and investigative journalist David Kemp. ‘Workers 

City’ positioned itself as a direct challenge to the contemporary branding of an inner-city 

area as the ‘Merchant City’ (Savage, 2006). Its members argued that the ‘City of Culture’ 
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designation did not adequately reflect the “essential nature of the city’s history and 

culture, which was of a tough, radical working class community that had endured and 

struggled for survival” (Johnson, 2009, p. 103). As such, the symbolic meaning and value 

of the designation were questionable, and the people most likely to see economic and 

discursive benefit from this reimagining of the city were those with high levels of cultural 

capital and the resources necessary to participate in the year’s events and activities. The 

‘City of Culture’ was thus little more than a spectacle (albeit, a successful one) marketed 

towards middle class consumers and tourists.  

 Elspeth King was a highly popular public figure in Glasgow, and her vocal 

criticism of the European City of Culture designation was an embarrassment for the 

Labour-controlled city council. Consequently, despite being an internationally recognized 

curator and scholar, she was passed over for promotion to the position of Keeper of 

Glasgow Museums in favour of a more junior employee with less experience in museum 

management and within the city itself (“Resolving the King Affair”, 1990). Her assistant 

curator, Michael Donnelly, was sacked for speaking out against Council’s decision. The 

matter became known as the ‘Elspeth King Affair’, and a wave of protest followed: 

Two petitions, one containing 10,000 signatures and the other involving local 

celebrities, were handed into the City Council. Workers City organised protest 

marches outside the City Chambers. The issue was raised in the House of 

Commons by the late MP Norman Buchan. A BBC documentary series, Focal 

Point, devoted an entire documentary to the Affair. The local Glasgow Herald 

published critical articles, and over 30 of the 500 letters of complaint it had 

received. (Boyle & Hughes, 1994, p. 466) 

 

Rather than “consolidating local support and therein lubricating the transition to 

entrepreneurialism”, attempts to silence a prominent working class voice and erase the 
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city’s socialist past from public discourse were met with harsh rebuke (Boyle & Hughes, 

1994, p. 454). 

More recently, the discourse on urban renewal in Glasgow has linked 

sustainability to economic development and market success. One result of this discursive 

shift has been a renewed emphasis on the Clyde Gateway, a triangular-shaped area 

approximately 8.66 square kilometres that straddles the River Clyde in the city’s east end, 

which is now the focus of several major urban regeneration schemes. This area, which 

last experienced redevelopment in the 1950s and 1960s, is comprised of estates such as 

Drumchapel, Easterhouse, and the now demolished Red Road. A fair distance from the 

gentrifying city centre, the Clyde Gateway’s experimental modernist buildings, primarily 

consisting of poorly maintained, isolated tower blocks, are said to contain “some of the 

most appalling social deprivation in the entire European Union” (Jones and Evans, 2013, 

p. 192; see also Jones, 2005). Though the area was the target of government 

refurbishment in the 1980s and 1990s, this largely consisted of demolishing decaying 

houses, with little substantive effort made to address the area’s chronic unemployment, 

drug addiction, alcoholism, crime, and poverty. 

The city’s successful bid to host the 2014 Commonwealth Games galvanized 

urban renewal of the Clyde Gateway, primarily in the form of major infrastructure 

investments. These include the M74 extension, which passes through the south of the 

Gateway, edging on the border of South Lanarkshire, as well a commitment to construct a 

new arterial road aimed at better connecting the east end to the rest of Glasgow. 

Demolition of housing stock owned by the Glasgow Housing Association has also 

provided the land for new housing developments, including accommodation for the 6,500 
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participants of the 2014 Commonwealth Games in the form of an ‘Athletes’ Village’. Out 

of the seven hundred homes constructed on the thirty-five hectare site, approximately 

three hundred have been sold and the rest rented as of January 2015.  

As Jones and Evans (2013) argue, Glasgow is both competing against other 

regenerating cities in the U.K., including Leeds and Manchester, for the domestic 

business market, and attempting to establish itself as a player on the global market. To 

this end, extensive work is being undertaken to acquire and decontaminate the area’s 

former industrial sites with an eye towards business park development. Jones and Evans 

(2013) note that “[d]evelopment of these is most advanced on the Clyde Gateway East, a 

14.6-hectare site with planning permission for 40,000 square metres of business 

premises” (p. 193). Located at junction 2A of the M74, the site is ideally located for 

business and trade.  The first phase of development, completed in 2012, brought two 

corporate satellite facilities (Glacier, Torishima) and an industrial supplies company 

(Cusack) to the area, resulting in the creation of approximately one hundred jobs. The 

second phase of development, started in mid-2014, involves the construction of a new 

technical facility that will house engineering and training services for British 

multinational telecommunications services company BT Group plc, which is investing £2 

million in the project. As noted by the Clyde Gateway Urban Regeneration Company (a 

partnership between Glasgow City Council, South Lanarkshire Council, and Scottish 

Enterprise), the success of the business park is due both to its location as well as the 

economic incentives offered by the Clyde Gateway and partner agencies such as Scottish 

Enterprise and Jobs and Business Glasgow (Clyde Gateway, 2014). More than £200 

million of public money has been committed in the short-term, with the bulk of the 
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funding (£114.3 million) coming from the Scottish Government. It is claimed that “[a]ll 

of this public investment will pave the way for a further £1.5 billion in private 

development over the next two decades” (Clyde Gateway, 2014). 

Clearly, Glasgow is enjoying some measure of success in restructuring itself as a 

competitive and creative city; however, it is also evident that this process has not been 

without its difficulties, particularly in the provision of affordable housing. 

Redevelopment of the Clyde Gateway is designed to attract middle class buyers to the 

area, and there is little in the city’s press releases and announcements to indicate much 

beyond mere lip service of the concerns of Glasgow’s working class poor. Concerns are 

already being raised that the east end will become little more than a car-based commuter 

settlement, especially given the relatively slow pace of school and service development in 

relation to housing (see Jones and Evans, 2013). As Gray (2008) argues, urban decline in 

Glasgow has been presented as an inevitable, natural process, regardless of the private 

and public investment decisions that have led to neglect and abandonment of the built 

environment. This blatant disavowal of history – of lived social reality – allows 

governments and businesses to “to absolve themselves of collective responsibility for 

previous failures” and for businesses to once again present themselves as the only option 

for recusing the city from further disinvestment and urban decay (Gray, 2008, para 17). 

And while public-private partnerships have been a boon to those who seek to frame 

Glasgow as a competitive, business-friendly city, they have also been responsible for the 

destruction of working class communities, as private landlords come to the realization 

that there is more money to be made in catering to the middle and upper classes than in 

maintaining working class housing projects. In 2013, for example, the city announced 
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plans to demolish the Red Road flats in north east Glasgow, with private landlords stating 

that the buildings were simply too derelict to repair (while also noting that redevelopment 

of the land would likely prove to be very profitable).
45

 The demolition, which occurred in 

late 2015, destroyed not only the physical buildings, but wrenched apart the community 

as residents were forced to move to various other locations in the city. Moreover, 

redevelopment projects have resulted in gentrification in a number of areas of the city, 

such as Partick in the west end, and working class residents are finding themselves 

displaced as middle class ‘knowledge workers’ move into their communities. It is not 

only a matter of rising housing prices and property taxes – as trendy boutiques and cafés 

replace traditional shops and pubs, neighbourhoods are being reconstituted in a way that 

renders their working class history and culture invisible. 

As Neil Smith (1996) has argued, urban regeneration schemes signify both the 

“next wave of gentrification, planned and financed on an unprecedented scale”, as well as 

the triumph of uncritical, celebratory discourses of urban change; this represents “a 

considerable ideological victory for neo-liberal visions of the city” (p. 99). Here, we can 

look to Glasgow’s gentrified city centre, which now attracts thousands of tourists and is a 

major conference location, though questions remain as to whether a majority of the city’s 

residents have benefitted from this urban transformation. The wealth accrued in gentrified 

areas does not appear to be trickling down to the city’s working class population, with 

nearly thirty percent of Glaswegian households out of work in 2013, and more than 

17,000 people claiming unemployment benefits as of June, 2014 (Scottish Government, 

2014). Although parts of the urban centre have been extensively renovated, many 
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 Plans to televise demolition of the flats as part of the opening ceremonies of the Commonwealth Games 

were called off due to intense public protest at the idea of the destruction of working class homes being 

considered entertainment (Watson, 2014). 
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residential areas of the city remain run-down and socio-economically deprived. 

Furthermore, as MacLeod (2002) contends, this spatial fragmentation of the city has been 

accompanied by social exclusion and the marginalization of the city’s most vulnerable 

populations. For example, the conversion of Buchanan Street into a fashionable shopping 

district involved the removal of shelters for the homeless, and private security forces, 

CCTV, and the police now ensure that this element of the population remains far away 

from public view. As MacLeod notes, the popular press has played a significant role in 

normalizing a discourse that those without financial capital are to be excluded from 

regenerated urban areas. As opposed to calling for increased social services and 

affordable housing, the press has tended to suggest that street artists, beggars, and the 

homeless are injurious to the city’s image and need to be forcefully removed from what is 

(ostensibly) public space. Far from being a space for everyone, MacLeod argues, 

“Glasgow’s city center is mutating into a plethora of interdictory landscapes contrived in 

the image of fictitious capital and consumerist citizenship” (2002, p. 615). Though the 

city proudly proclaims its economic success as a result of its cultural renaissance 

(Glasgow Chamber of Commerce, 2011), framing creativity and urban renewal through 

an economic lens obscures questions as to who wins and who loses in the neoliberal 

‘creative’ city. 

The organizational structure and socio-cultural milieu of the People’s Palace have 

undergone significant change since Elspeth King and Michael Donnelly organized public 

demonstrations in protest of the elitist reimagining of their city. While the museum 

continues to address issues such as urban density, housing affordability, mobility, and 

public space, staff operate within the bounds of acceptable organizational practice – 
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meaning Council and other funders are unlikely to censure the messages put forth in the 

museum’s exhibitions and public lectures. This said, staff remain committed to telling the 

stories of working class Glasgow in their complex totality, rather than romanticizing 

these histories or reducing them to the picturesque. In 2013, for example, the museum 

launched the exhibition Red Road: Past, Present, Future, which chronicled the rise and 

fall of the city’s most visible tower blocks, the Red Road housing complex. Funded by 

the Glasgow Housing Association and Glasgow Life, the exhibition (which ran until 

May, 2014) featured artwork and commentary created by former Red Road residents, and 

provided a detailed history of the estate.  It included the political realities that influenced 

its construction, the demographic makeup of residents and how this changed over time, 

and how the estate has been represented in popular culture and the media. Significantly, 

the exhibition not only featured interviews with former Red Road residents but also 

encouraged other former residents to submit their stories and photographs to the museum 

via mail or email. These testimonies have become part of the museum’s permanent 

collection and constitute an important socio-historical record of a period of immense 

social, political, and economic change. Despite an ever-increasing neoliberal normality in 

Glasgow, the People’s Palace endures as an explicitly working class space, devoted to the 

culture and politics of ordinary Glaswegians.  
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Chapter 6 

The Lower East Side Tenement Museum 

 

 Perhaps the most striking – and certainly the most conspicuous – indication that 

New York City’s historic Lower East Side is in the full throes of gentrification is found 

just north of Delancey Street, in the form of a dazzling blue building that towers high 

above the low rise brick buildings that typify the neighbourhood. Located at 105 Norfolk 

Street, the Blue Condominium is a seventeen-storey marvel of sculptural architecture. 

Designed by noted architect Bernard Tschumi and first opened in 2007, the futuristic 

exterior is composed of a series of clear glass pieces, tinted blue vision glass pieces, and 

opaque spandrel panels in four shades of blue. Though the building is primarily 

residential, containing thirty-two condominium units, it also features a ground floor 

commercial space occupied by the Thierry Goldberg Gallery. Visible from almost any 

Lower East Side block, the crystalline structure is a self-conscious differentiation from 

the multi-ethnic and working class context within which it is immersed. Positioning itself 

as a cultural object of distinction, the building’s pixelated esthetic heralds the values of 

technological progress and urban transformation. And while the juxtaposition of the Blue 

Condominium with the surrounding historic tenements may be the most striking visual of 

the area’s rapid change, it is in fact only one facet of the physical and discursive 

reconstruction of the Lower East Side as a culturally progressive, creativity-oriented hub 

of innovation, artistry, and coolness.   

 The Lower East Side has a long history as a working-class residential and 

industrial area, and has been an economic, industrial, and transportation hub since the 

early nineteenth century with the opening of the Erie Canal. By the early twentieth 
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century, the southern portion of the island was home to more than 21,000 independent 

manufacturing facilities employing over half a million people; however, by the late 1950s 

industry was in decline and the local manufacturing workforce had shrunk by almost fifty 

percent (Shell, 2010). While the southwestern tip of Manhattan became an office-

dominated workspace, in no small part due to planning policies and political 

maneuverings that reduced industrial land use and promoted its redevelopment for 

commerce and luxury housing, the Lower East Side, and in particular the area south of 

Houston Street, has remained primarily an immigrant, working-class neighbourhood. The 

past few years, however, have seen the gentrification that has marked the East Village 

and Alphabet City since the late 1980s shift southwards of Delancey, with rents 

skyrocketing and streets lined with upscale boutiques and dining. Much of this activity is 

concentrated in the newly trendy ‘Bel Del’ neighbourhood – a three-by-four-block area 

roughly bounded by Delancey to the north, Canal to the south, Essex to the east, and 

Allen to the west.
46

 Amidst the bodegas on Ludlow and shops like Altman’s Luggage and 

Moscot Eyewear on Orchard Street, you will find an assortment of vintage furniture and 

clothing stores, stylish pubs offering a wide selection of craft beers, and art galleries. 

Stores with sidewalk stalls are still in business on Orchard, as is the Sunday Market, but 

designer boutiques like Robert James and fashionable dining establishments such as Caza 

Mescal (the restaurant hosts its own gallery as well as a ‘botanic lab’ performance venue) 

are increasingly visible and more of their kind are imminent. Gentrification is not limited 

to commercial spaces, and renovated tenement apartments (some of which have been 

boarded up since the 1930s) are now renting for anywhere between one and three 
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 The acronym ‘Bel Del’, which refers to the area below Delancey Street, was first coined in a 2006 Time 

Out New York article.  
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thousand dollars a month. There has also been an explosion of condominium 

development, both new construction and adapted reuse. A notable example, the Forward 

Building on East Broadway, was converted into multi-million dollar condominiums in 

2006 – a somewhat ironic fate for a building which once housed the fabled Yiddish 

Social-Democratic daily ‘The Forward’. These rapid changes to the character of the 

neighbourhood, especially those that have resulted in the demolition of older buildings, 

prompted the National Trust for Historic Preservation to place the Lower East Side on 

their list of America’s Most Endangered Places in 2008.  

It is within this context that the Tenement Museum, which was founded in 1988 

and is devoted to the neighbourhood’s immigrant history, has thrived. The museum’s 

exhibitions feature restored apartments that depict the lives of immigrants who lived at 

the tenement from 1864 to 1935. Exhibitions, which are shown by guided tours, place 

these lives in the broader context of American history, with emphasis placed on shared 

histories and experiences. The museum also hosts lectures on a wide variety of historical 

and political subjects, as well as walking tours of the neighbourhood. In this chapter, I 

use the Tenement Museum as a case study to explore the inherent tensions that exist in 

the representation of working class heritage in a capitalist society. The chapter begins 

with a brief sketch of the historical development of the Lower East Side. I then provide 

an overview of the museum’s origins, and trace its evolution into a nationally recognized 

institution. Next, I perform textual and ethnographic analyses of museum space and 

exhibitions in an effort to locate the Tenement Museum within the broader ‘post-

museum’ project, as well as to understand processes of meaning-making within the 

museum. The chapter concludes with an investigation of the museum’s actions beyond its 
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exhibitions, and it is here that the difficulties of being a socially progressive, class-

oriented museum in a gentrifying area become most apparent. The museum’s greater and 

greater success comes at a cost – to its underlying principles, its workers, and the very 

communities whose stories it is dedicated to tell. 

 

A Brief Historical Sketch of the Lower East Side 

The Lower East Side is a distinct geographical neighborhood in the southeastern 

part of Manhattan, roughly located between Houston Street, the Bowery, Canal Street, 

and the East River.
47

 Prior to European colonization, the area was occupied by members 

of the Lenape tribe; however, their population fell sharply (primarily due to high fatalities 

from epidemics of infectious European diseases such as small pox and measles) in the 

wake of Dutch settlement in the seventeenth century. While a small number of Sephardic 

Jews also made their way to the island at this time, the vast majority of immigrants – 

“refugees of famine, peasants rudely dispossessed of land, and victims of religious and 

political persecution” – only arrived in Manhattan in the nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries (Schwartz, 1973, pp. 1-2).  

By the early nineteenth century, New York City had become the premier port on 

the eastern seaboard, surpassing Boston and Philadelphia, and much of its early 

mercantile activity was concentrated on the East River, close to present-day South Street. 

After 1820, the city invested progressively in manufacturing, seeking to capitalize on its 

trade and wholesaling functions. Major proto-industries included “sugar refining, tanning 

and leather processing, and tobacco milling” (Lin, 1994, p. 44). The 1840s saw large 

numbers of Irish immigrants arrive and settle around Five Points, the intersection of 
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 The area between Fourteenth Street (the neighbourhood’s former upper boundary) and Houston Street 

has been known as the East Village since the mid-1960s, and is considered a separate neighbourhood. 
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present-day Park, Baxter, and Worth Streets. The late 1840s also saw an influx of 

Chinese immigrants, many of whom had initially come to America to work in Californian 

goldmines, though most settled south of Canal Street and west of the Bowery. By 1860, 

the area became known as Kleindeutschland, home to more than 80,000 German 

immigrants (approximately two-thirds of the city’s German-born population), and had 

emerged as a major hub of garment production. “Sewing machine manufacturers, textile 

companies (engaged in printing, dyeing, and bleaching cloth), and button, tape and 

binding, trimming, and embroidery makers clustered in direct proximity” (Lin, 1994, p. 

50). Home sweatshops, typically run by German Jews employing Irish and German 

immigrant workers, were particularly common along Mulberry, Mott, and Baxter Streets.  

The garment industry continued to grow in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, employing more than sixty percent of the Lower East Side’s workforce by 

1890. At this time, the area experienced heavy Jewish immigration, primarily from 

Germany, Poland, and Russia; concurrently, thousands of Italian immigrants, mostly 

Sicilians and southern Italians, arrived in Lower Manhattan, their numbers totaling an 

estimated 400,000 by 1903. The Lower East Side became the most crowded 

neighbourhood in the world, with more than seven hundred people per acre packed into 

cramped, dilapidated tenement housing that regularly lacked amenities such as 

ventilation, heat, running water, and toilets. Despite, and perhaps because of, the 

miserable living conditions, the neighbourhood developed a vibrant street life teeming 

with people and lined with pushcart vendors hawking food, housewares, and all kinds of 

bric-a-brac. 
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 The Lower East Side has long been a stronghold of community organizing, labour 

unrest, and direct action. Despite antagonistic relations between immigrant communities, 

by the 1880s Jewish, German, Polish, Italian, and Irish workers had formed a strategic 

alliance that led to the creation of the Knights of Labor, which at the time was America’s 

largest labour union. Radical labour organizations such as the Industrial Workers of 

World
48

 (the Wobblies) and the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU) 

flourished in the neighbourhood in the early twentieth century. Industrial action such as 

the ‘Uprising of Twenty Thousand’, an eleven-week general strike launched in 1909 by 

more than twenty thousand young women shirtwaist workers, and the 1910 ‘Great 

Revolt’ of sixty thousand male cloak makers, sparked widespread revolt that transformed 

the garment industry into one of the best-organized trades in the country. Following  

immense public protest by the ILGWU in the wake of the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory fire 

in 1911, an industrial disaster that resulted in the deaths of a hundred and forty-six 

women garment workers
49

, the New York State Legislature introduced legislation (the 

Factory Laws of 1912) that established health and safety standards as well as regulated 

the length of the work week.  

The 1920s marked the height of New York City’s role as an industrial centre; 

however, its future decline was foreshadowed by the introduction of legislation and 

policies designed to reduce industrial land use in favour of creating more profitable office 

space (Mosco, 1999; Shell, 2010). Manufacturers began to move production to the 

suburbs, where land costs and taxes were lower. As mass transit facilities improved, 
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 IWW was formed in Chicago in 1905, and soon after established a presence on the Lower East Side. 
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 The owners of the building had locked the doors to the stairwells and exits to prevent workers from 

taking unauthorized breaks; when the building caught fire, workers were left to jump to their deaths or burn 

with the building (see von Drehle, 2004, for a detailed history). 
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residents of the Lower East Side dispersed to the outer boroughs in search of employment 

and improved housing. Between 1910 and 1930, the Lower East Side’s population 

declined from 542,061 to 249,755 people. By 1944, despite an inflow of Puerto Ricans 

and African Americans in the neighbourhood, more than thirty percent of housing stood 

vacant and the total population had declined a further nine percent (Schwartz, 1973). 

Though New York City experienced phenomenal economic growth in the postwar 

boom years, its economic base sharply eroded in the 1960s and 1970s. The federal 

government enacted a variety of measures that restricted capital outflows from the United 

States in an effort to prop up the dollar; international financial activity subsequently 

concentrated in London. Manufacturing continued it precipitous decline (“from one 

million [jobs] in the mid-1950s to one quarter million in the mid-1990s”; see Mosco, 

1999, p. 107), and the Port of New York waned in importance as trucking emerged as a 

less expensive means of transporting goods. The 1973 Arab-Israeli war led to a rapid 

escalation in oil prices; combined with the demise of the postwar Bretton Woods 

Agreement
50

, the United States entered a period of economic stagnation. New York City 

faced bankruptcy as unemployment soared and the real estate market collapsed, leading 

to a significant number of property owners delaying payment of their taxes. Though the 

economy recovered in the late 1970s and early 1980s, both because of the “rapid 

expansion of well paid jobs in the sectors of finance, law, insurance, information, and 

administration” as well as the “revived center-city real estate market”, the collapse of the 

stock market in October 1987 led to another economic downturn (Abu-Lughod, 1994, p. 

2). This recession precipitated not only cutbacks in municipal employees and services, 
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but also the considerable increase in the number of homeless people in the city, many of 

whom congregated in the Lower East Side.  

According to urban geographer Neil Smith (1996), the economic recession of the 

late 1980s and early 1990s triggered a revanchist discourse against those perceived to be 

major threats to urban order and the safety of New York City’s white, middle-class 

population. Visible minorities, feminists, the working class, lesbians and gays, and 

environmental activists were all painted as ‘public enemies’ of the political and financial 

elite; however, particularly repressive actions were taken against those deemed 

responsible for the city’s moral degeneration and urban decay, namely, the homeless, 

squatters, prostitutes, and squeegee kids (Slater, 2010). Under the mayoralty of Rudolph 

Giuliani, who vowed to reclaim the city for “conventional members of society”, 

economically vulnerable residents were increasingly subject to heightened surveillance, 

harassment, police brutality, and displacement to the urban periphery (as quoted in Lees, 

Slater, & Wyly, 2008, p. 224).  

As public spaces such as Times Square were privatized and commodified in the 

mid-1990s, New York City became a major destination for tourists and international 

investors. Buoyed by the emerging dot-com boom, processes of gentrification accelerated 

and diffused across the city, including areas largely untouched by earlier waves of the 

process. In the East Village, for example, Tompkins Square Park was reconstituted as a 

yuppie playground complete with basketball courts, ping pong tables, and a dog run (see 

Smith, 1996). By the early 2000s, nascent gentrification in the Lower East Side, 

Chinatown, and Little Italy manifested in the form of trendy coffee shops and restaurants, 

designer and vintage clothing shops, and a proliferation of art galleries. Nonetheless, as 
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detailed by Gotham and Greenberg (2014), these neighbourhoods were still characterized 

by their “large, low-income populations, working-class jobs, and the dense concentration 

of subsidized and relatively affordable housing. Indeed, by simply holding on, they had 

emerged as the last working-class outpost in Manhattan south of 96th street” (p. 143). 

 

‘An American Story’: Origins and Expansion of the Tenement Museum 

The Tenement Museum was founded in 1988 by Ruth J. Abram and Anita 

Jacobson. Abram was well-known as a civil rights and feminist activist, while Jacobson 

was an art historian and freelance graphic designer. Abram began developing the idea of 

a museum devoted to exploring democracy and national identity while completing a 

Master’s degree in American history at New York University. The tenement buildings of 

the Lower East Side, she believed, were an ideal place to begin a discussion of the social 

and cultural forces that have shaped the development of America. By the early twentieth 

century, nearly three-quarters of New York City’s multiethnic population lived in 

tenements; the tenement at 97 Orchard Street, for example, housed almost seven thousand 

people from more than twenty countries between 1864 and 1935. Housing the museum in 

a tenement would thus allow Abram to represent the masses, whose stories were at once 

personal and universal. 

 Finding a suitable tenement proved a daunting task. As Abram and Jacobson 

discovered when they began their search in 1985, many of the Lower East Side’s older 

buildings had been demolished or renovated to such an extreme that their historic 

character was largely obscured. Newer tenements simply did not reflect the 

neighbourhood’s multi-ethnic history, which included German, Irish, Eastern European, 

Italian, and Chinese immigrants, as well as formerly enslaved black Americans. Abram 
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and Jacobson eventually decided to shelve their search and instead focused on developing 

a series of neighbourhood walking tours and public history programs.  

In a serendipitous turn of events in January, 1988, while searching for suitable 

office space Jacobson came across a ‘For Rent’ sign at 97 Orchard Street. While the 

storefront space was suitable and affordable, what really caught her attention were the 

building’s apartments, which she soon discovered had been vacant and completely 

untouched since 1935. As a pre-‘Old Law’ structure, the tenement had been built well 

before the city had laws regulating the construction of residential dwellings. A series of 

new building codes passed during the Depression proved too costly for the then-landlord 

of 97 Orchard, who instead chose to evict all residents rather than spend the money to 

modernize (as these new laws did not apply to the building’s commercial spaces, they 

remained active). As Jacobson later recalled, describing her first walk through the 

building: “It was as though people had just picked up and left… It was like a little time 

capsule. It was incredibly evocative. It was perfect for our needs” (A Tenement Story, 

2008, p. 14). 

Abram and Jacobson began working from the top left storefront in March, 1988. 

In the midst of a $3 million fundraising campaign to purchase and restore the building, 

the Museum opened to the public on November 17th, 1988, featuring an exhibition of 

Depression-era tenement photographs by Arnold Eagle. A 1991 self-study conducted by 

the museum reinforced its decision to interpret the lives of real people. To that end, the 

museum began collecting information on the former residents, owners, and shopkeepers 

of 97 Orchard Street. The aim was to present snapshots of working class family life (in 

the form of restored apartments) during the decades the tenement was a residential 
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dwelling. Restoration of the upper floors began in 1993, and in October 1994, visitors 

were invited to explore the apartments of the Gumpertz and Baldizzi families, who 

resided in the building during the 1870s and 1930s, respectively. Abram declared the 

debut of the museum’s ‘Hard Time Stories and Morning Glories’ tour a “pivotal moment 

in the history of museums”, noting that the Tenement Museum was the first American 

house museum to commemorate “the struggles, strategies, and triumphs of our urban, 

working-class immigrant forebears” (A Tenement Story, 2008, p. 17).  

The museum purchased 97 Orchard Street in 1996 for $750,000, and continued to 

develop tours that spoke to immigrant and working class life. In 1997, the museum 

introduced its first family-oriented tour, the Confino Family Apartment, in which 

children are able to speak with ‘Victoria Confino’ (portrayed by a costumed interpreter) 

about working in her father’s factory and family life. The Rogarshevsky apartment, 

which depicts the lives of garment workers, followed in 1998; it was joined by the Levine 

apartment in 2002 as part of the new ‘Piecing it Together’ tour (later renamed Sweatshop 

Workers). The newest guided tour, ‘Shop Life’, opened in 2012 and explores the diverse 

array of retailers that occupied the building’s two garden-level storefronts. In the left 

storefront, the museum has reconstructed a saloon that occupied the space from 1864 to 

1886. In the adjoining storefront, visitors use interactive, motion-activated screens to 

discover the histories of the different businesses that existed there, including a kosher 

butcher shop that opened at the turn of the century, a Depression-era auction house, and a 

1970s underwear shop. In addition to guided tours open to the general public, the 

museum also hosts a wide variety of educational programming, including tours specially 

designed for school groups, full- and half-day professional development workshops for 
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K-12 teachers, ‘Shared Journeys’, a series of six educational workshops for adults 

learning English as a second language, and ‘Tenement Talks’, a free evening series of 

lectures, readings, panel discussions, films, and other programs. 

Practically since its inception, the Tenement Museum has been lauded as 

exemplary both in terms of it captivating exhibitions as well as in its commitment to 

historic preservation. In 1992, 97 Orchard Street was added to the National Register of 

Historic Places, and in 1998 the museum became an affiliate of both the National Park 

Service as well as the National Trust for Historic Preservation. The museum’s exhibitions 

have proved wildly popular with visitors, and both museum attendance and funding have 

soared over the past decade. Attendance doubled (and doubled again) between 1999 and 

2008, and swelled a further twenty-six percent to 210,000 annually between 2009 and 

2014, with visitors coming from every American state as well as more than forty 

countries. Donations, including individual gifts, memberships, and gala revenue, 

increased by a remarkable ninety percent between 2011 and 2014 to $1.4 million. To help 

keep up with demand, the museum purchased 103 Orchard Street in 2007 with the intent 

of creating a Visitor Center and gift shop, which would provide a convenient and 

spacious waiting area for visitors awaiting their tours. The Center, which opened in 2011, 

gives the museum almost 10,000 square feet of additional space, including classrooms, a 

screening room, and gallery space. The museum is currently in the midst of a capital 

campaign to raise $20 million to further expand and create exhibitions focusing on the 

immigration experiences of Puerto Ricans, Chinese, and Holocaust survivors.
51

 These 

new exhibitions will be housed in 103 Orchard Street, and are planned to open in 2017. 
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 As of September, 2014, donations for the expansion stood at $11 million. 
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Revenues and Expenses 

The Tenement Museum is a tax-exempt, non-profit 501(c)(3) organization, and 

supports itself through a combination of fundraising and earned income. During the 2012 

tax year, revenues totaled $8.26 million, with more than half of the museum’s financial 

support coming from grants, individual contributions and memberships, and special 

events, and the remainder derived from admission fees, shop sales, space rental, 

International Coalition revenues, and rental income (Internal Revenue Service, 2012). 

The museum’s annual operating budget is approximately $8.3 million, with more than 

half that amount (roughly fifty-four percent) going to pay salaries. Other expenses 

include management, accounting, legal, and fundraising services, office expenses, and 

travel. As of June 2013, the museum employed 153 people, with a further 22 (these being 

the independent voting members of the governing body) serving as volunteers.  

 

The Visitor Center – Textual Analysis  

Anyone wishing to visit the Tenement Museum will first need to stop by the 

museum’s Visitor Center, a large three-storey space that combines a gift shop, small 

theatre, and ‘Learning Center’ on the first floor, lockers and public restrooms in the 

basement, and finally meeting rooms and lecture space on the second floor. The shop 

itself is beautifully curated. Souvenirs and books are artfully arranged throughout the 

space. Most of the items for sale are either directly relevant to the museum itself or to 

New York City more generally. On my last visit to the museum (in July 2014), I noted 

that books devoted to Judaism and the Jewish character of the Lower East Side were 

predominant, though sections of the shop were also devoted to the neighbourhood’s Irish 

and Italian immigrant populations. Given that the museum represents the stories of 
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working class people, I was curious to see the selection of texts devoted to class identity 

and labour activism. After a few minutes of searching, I came across a small section 

(three tiny shelves, perhaps twelve-to-fifteen books total), on labour issues – primarily 

history books, though at least one discussed current events.  

While the museum’s stated mission is to tell the story of “urban, immigrant 

and working class people”, analysis of exhibitions and other museum materials indicates 

that narrative focus has shifted away from class and towards issues of ethnicity and 

culture (emphasis added, The Lower East Side Tenement Museum, 2012, para 4). This is 

especially apparent in more recent materials, including ‘An American Story’, a thirty-

three minute film which forms the first part of a tour of the Tenement Museum. Shown in 

the small theatre located at the back of the gift shop, the film premiered in 2012 and 

introduces visitors to the socio-historical development of the Lower East Side and the 

story of the tenement located at 97 Orchard Street. It combines old footage and 

photographs, music, interviews, and historical details in a narrative which paints the LES 

as laboratory for the American Dream. Fieldwork conducted by the researcher in 2012 

and 2014 indicates that most visitors watch at least a portion of the film with great 

interest. ‘An American Story’ forms a fairly significant part of visitors’ museum 

experience, in the sense that it gives visitors the very first idea of what they will see and 

learn on tour. The film also sets visitors, especially those who do not have personal 

experience with the neighbourhood, in a particular frame of mind. 

Any social or cultural construction will promote some meanings and downplay 

others. ‘An American Story’ constructs two primary narratives for the viewer: America 

as a nation of immigrants and the LES as a bastion of entrepreneurialism. While the 
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former demonstrates a progressive approach to its subject matter, the latter arguably 

presents a romanticized version of the history of life and labour in the LES – one that 

conforms to a dominant capitalist ideology. This tension between the film’s competing 

philosophical perspectives underscores the difficulty  (and perhaps impossibility) of a 

museum achieving mainstream success while continuing to adhere to a radical, activist 

paradigm, particularly with regard to labour, class identity, and working class politics. To 

further elucidate this point, what follows is an analysis of specific extracts of the film’s 

script, with the aim of exploring the explicit and implicit messages developed within its 

overarching narrative. Grounded in Fairclough’s (2002) model of text analysis, I move 

from an investigation of the specific word (lexicalization) to the rhetorical schemata used 

in order to assess the structural design (or ‘architecture’) of the text. 

The viewer is first struck by the sombre music and iconic images of immigrants 

arriving at Ellis Island. The male narrator’s broad New York accent indicates that the 

person speaking is not an outsider but rather is ‘one of us’. But who are the ‘we’ 

constructed in the narrative? How does history smooth and unite the gaps that exist 

between those with power and those without, the oppressors and the oppressed? To begin 

with, a sense of both local and national pride is constructed from the very first sentences 

in the narration: 

When you think of the formative places and the formative moments that 

have made this nation, that have contributed to our understanding of who 

we are as a people, surely the Lower East Side, the immigrant experience 

that it represents – that stands on an equal footing with moments like the 

Revolution, with moments like the Civil War… What it really is is the 

story of the people of America. (An American Story, 2012) 

 

This introduction works on multiple levels. Context is established through historical 

images of the Statue of Liberty and immigrant processing at Ellis Island. The text works 
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to ‘win over’ different museum audiences – current and past residents of the Lower East 

Side, who are flattered by comparisons to monumental events in American history, and 

tourists, the majority of whom are Americans from out of state. 

The narrative starts from the neighbourhood’s early years, when the area was 

predominately middle class and most dwellings were single-family homes. As the city 

developed and grew in the 1830s and 1840s, the more affluent families moved to other 

neighborhoods, and the Lower East Side became home to large numbers of newly arrived 

Irish and German immigrants. In reference to the German immigrants, the narrative 

emphasizes that despite their ‘otherness’, these immigrants fully embraced the spirit of 

American entrepreneurialism: 

They’re selling food in New York, they are selling furniture to New 

Yorkers, they’re selling pianos to New Yorkers. Even though they’re from 

Germany and they’re speaking German and they have German 

newspapers, their day-to-day life and work is building the New York 

economy. (An American Story, 2012) 

 

Further to this, viewers are informed that German immigrants also established a network 

of saloons, which acted as a common meeting space for all members of the community. 

One of these saloons was located at 97 Orchard Street, and the narrative moves on to 

describe what museums visitors will see and experience when they go on the ‘Shop Life’ 

tour. It is interesting to note that this tour, which focuses on the organization and 

operation of a business, is the only tour directly referenced in the film. 

 After detailing the population explosion on the Lower East Side and the resultant 

boom in the construction of tenement housing, the narrative details how immigrants built 

social capital through communal networks: 

In many ways, you can look at the immigrants groups as setting a mold 

providing services for each other. The Irish are going to create charitable 
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societies where they’re going to help other Irish in Five Points. The Jews, 

even in the 1850s, create the Jews’ Hospital to serve Jews. The German 

Jews build the Educational Alliance, which is on East Broadway and is 

still running today. (An American Story, 2012) 

 

Here, the metaphor ‘setting a mold’ is used to shape how viewers perceive the utility of 

ethnic enclaves and the resourcefulness of immigrants – the implicit association here is 

that the actions of immigrant groups provided a framework for service provision later 

adopted by government. The utility of these efforts is further underscored by stating that 

some of these services, including the Educational Alliance, are still in operation today. 

Presenting the actions of immigrants as beneficial to the nation is an explicit rhetorical 

choice, and given the wave of anti-immigrant sentiment raging in contemporary 

American political discourse, it is a progressive – and even activist – position for the 

museum to adopt.  

 As the narrative later continues: 

Immigrants are people that come with a lot of energy. People with no 

energy stay put. One of the things that transcends where people are 

coming from is this idea that you’re going to come because you’re an 

adventurer, you have an energy to learn a whole new way of life and often 

a new language. These people are really defining America. These people 

have really interesting ideas and a really interesting energy that’s being 

injected into this country. (An American Story, 2012) 

  

In this instance, the narrative deliberately exaggerates conditions for emphasis and effect. 

For example, over-lexicalization of the word ‘energy’ is used to generate a particular 

understanding of immigrants as people with an inherent dynamism and vigour, which is 

further emphasized through use of the descriptor ‘adventurer’. These statements are 

presented as fact, rather than hyperbole, and as such the film produces a discourse which 

defines immigration as both inherently beneficial and as an essential component of 

American society itself.  
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 Though the tonal quality of the narrative on immigration is somewhat idealized, 

the inclusive and educational stance taken up by the museum falls well within the ‘post-

museum’ framework of progressive thinking and practice. Where the film falls noticeably 

short of this progressive framework is in its portrayal of the Lower East Side’s radical 

working class character. Less than two minutes of the film are devoted to a discussion of 

the LES’s socialism – this despite the fact that the neighbourhood has historically been a 

hotbed of social action and trade union activism. Most of this discussion centres on the 

Forward building, former home of Jewish newspaper ‘The Forward’, and the struggle 

between capitalist interests and labour is largely obscured in favour of discussing the 

competition to build the neighbourhood’s tallest building:  

There were two buildings that were vying to be the tallest building on the 

Lower East Side. One was Jarmulowsky’s bank, which opens up first in 

the spring of 1912. This was a bank where you could send tickets home to 

your family, but in many ways represents the capitalism of the Lower East 

Side. And then you have the Forward building that’s going to open up in 

the fall of 1912, and the Forward building represents the socialism of the 

neighbourhood. (An American Story, 2012) 

 

While the film does reference the hard working conditions faced by immigrants, 

particularly those employed in the garment industry, the central focus of the film’s 

narrative is the LES’s entrepreneurialism. The film features a two-and-a-half minute 

interview with a local storeowner, and discusses how his great-grandfather founded a 

lataria (Italian dairy) in 1910, and how his grandparents opened a small shop several 

years later. The storeowner describes his ancestors’ ‘immigration story’ and provides a 

sentimental account of historic labour and tenement living: 

[My grandfather] had a four hundred square foot shop that was able to 

support his family. And all my grandfather sold was milk out of the big 

milk cans – you came in with your own pitcher and he used to ladle the 

milk out and you’d pay, I don’t know, five cents a ladle or two cents a 
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ladle or whatever it was…These tenement buildings, for some reason, 

makes [sic] you a family. People who lived on Crosby Street or lived on 

Eldridge Street – they knew each other! (An American Story, 2012) 

 

The narrative’s point of departure here is nostalgia, which is a deliberate choice of mood 

that dominates and defines the thematic structure of the film. This ideological construct is 

used to support a specific profile of the LES – that of an entrepreneurial centre. And 

while small businesses were an integral component of the immigrant experience, 

privileging them in the film (while excluding narratives of labour activism) results in a 

particular interpretation of the LES that agrees with the dominant capitalist ideology. 

This is not a neighbourhood of rebels, activists, or workers; rather, this is a 

neighbourhood of entrepreneurs. 

 

Touring the Museum – An Ethnographic Analysis 

 

Ethnographic analysis allows us to study and understand the socio-cultural 

contexts, processes, and meanings within particular cultural systems. In this instance, the 

museum as a cultural system is continuously constituted and reconstituted through the 

day-by-day and movement-by-movement discourse and actions of its members. This 

analysis is specifically concerned with museum guides (and to a lesser extent, museum 

visitors), and seeks to reveal the patterns of discourse and cycles of activity present in the 

experience of touring the museum. I examine the vocabularies and actions used by guides 

(both collectively and as individuals) to facilitate visitor learning and engagement; how 

guides construct tours that facilitate the communication of particular narratives on 

immigrant and working class history; and how visitors respond to these narratives and the 

experiences within which they are immersed while on tour. Beginning with a composite 

of grand and mini tour observations (see Spradley, 1980), I then present an in-depth 
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cultural domain analysis that enables me to identify the ways in which museum guides 

construct patterned ways of knowing, being, and doing. 

Space, Objects, and Time 

Tours begin at the Visitor Center but quickly move to the tenement, a five-storey 

brick building built in 1864. The museum has reconstructed the tenement’s façade, 

including the front stoop, to look as it would have in 1904. Upon entering the tenement, 

visitors are instructed to move either into one of the front apartments (which have been 

converted into classrooms, complete with tables, chairs, and whiteboards), or the central 

hallway. The latter space is dark and small, and the cramped feeling is exacerbated by 

guides instructing visitors to move close together and refrain from touching or leaning 

against the walls (the rule is in place to protect the fragile plaster, but the effect is to 

make the space seem overcrowded – an informal yet highly effective means of showing 

visitors what tenement life was like). Guides direct visitors to take note of the various 

materials used in the construction and decoration of the tenement’s interior, including the 

multiple layers of plaster and paint on the ceiling, and the central staircase’s mahogany 

banister, which is original to when the building was first constructed. Twin medallions 

painted on either side of the central hallway are used to illustrate the condition of the 

building when the museum’s founders first discovered it. While one medallion is 

completely obscured by layers of dust and grime, the second, cleaned by the museum, 

depicts a rural setting. Visitors are prompted to consider why – and by whom – these 

medallions were painted. After eliciting responses from several visitors, it is explained 

that these images were likely painted by a tenant. Here, it is emphasized that despite the 

crowded and harsh living conditions, working class immigrants were able to exercise 
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some degree of agency not only by choosing which tenement to live in, but also by 

beautifying their residence.  

As visitors are led up the stairs, they are encouraged to run their hands along the 

banister, as the natural oils present on their skin help to condition the mahogany. Visitors 

are told to imagine the thousands of people who resided in the tenement and used the 

staircase every day. Depending on the tour, visitors will stop on the second, third, or 

fourth floor of the tenement (no exhibitions are located on the fifth floor). All tours 

involve visiting at least one reconstructed apartment, as well as a conserved apartment. 

Each reconstructed apartment is that of an actual family who lived in the tenement while 

it was still a residential dwelling. The apartments are meant to give the impression of a 

moment frozen in time. The front room of the Gumpertz apartment, for example, looks as 

though a seamstress has just stepped out for a break. Clothes are draped over a dressing 

room screen and fabric swatches cover a Singer sewing machine, just as they may have 

been in 1878. In this apartment, the guide tells the story of Nathalie Gumpertz, a Prussian 

immigrant and mother of four children. Nathalie’s life is initially presented as one 

concerned primarily with domestic matters such as cooking, cleaning, and childcare. 

Visitors are given objects to hold, such as an extremely heavy antique iron, to get a sense 

of the physicality of Nathalie’s labour. In addition to these objects, visitors are shown 

copies of historical documents that verify the factual information in the narrative being 

woven by the guide. After her husband disappeared in 1874, Nathalie began work as a 

seamstress to support herself and her children. As visitors are told, she was eventually 

awarded an inheritance left to her missing husband and was able to leave the Lower East 

Side for Yorkville, a relatively suburban German community on the Upper East Side. The 
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narrative presented is one of triumph; an immigrant, working-class woman overcoming 

tragedy and achieving prosperity and success as well as upward social mobility for 

herself and her children – in short, realizing the American Dream.  

Tours are tightly scheduled and time in the tenement is strictly regulated. Guides 

constantly keep track of time and all actors (meaning visitors and museum staff) are 

constantly in motion. It is uncommon for tour groups to spend more than ten minutes in 

any one room before being bustled off to the next space. At the end of a tour, everyone is 

swiftly escorted back to the Visitor Center and guides are quick to cut short any 

conversation with visitors, as they are expected to immediately begin prepping for their 

next tour.  

Actors 

Building tours are comprised of one guide and up to fifteen visitors. Guides are 

typically in their mid-twenties to mid-forties, and most describe themselves as American. 

While many of the guides I encountered during the earlier (pre-2012) phase of my 

fieldwork were graduate students or recent alumni of history programs, it has become 

more common for the museum to hire actors, artists, and journalists to fill these positions 

(see Agovino, 2014). Visitors are predominantly white, and most self-identify as middle-

class and American. When asked why they chose to visit the museum, many of these 

visitors assert that they have an ancestral connection to the Lower East Side, and want to 

know more of their own history. Very few of these visitors currently live in the city. 

Visitors from other countries are more likely to express a general interest in the past, or 

note that the museum came highly recommended from friends or family who had 

previously visited the museum.  Visitors typically come to the museum in small groups 
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(usually two to four people), and many explicitly state that they view the outing as a 

social affair. Visitors are of all ages, though adults are significantly more common than 

children on public tours.  

Activities, Acts, and Events 

As articulated by Spradley (1980), an activity is a thing that a person or group 

does or has done, an event is a set of related activities that people carry out, and an act is 

a single event performed by a participant. The most common activity performed by 

guides while conducting tours is speaking to visitors. This takes a variety of forms, 

including lecturing and debating, which are primarily used to teach visitors about their 

tour’s subject matter, and also jesting and eliciting questions, which are employed to 

promote and maintain visitor engagement. A question-lecture-question pattern is apparent 

in guides’ interactions with visitors. An initial question is asked to prompt visitors to 

form hypotheses about a facet of tenement life; this is followed by an in-depth 

explanation and further questions asking what visitors think of this information and how 

they might be able to link it to issues and debates in contemporary society. This pattern 

occurs throughout visits to the museum, but is most common during a tour’s final 

segments. 

Tours consist of a particular sequence of events. The first act, initiation, involves 

acquainting visitors with the guide, the museum, and fellow visitors. This is 

accomplished by having museum visitors introduce themselves to each other and the 

guide, and by the guide providing a brief history of the museum’s – and also the 

tenement’s – origins. The second act, immersion, involves situating visitors in the 

historical context of the exhibition, and this happens when visitors are physically located 
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in the tenement. The third act, edification, occurs concurrently with the second act and 

encompasses the process of imparting particular knowledge (in this case, the exhibition 

subject matter) to museum visitors. The final act, denouement, draws all strands of the 

tour’s narrative together and resituates the visitor in contemporary life. This can involve 

explaining what happened to descendants of the families featured in the exhibition, or by 

connecting the exhibition’s theme to present-day political and cultural concerns. 

Physically, this act includes removing visitors from the tenement and bringing them back 

to the Visitor Center. 

Meaning Making and Narratives of Working-Class Culture: A Cultural Domain Analysis  

Domain analysis reveals the categories or patterns that best represent how 

museum guides conceptualize (or are instructed by the museum to conceptualize) both 

working class history on the Lower East Side, and also their role in disseminating this 

history. The three domains that emerge from analysis of the museum tours are: (a) 

continuity and change, (b) social relations, and (c) collaborative learning as a means of 

visitor engagement. The first domain is most prevalent and references to continuity (e.g., 

continuing patterns of immigration) and change (e.g. LES as a neighbourhood in 

transition) are found in all tours. The Hard Times tour, for example, begins with an 

explanation from Guide A that the area was first known as Kleindeutschland (Little 

Germany), and was predominantly a German immigrant community. Subsequent waves 

of immigration, museum visitors are told, echo historic patterns of change. Debates and 

discourses on immigration are another instance of historical continuity, as elucidated by 

Guide B on the Irish Outsiders tour, drawing parallels between contemporary Mexican 
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immigration to the States and the mass migration of the Irish in the mid-nineteenth 

century.  

Also linked to notions of continuity and change is the idea of entrepreneurialism – 

“anything to make a dollar”, as pronounced by both Guide C on Shop Life and Guide D 

on Storefront Stories (as quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, July 2014). 

The commercial character of the LES has undergone a number of distinct historical shifts, 

many of which correspond with patterns of immigration. Guide D explains that streets on 

the LES have historically each been associated with particular trades, industries, and 

wares, and it was this proximity to one another that helped ensure the collective success 

of LES merchants. Using a collection of maps, Guide D shows visitors that while in the 

late 1800s Orchard Street was teeming with German beer saloons, by the early twentieth 

century it had become home to scores of kosher butcher shops. A final map shows 

another wave of commercial transformation during the mid-twentieth century, as Orchard 

Street became home to the garment trade (and more specifically, undergarment 

production). Most recently, Orchard Street has become known for its trendy cafés, 

restaurants, and art galleries. This being said, Guide D notes that we can see remnants of 

previous times in the architecture (including the only remaining historic three-storey 

German townhouse in the entire area) and also in some of the shops (such as Kaufman’s 

Designer Lingerie). Museum guides frequently depict Orchard Street merchants (both 

past and present) as risk-taking, innovative, and clever. Guide C, for example, shows 

visitors a copy of the advertisement John Schneider placed in a local newspaper 

announcing the opening of his beer saloon (located in the basement of the tenement) in 

1864, and instructs visitors to note the ways in which Schneider attempted to make his 
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business a success, including live music and free food. On the Storefront Stories walking 

tour, Guide D takes visitors to Altman Luggage, just north of Delancey Street. Guide D 

explains that the business was recently bought out by another local luggage dealer, who 

strategically chose to retain the original name because customers know the Altman brand.  

Just as some elements of working class life in the LES are seemingly constant, the 

museum makes clear that others have undergone a great deal of change. The LES’s rapid 

gentrification over the past several decades has meant that fewer working class people are 

able to live close to their places of work. Indeed, almost every tour I went on included the 

guide telling visitors that most studio apartments on Orchard Street – apartments the 

same size as those reconstructed in the museum – now rent for anywhere between 

$1,500-2,500 per month. For working class families, the lack of space is largely 

untenable, and the higher rents of larger apartments have compelled families to move 

further out to the surrounding boroughs. As Guide E jokes on Hard Times: Tour and 

Discussion, while working class families once aspired to the wealth that would allow 

them to leave the Lower East Side, now they “want to make enough money to come back 

and live here!” (as quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, July 2014). Tours 

also call attention to the changing nature of working class work on the LES. Labour has 

largely becoming service oriented, though, as Guide A notes on the Sweatshop Workers 

tour, the appalling working conditions of historic sweatshops can still be found “if you 

know where to look for them” (as quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, May 

2012).  

The second domain is termed social relations and refers to how guides explain 

and make sense of the social interactions and relationships between the historic figures 
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featured in the exhibitions. The most significant included terms (meaning terms that fall 

under the category of knowledge named by the cover term) in this domain are gender 

relations and community membership. The term gender relations describes how guides 

articulate their understanding of historic systems of domination and power through which 

women and men are socially constructed and maintained and through which they are able 

to gain access to power, material resources, and status within society. As each tour 

provides a walkthrough of at least one restored apartment, it is unsurprising that the role 

of women in the home is emphasized in most tours. In the central stairwell of the 

tenement, Guide E (Hard Times: Tour and Discussion) instructs a visitor to shut off the 

main light, plunging everyone into the darkness that would have been experienced by 

women before the installation of gas lighting (and later electricity) as they made their 

way up and down the stairs over the course of their day. The physical toll of women’s 

labour is also emphasized in tours – hauling water from the single water pump at the rear 

of the building, laundry and housecleaning, “slaving over… boiling coal stove[s]”, and 

minding young children (Guide A, as quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, 

May 2012). As highlighted by the tours Hard Times and Sweatshop Workers, women’s 

responsibilities often extended beyond domestic concerns to commercial matters, with 

many women taking on additional laundry or mending as a means to increase the family’s 

income. Working class women are thus rendered as active agents in their own lived 

realities, rather than as passive victims trapped in historical systems of oppression. 

Community membership is the second type of social relationship emphasized by 

the museum, and encompasses subjects such as national and cultural identity, social 

solidarity, and citizenship. Tours emphasize how immigrants shape and are shaped by 
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place. On the walking tour Outside the Home, Guide F speaks to the importance of 

religious institutions, and explains that the construction of synagogues gave Jewish 

immigrants space to practice their faith and speak Yiddish – and in effect, “allow Jews to 

remain Jewish” (as quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, May 2012). Guides 

also point to the role played by migrant networks in providing new immigrants with 

social and economic capital. Rather than a rejection of ‘American culture’ (itself a 

somewhat nebulous concept), these networks have historically acted as systems of 

interpersonal relations through which participants can exchange valuable resources and 

information, including knowledge of employment opportunities and housing. As Guide F 

elucidates on the Victoria Confino tour, by eliminating language and cultural barriers, 

ethnic enclaves generate a pool of intangible resources which assist members in 

achieving economic mobility – a key component of the American Dream.  

The final domain is concerned with visitor engagement and education, and refers 

to how guides bring different practical and conceptual components together to construct 

an educational and entertaining experience for museum visitors. A variety of different 

techniques are used to engage museum visitors, including asking questions, making 

jokes, facilitating small group activities and discussion, showing photographs and 

historical documents, and using audio-visual technology. Guides see their role as one that 

facilitates and encourages collaborative learning. They explicitly reject categorization as 

authoritarian knowledge-holders, and phrases such as “we think that” and “it’s possible 

that” are often expressed when referring to past events and the potential life experiences 

of the tenement’s residents. As articulated by Guide E, the role of a guide is to work 

together with visitors “in the search for meaning and understanding in the past” (as 
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quoted in the researcher’s fieldnote observations, July 2014). The idea here is that 

knowledge is created when visitors interact with each other by sharing their own histories 

and experiences. Integrating visitors’ knowledge into tours provides guides an 

opportunity to explicitly connect the historic stories of tenement residents to the lives of 

museumgoers, and also to contemporary events more generally. Visitors are encouraged 

to draw parallels between the struggles and triumphs of their own ancestors and those of 

the families that lived in 97 Orchard Street, and are also urged to connect these stories to 

the lives and labour of the immigrant families currently residing in the Lower East Side – 

thus rendering the historical both personal and political.  

 

Discussion 

In many ways, the Tenement Museum stands as a quintessential example of the 

new museology ‘post-museum’ project, both in its approach to communicating with 

visitors as well as in its presentation of the complex socio-historical subject matter that 

comprises its exhibitions. As evidenced by the above textual and ethnographic analyses, 

the museum rejects the role of the authoritative expert and instead positions itself in 

partnership with visitors, inviting them to explore issues and ideas, and empowering them 

to take part in the formation of knowledge. The exhibitions themselves are relatively 

informal and personal in tone, a far cry from the academic and sombre approach found in 

the so-called modern museum. In tandem with this, the museum openly acknowledges 

that its exhibitions are not neutral or objective renditions of past events. Considerable 

time and attention are paid to subjective perspectives, including those that question and 

challenge the information presented to visitors. With respect to this dissertation’s central 

research question, it is evident that the museum has made a discursive choice to frame 
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working class and immigrant history as history with intrinsic value, though certain 

elements of this history (communal networks, entrepreneurialism) are emphasized over 

others (working class labour and activism). Though the Lower East Side is undergoing 

rapid transformation, the museum’s continued success means that the neighbourhood’s 

working class history retains a significant foothold both on the physical landscape as well 

as in the public’s imagination. 

 Cultural analysis provides a mechanism for locating the Tenement Museum 

within the ‘post-museum’ project and for understanding how the museum constructs 

meaning; however, in order to fully explore the tensions that exist in the interpretation 

and display of working class history, use of an analytical approach grounded in the study 

of power relations is necessary. Here, I engage with the political economy of 

communication in order to provide insight and raise questions about the role played by 

the Tenement Museum in capitalist society. The following discussion demonstrates that 

although the museum tells the stories of working class people, the ideological orientation 

which guides its actions in the community and to the treatment of its own workers is 

predominantly economic-based and market oriented. Ironically, as the museum achieves 

greater recognition and success, it necessarily moves further and further away from the 

radical, labour-oriented framework of belief and action that guided its inception.  

Museum as Contact Zone 

The Tenement Museum highlights a number of tensions in the representation of 

working class heritage. The first is one of definition – whose stories does the museum 

choose to tell? Despite efforts to emphasize a shared immigrant history, the museum has 

been criticized by various ethnic groups for failing to acknowledge their allegedly unique 
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claim to the Lower East Side’s history (Kugelmass, 2000; see also Abram, 2002).
52

 This 

can be traced, at least in part, to modern day conflicts over resources – Chinese and 

Jewish associations have fought bitterly over the past thirty years over new housing for 

their constituencies. The museum has attempted to take a proactive response in dealing 

with this tension, and since the mid-2000s has offered a forum for diverse communities to 

engage in dialogue on the issues underlying conflicts over representation. The 

establishment of the Lower East Side Community Preservation Project gave various 

community leaders a forum to exchange their personal and community histories and to 

discuss contemporary issues of shared concern. These debates and discussions were 

recorded, and later formed the basis of the Tenement Museum's “Kitchen Conversations”, 

a series of public dialogues among museum visitors which took place immediately 

following a tour of the museum (Abram, 2007). In this sense, the museum has acted as a 

place of civic engagement, allowing people and communities to link their own personal 

biographies with the larger historical and political structure. 

Despite an intention to “tell the entire story” (see Abram, 2007), the museum 

invariably privileges certain histories over others. Commercial and market pressures 

influence what objects and narratives are considered worthy of inclusion. Competition for 

visitors in the wider leisure market has led the museum to improve its ‘visitor 

experience’, and in recent years the museum has reoriented its primary focus from 

research and scholarship to entertainment, with the aim of attracting ‘multiple audiences’ 

and increasing ‘participation’ and ‘diversity’(see Agovino, 2014). This reorientation has 
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 In 1996, Joel Kaplan, Executive Director of the United Jewish Council, wrote to Abram informing her 

his organization would only be willing to assist the museum “if and when you make a decision to commit 

the necessary resources to chronical the ‘predominant’ culture of the Lower East Side – the Orthodox 

Jewish community and its myriad of synagogues, shtibels, charitable and ‘self help’ organizations” (as 

quoted in Abram, 2002, p. 134). 
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included a new focus on marketing the museum as a product to audiences and potential 

donors, and in late 2014, the museum hired its first marketing director, tasked with 

promoting tours and evening programs. This consumer-centred approach has undeniably 

influenced the development of recent exhibitions, most especially ‘Shop Life’, which is 

replete with multimedia gimmicks such as a touch screen display and earpiece for every 

visitor. By adopting the principles and methods of the market, the experience of the 

museum is transformed from something social, with the bulk of the tour focused on 

discussion and collaboration with visitors, to a largely solitary encounter with an 

electronic device.  

Corporatism and the Domination of Market-Oriented Viewpoints 

As with any cultural institution, the Tenement Museum struggles to maintain a 

certain measure of stability in the face of the complex challenges of the non-profit world, 

which include sustaining attendance levels and boosting donations and other institutional 

funding. These challenges are largely economic, and are grounded in the belief that 

continuous economic growth is essential to the museum’s well-being. This worldview has 

led the museum to adopt a corporatist framework of institutional decision-making, in 

which the primacy of economic interests is privileged over all others. The past few years 

have seen the museum eliminate discounted admission fees for area residents and 

teachers; concurrently, general admission has increased almost fifty percent (from $17 in 

2009 to $25 in 2015).
53

 As evidenced in a recent interview with museum president Morris 

Vogel (see Agovino, 2014), museum administration is increasingly preoccupied with 

income as a measure of worth. This has resulted in a drastic shift in the strategies 

employed by the museum to secure revenue. For example, the museum recently launched 
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233 
 

its ‘President’s Circle’ level of membership for donors who contribute $1,000 or more 

annually. Donors at the President’s Circle receive special benefits and privileges 

including free admission, reserved seating for public talks, and private tours with senior 

museum staff. The museum’s tiered corporate membership program, introduced in 2010, 

offers corporate sponsors similar benefits, as well as highlighting top sponsors on the 

museum’s website and in its Visitor Center. The museum has also recently begun to use 

its annual gala as a means of building ties to those with economic power. While 

previously the museum has honoured political figures, artists, and activists, the 2014 gala 

honoured executives from three real estate developers: Taconic Investment Partners, 

L+M Development Partners, and BFC Partners. The gala brought in $1 million in 

donations – $300,000 more than the previous year, when honourees included the 

president of the New York Hotel and Motel Trades Council, and the commissioner of the 

city’s Department of Consumer Affairs.  

Janes (2007, p. 221) notes that “[m]any of the museums that have adopted the 

corporatist growth model have also come to resemble corporate entities”, and this is 

increasingly true for the Tenement Museum. Here, we can look the museum’s board of 

directors, which is largely indistinguishable from its corporate counterparts. Of its 

twenty-two members, six are senior real estate developers, five are partners in prominent 

legal firms, and four serve as high-ranking members of major financial services 

corporations, including American Express and Ernst and Young. The remaining seven 

members include the museum’s founders, a journalist, actor Raymond O’Keefe, the 

president of public relations firm The Totenberg Group, the managing director the Zegar 

Family Foundation (founded by billionaire Charles Zegar), and Lawrence J. Lasser, the 
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former chief executive of Putnam Investments who was forced to resign in 2012 in the 

wake of civil fraud allegations against the company. For a museum devoted to immigrant, 

working-class history, it is notable that the board includes no representation from 

organized labour, community activists, or members of anti-poverty groups. Cultural 

diversity and community connectedness are downplayed in favour business experience 

and perceived influence in fundraising, and the danger here is that the museum is 

choosing to mute the more fractious elements of working class history in favour of a 

sentimentalized past that aligns with current capitalist ideology. 

Changing Streetscapes 

A third tension can be found in the apparent contradiction of a museum devoted to 

working class history flourishing in a neighbourhood that is erasing as much of this 

history as it possibly can through the demolition of working class housing and other 

architecturally significant older buildings. Somewhat ironically, the Tenement Museum 

has acted as a major catalyst for evolution and change on the Lower East Side – its 

presence has helped foster the proliferation of art galleries, designer shops, and stylish 

bars in the neighbourhood. This has a presented a challenge for the museum, which looks 

to create an immersive experience heavily reliant upon its surrounding environment. To 

this end, guides are instructed to “focus on the tops of buildings, where less has changed, 

or on landmarked structures such as the former home of The Jewish Daily Forward” 

(Agovino, 2014, para. 9). 

Recent gentrification in the Lower East Side has led to the demolition of many 

nineteenth century tenements and their replacement with modern luxury condominiums 

that are discordant with the historic streetscapes that surround them. Once again, the 
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Tenement Museum has attempted to take a proactive approach in dealing with this issue, 

this time through engaging community members in an attempt to achieve historic 

designation for the neighbourhood, which could help stave off some of the most 

destructive forms of gentrification. This approach, however, has not been without its 

controversies. In an attempt to preserve the streetscape, as well as to increase the physical 

space of the museum, in 2002 the Museum sought to acquire an adjacent building at 99 

Orchard Street for $1.35 million (Lee, 2002). When the building’s owners declined the 

offer, the museum switched tactics and asked the Empire State Development 

Corporation, a state agency, to condemn the building – despite the fact that the owners 

had rented fourteen of the building’s apartments as well as the commercial space on the 

ground level. The aim was to let the museum acquire the building under the law of 

eminent domain, which authorizes the taking of private property for a perceived greater 

public good. This resulted in a legal battle, and ultimately the museum was not 

successful. The event raised an interesting tension, at least from a representation 

standpoint: should a museum dedicated to showing how people used to live on the Lower 

East Side be able to (in effect) evict people who actually live there today?
54

 

Exploitation of Museum Labour  

A final tension to consider is that of the labour struggles of those who work in the 

museum. Somewhat ironically, museum workers have tried to form a union, protesting 

poor working conditions and precarious employment. In 2007, part-time museum 

workers met with management to demand recognition of their union, U.A.W. Local 
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 It is interesting to note that, as per the museum’s training manual, guides are explicitly forbidden from 

discussing the eminent domain controversy – instructions to direct any questions on the issue to the 

museum’s PR department appear twice in the twenty-page document (“The Educator Manual”, n.d.). 
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2110.
55

 They requested a card count, in which a neutral third party would confirm that a 

majority of workers had signed cards affirming their desire to have union representation. 

The workers’ complaints included conditions similar to what may have been experienced 

in the original tenements: extreme temperatures and cramped rooms. The workers wanted 

guaranteed hours, pay increases, benefits, and improved breaks.  

Opposed to accepting its workers’ right to organize, the museum instead chose to 

involve the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB), issuing the following statement: 

We have indicated in the past that we would recognize any union that establishes 

itself as the choice of a majority of our employees in an appropriate unit. We 

believe the [National Labor Relations Board] is the agency that can best 

determine that issue through a secret ballot election by our employees. (as quoted 

in Shapiro & Girachino, 2007) 

 

As union organizers have pointed out, involving the NLRB makes the process lengthy 

and extremely expensive. The NLRB process can take years, and this gives employers the 

advantage by allowing them to potentially intimidate workers and threaten them into 

voting against unionization. 

 In March 2008, museum workers organized a public protest outside the museum’s 

20th Anniversary Gala Dinner at Chelsea Piers, distributing fliers and asking arriving 

guests to “please support the union” (Merrefield, 2008, para. 3). The issue of unionization 

began to pick up traction in the local press, including the Village Voice, New York 

Times, and the popular weblog Gothamist. At this time, the museum shifted tactics, 

announcing that it would only support a union that included both part- and full-time 

workers. David Eng, Vice President of Public Affairs for the Tenement Museum, stated 

that the issue was not one of certification, but rather of inclusion: 
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 U.A.W. Local 2110 is an amalgamated union with thirty contracts covering over 3,000 technical, office 

and professional workers, including those at the American Civil Liberties Union, Columbia University, 

New York University, the Museum of Modern Art, and the New-York Historical Society. 
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When you exclude somebody, that goes against the whole principle of a union… 

The core issue is that they’re asking for a union that only is for part-timers and we 

are saying that we would be glad to have a union at this museum but it needs to be 

open to the entire staff. (as quoted in Merrefield, 2008, para. 15) 

 

Framing unionization as a matter of ‘inclusion’ disregards the fact that the conditions 

faced by part- and full-time workers are vastly different. Full-time workers receive higher 

pay and benefits, and their lack of interest in joining the part-timers’ union (and 

potentially jeopardizing their own job security) is unsurprising. As of 2015, efforts to 

unionize part-time workers have not been successful, and this issue raises perhaps the 

strongest tension in representing working class history in a capitalist society. On the one 

hand, unions and workers of times past are celebrated through well researched and well 

planned exhibits. On the other hand, though, those who are currently striving for better 

working conditions and lives are seen as an impediment to those representations. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter has considered the Tenement Museum as a contested space – one 

marked by social difference and struggle. Though the museum was launched as a radical, 

inclusive organization, in the wake of its growing corporatism it is worth questioning to 

what extent the ideals that inspired its inception are still present, both in terms of the 

museum’s exhibitions and also its actions as an institutional participant in civil society. 

To this end, textual and ethnographic analyses of museum space and exhibitions were 

performed in an effort to understand how the museum constructs and disseminates 

working class history. As was shown, the museum frames the Lower East Side as a 

neighbourhood imbued with entrepreneurial spirit, and largely downplays its activist, 

labour-oriented past and present. This said, the museum is careful to emphasize the socio-
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political agency of the people it represents, and espouses a progressive rhetoric with 

regard to discourses and debates on immigration, both past and present. In order to more 

fully delve into questions of economic power and cultural production, the political 

economy of communication was used as an analytic lens to explore questions of identity 

politics and cultural struggle, urban sustainability, and finally, precarious labour. 

Ultimately, though the museum embodies many characteristics of the ‘post-museum’ 

project, and positions itself as an equitable, inclusive, welcoming, and community-based 

cultural institution, its market orientation inevitably subsumes working-class interests and 

histories into the dominant capitalist ideology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



239 
 

Chapter 7 

 

L’Écomusée du Fier Monde 

 

 

In many ways, the ecomuseum is the epitome of the new museological project. 

Broadly defined as a ‘living museum’, an ecomuseum conserves and interprets the 

tangible and intangible heritage of a particular geographical area, and seeks to explain the 

relationship between inhabitants, their community, and the environment.
56

 First 

developed by museologists such as Hugues de Varine and Georges Henri Rivière in the 

1960s and 70s, the ‘écomusée’ represented a new way of holistically interpreting cultural 

heritage. As opposed to focusing on the collection and conservation of specific items or 

objects, the aim of this new type of museum was to enhance the wellbeing and 

development of local communities through a deep understanding of the identity of a 

place, and through intensive local participation. Initially used as a measure to support 

economic development in farming, mountain, and fishing villages, early ecomuseums 

were characterized by their use of vernacular architecture and integrated exhibition 

spaces comprised of both the natural and built environment. Significantly, and in contrast 

with most of the heritage and museological projects at that time, resident participation 

was seen as an essential component of developing and sustaining an ecomuseum. This 

participation was expected to go beyond mere support for the museum and its projects – 

rather, it was up to local people to decide what was deemed to be heritage and how this 

heritage should best be exhibited.  
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 While the territory encapsulated by an ecomuseum may be demarcated by landscape, it can be defined 

by a particular regional dialect, a specific industry or craft, musical tradition, forms of play, or some 

combination thereof, with emphasis given to both tangible and intangible heritage (see Davis, 2011). 
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The 1980s saw the ecomuseum phenomenon flourish throughout continental 

Western Europe and move toward urban centres, largely in response to wide scale 

deindustrialization and the subsequent changes experienced by communities to their 

customs and modes of life. Ecomuseums were lauded not only as a mechanism through 

which communities’ industrial heritage could be protected, but also as a tool to help 

concerned populations give meaning to this complex heritage.
57

 Today, there are more 

than four hundred ecomuseums worldwide, notable for their diverse array of form and 

commonality of function. Especially prevalent in France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Sweden, 

and French Canada (though a strong emergent interest can also be seen in Eastern 

Europe, Australia, and China), ecomuseums can encompass hundreds of square 

kilometres, such as the Kalyna Country Ecomuseum in central Alberta, but can also be as 

small as a single CD playing sounds of the past – the so-called ‘smallest museum in the 

world’, part of the Hirano-Cho ecomuseum network in Osaka. What they share in 

common is their focus on empowering local communities, particularly by conserving 

what the community deems to have value, and by interpreting these ‘cultural touchstones’ 

in their local context. Ecomuseums are further characterized by having and promoting 

pride in place. The ecomuseum thus acts not only as a meeting place, but also as a focus 

for collective community pride – as a means of celebrating the past and demonstrating 

pride in a local, shared history.  

While pride can be expressed through the performance of local music or dance, or 

through the demonstration of craft skill, it can also be expressed through sharing lived 

experiences – and especially the overcoming of adversity – with one another and with 
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 As Borelli and Davis (2012) note, ecomuseums encourage “an appreciation of the significance of the 

commonplace”, as local residents begin to recognize the value of their own unique heritage and work 

towards conserving and interpreting those elements they deem significant (p. 31). 
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outsiders, and it is this expression of pride that is most prevalent in the ecomuseums 

found in deindustrialized urban centres. The Écomusée du Fier Monde, for example, 

Montréal’s only museum devoted solely to its industrial and working class heritage, is 

emblematic of this strand of ‘ecomuseology’. Located in the Centre-Sud neighbourhood 

of the Ville-Marie borough, the small museum has become a significant force in 

sustainable community development over the past few decades, building and fostering 

social cohesion among Centre-Sud residents through its exhibitions as well as through its 

work with the general public and with other cultural institutions and community 

organizations. In this case study, I explore how the Écomusée du Fier Monde attempts to 

actualize its objectives of popular education, empowerment, and local development 

through an examination of its exhibitions and community outreach initiatives. The 

objective here is to assess whether – and if so, how – the museum is able to act as a 

socially inclusive, class-oriented, and democratic communications medium. Although the 

museum explicitly rejects the corporatist framework that pervades contemporary 

museological discourse, it is not immune from the complex realities facing non-profit 

organizations, and it is these actualities that stifle the museum’s potential for radical 

cultural praxis.  

As with the previous cases, this chapter will provide a brief discussion of the 

historical development and social distribution of the museum’s neighbourhood. Next, I 

will discuss the impetus that led to the creation of the Écomusée du Fier Monde, and will 

examine its development and evolution over the past three decades. This is followed by 

an analysis of museum space as well as its permanent exhibition, which will consider 

how exhibition text, images, and artifacts work in relationship to each other and within 
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this particular space to produce specific rhetorical experiences and facilitate processes of 

meaning-making for museum visitors. Finally, I look to the museum’s activities beyond 

its exhibitions, and reflect on the challenges faced by this small, activist museum as it 

navigates a gentrifying neighbourhood and changing community demographics.  

 

Centre-Sud: A Neighbourhood in Transition 

Centre-Sud is located at the eastern most edge of the Ville-Marie borough, just 

south of the trendy Plateau-Mont-Royal neighbourhood. Home to Montreal’s Gay 

Village, the neighbourhood is bordered by Sherbrooke street to the north, the Canadian 

Pacific rail line to the east, the Saint Lawrence River to the south, and Saint Denis Street 

to the west. Though the area has been subject to a range of haphazard development 

schemes since the mid-twentieth century, elements of its working class history remain in 

the form of low-rise tenement buildings replete with front balconies and porte-cochères, 

and in the neighbourhood’s two remaining active factories, JTI-Macdonald and Molson.
58

  

The neighbourhood has long been part of Montreal’s working class and industrial 

heartland, first as the Faubourg Quebec, located on the outskirts of what was then a small 

fortified French settlement, and later as the Saint-Jacques and Sainte-Marie wards of a 

rapidly growing commercial and industrial metropolis and transportation hub. While the 

eighteenth century Faubourg was home to a sizeable number of craftsmen (most notably 

woodworkers, though the shoemaking trade was also well-established) and artisanal 

workshops, by the turn of the century the area had transformed into a major industrial 

district. Emergent technologies based on the power of steam and newly mechanized 
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 On humid summer days, it is not uncommon for the combined stench of tobacco and malted barley to 

waft over the entire neighbourhood (Researcher’s fieldnote observations, August 2014; July, 2015). Centre-

Sud’s pungent odour has also been noted by Grescoe (1998), who likened it to “an eternal morning after of 

wet ashtrays and flat beer” (p. 38). 
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manufacturing processes made their presence felt in the form of “textile mills, tobacco 

and rubber factories, and locomotive works” (Burgess, 1997, p. 12). The neighbourhood 

continued to experience high levels of industrial investment in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries; in particular, the 1920s economic boom saw the construction of 

dozens of new factories and the expansion of older facilities. By the late 1920s, the wide 

range of industries represented in the district included printing (Imprimerie Eugène-

Doucet), textiles (Knit-to-Fit), leatherworking (Aird and Son, Eagle Shoes, Daignault-

Rolland), metallurgy (Hydraulic Machinery, Canadian Bronze), tobacco (Macdonald 

Tobacco, General Cigar), foodstuffs (Molson, Alphonse Raymond, Montreal Dairy, 

Laura Secord, Pain Moderne Canadien), rubber (Canadian Rubber) and chemical 

production (Carter White Lead, Barsalou, Dominion Oil Cloth). Though hard-hit by the 

Depression, the neighbourhood rebounded in the 1940s, with the population peaking at 

100,000 in 1941. Employment levels remained high during and after the war, with 

growing unionization among factory workers leading to higher wages and more stable 

employment.  

Signs of economic and community decline first became apparent in the late 1950s 

and 1960s. Local companies began to move to the outskirts of the city, where they could 

build larger facilities using newer technology. Major urban development projects, 

including the widening of Dorchester (René-Lévesque) Boulevard in 1956, the 

construction of the eastern ramp at Jacques-Cartier Bridge in 1961, and the relocation of 

le Maison Radio-Canada to René-Lévesque Boulevard in 1963, resulted in the 

expropriation of the homes of approximately five thousand residents, with more than two 

hundred and sixty buildings demolished in just a handful of years. By the 1970s, most of 
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the neighbourhood’s factories had closed or relocated due to a combination of increased 

gas and oil prices, reduced international tariffs, and corporate restructuring in light of 

shrinking postwar prosperity. Housing stock was further decimated in the wake of the 

1974 firefighters’ strike, and population decline accelerated as residents moved to the 

suburbs in search of better housing and employment. Between 1971 and 1991, the area 

lost 20,000 people, amounting to just over a third of its population (Germain & Rose, 

2000). Throughout the 1990s, unemployment rates remained high and the average 

household income of Centre-Sud was less than two-thirds the average household income 

of the entire metropolitan area. Today, poverty remains high, with thirty-eight percent of 

residents living below the low income cut-off, including more than half of children five 

years old and under (Centraide of Greater Montreal, 2013). Eight out of ten people are 

renters, and more than a third of the population lives alone – “a reality associated with 

greater social and economic vulnerability” (Centraide of Greater Montreal, 2013, p. 1). 

Though Centre-Sud continued to experience population loss throughout the 

1990s, a growing number of single, highly educated young adults began to move into the 

area, in search of cheap rents close to the downtown core (Kitchen, 2001). Low rents 

have also contributed to an upsurge in artists’ collectives and other creative workspaces, 

including the performance venue and café Usine C, which is located in the former 

Alphonse Raymond fruit jam factory on Panet Street. The neighbourhood’s cultural and 

ethnic composition is increasingly diverse, with nearly one in five area residents born 

outside Canada. These days, the neighbourhood once defined by its working class 

character is known by those in the know as “something of a twentieth-century design 

mecca”, distinguished by its vintage furniture stores and art galleries (Bowan & Watson, 
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2004, p. 90). Art deco buildings such as Marché St-Jacques and the Bain Généreux have 

been carefully restored; the former has been transformed into a farmer’s market selling 

produce, flowers, and prepared foods, whereas the latter now houses the Écomusée du 

Fier Monde.  

 

‘On nous traite comme le tiers-monde, mais nous sommes du fier monde!’: Creating  

 

and Sustaining the Écomuseé 

 

The ecomuseum was first conceived in 1980 by members of Habitations 

communautaires Centre-Sud (HCCS), a community group devoted to the establishment 

of social housing and the development and improvement of area services. Heavily 

influenced by popular mobilizations around accessible education and social justice, 

HCCS was also committed to providing space for local residents to reflect on their own 

histories and the history of the neighbourhood as a whole. Although local history was 

largely absent from the Montréal museum world at this time, and depictions of working 

class history omitted completely, HCCS members believed that their culture and heritage 

had inherent value, and that Centre-Sud’s rich history and varied architecture were 

worthy of both recognition and celebration. To this end and under the guidance of 

Professor Pierre Mayrand of the Université du Québec à Montréal, HCCS established a 

committee to develop a local history museum, with two of its members, Michel Gendron 

and René Binette, quickly becoming the driving force behind the museum.  

The ecomuseum emerged in the context of the immense social and political 

upheaval experienced in Québec in the 1960s and 1970s. The sweeping economic and 

administrative reforms enacted under Jean Lesage and the Québec Liberal government in 

the early to mid-1960s, which included a massive expansion of the public service, 
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nationalization of the hydroelectric power industry, creation of Health and Education 

ministries, and passage the 1964 Labour Code (which enshrined the right to strike as a 

legitimate part of the collective bargaining process for public sector workers), gave rise to 

a new French-speaking middle class and distinct Québécois identity. New educational 

opportunities and rising affluence prompted a newfound sense of independence among 

the middle class, and with this came a questioning of the traditional values that had up to 

that point defined the role of the Church, the family, and women. This led to the rapid 

secularization of Québécois society, and also fostered support for nationalist groups and 

political parties such as René Lévesque’s Parti Québécois, founded in 1968.  

The Québécois educational reform movement was a significant influence on the 

genesis of the Écomuseé; the museum’s founders were also guided by philosophies of 

new museology as practiced by the French, by English industrial history, and finally by 

the notion of ‘history from below’ – the construction of a narrative of labour history from 

the perspective of common people, rather than the political, financial, or religious elite. 

Sympathetic representations of working class heritage, the museum committee believed, 

could be used not only as a tool of education, but also as a mechanism to engender 

community empowerment and collective action (Desrosiers & Lafleur, 1981). Having 

pride in local culture and heritage was seen as an essential component of community 

rehabilitation and neighbourhood revitalization. To this end, the committee decided on an 

overarching museum theme of (de)industrialization, with a focus on those who built the 

neighbourhood and those who later bore witness to its decline, and was given the name 

Maison du Fier-Monde [House of the Proud People]. 



247 
 

The museum’s first challenge was attracting its target audience. Given that the 

lower income, working class residents of Montréal’s Centre-Sud region were not typical 

consumers of cultural products such as museum exhibits, it was important for museum 

organizers to reach out in a welcoming and inclusive way. As such, the museum’s first 

exhibition, which opened in 1981 and explored the eating habits and styles of dress of 

neighbourhood residents, looked more like a festival than a traditional exhibition. The 

launch was quite popular with local residents, as the events and topics discussed were a 

familiar part of their environment. Visitors were also encouraged to share their stories 

and memories with the museum, supplementing and enriching the photographs and other 

archival information of the exhibition. 

  The museum incorporated in 1982 and was renamed the Écomusée de la Maison 

du Fier-Monde. Identifying as an ecomuseum meant the small museum could join the 

Association of Ecomuseums in Québec, which gave the museum access to educational 

resources and a network of like-minded museologists (R. Binette, personal 

communication, September 26, 2012). The early to mid-1980s thus saw the museum 

produce a series of modest exhibitions based on the principles of ecomuseology: 

identification with a territory, shared authority, and participation of the local community. 

These exhibitions focused on the history of everyday life in Centre-Sud, with topics 

ranging from the role played by the church in social housing initiatives to the importance 

of public spaces in the creation and maintenance of social bonds, and were mounted at 

various locations around the neighbourhood with the goal of reaching people in their 

usual surroundings. More than just attracting residents as visitors, the museum sought to 

involve the local population in exhibition creation and meaning making. An exhibition on 
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the women of Centre-Sud, for example, relied primarily on information gleaned from 

interviews with forty local residents. The museum’s retrospective of Macdonald Tobacco 

was designed and researched in collaboration with fifteen of the company’s pensioners, 

who helped draft text and select photographs and other artifacts for the exhibition.  

As of 1995, the museum did not have a recurrent budget, nor did it have 

permanent staff. Financial support from the state was minimal and typically consisted of 

projects to create temporary jobs in order to combat the high level of unemployment in 

the region. The museum itself was located in a few classrooms on the third floor of the 

former Saint-Eusèbe school on Rouen Street. The Écomusée’s watershed moment 

occurred in 1996, when the museum received formal accreditation, an operating budget 

from Québec’s Ministry of Culture, and a permanent residence in a heritage building in 

the heart of the Centre-Sud. The 1927 structure, a former public swimming pool, was 

renovated by architect Felice Vaccaro. A permanent exhibition on the history of the 

neighbourhood was installed on the upper level, whereas the basin of the pool was 

transformed into a multifunctional space. The clever and sympathetic adaptive reuse of 

this significant heritage building was recognized by the Sauvons Montréal Preservation 

Society, which awarded the museum its Orange Prize in December 1996. 

Far from being a mere showpiece of architectural conservation, the museum has 

continued with its mission to engage the Centre-Sud community and actively improve the 

lives of its residents, including those people who would normally be uninterested or 

unwilling to visit museums. In 1999, for instance, the museum began working with a 

local literacy organization, l'Atelier des lettres Centre-Sud, and to date this partnership 

has resulted in six exhibitions as well as a publication. The museum continues to work 
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with community members to create and produce temporary exhibitions on topics of 

importance to the community, including everything from histories of the Gay Village and 

the Missionary Oblates of Mary Immaculate to community art projects such as Risquer le 

Rêve à Plusieurs, a collaboration between artist Claude Majeau and sixty homeless 

women living temporarily at the Auberge Madeleine. The museum has also developed a 

wide range of educational programming from primary and secondary school up to the 

university level, and hosted lectures and film screenings open to the public. The museum 

is also currently developing a sort of ‘heritage repository’ of significant tangible 

(buildings, cultural landscapes) and intangible (traditions, customs, events) elements of 

cultural heritage deemed representative of the neighbourhood and meaningful to the 

community.  

The Écomusée has long been feted for its commitment to both community 

engagement and historic preservation. Its many honours include an Award of Excellence 

from the Société des musées québécois in 1997, the Interpretation Award from the 

Association québécoise d’interprétation du patrimoine likewise in 1997, the Montréal 

Architectural Heritage Award in 2002, and the Governor General’s History Award for 

Excellence in Museums in 2013. Director René Binette, who has been with the museum 

since its inception, is a recent recipient of the Barbara A. Tyler Award in Museum 

Leadership, awarded by the Canadian Museums Association. Public interest in the 

museum has grown steadily since its installation at the Bain Généreux in 1996. 

Attendance more than doubled between 1996 and 2001 (from 6,300 to 16,800 visitors), 

levelling out at 17,500 visitors annually by 2010. The museum’s most recent annual 
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report (Écomusée du Fier Monde, 2014) states that more than 62,500 people visited the 

museum, its website, or one of its travelling exhibitions in 2013.  

Revenues and Expenses 

The Écomuseé du Fier Monde is a registered charitable organization, supporting 

itself through a combination of government funding, receipted donations, fundraising, 

and earned income. During the 2014 tax year (see Canada Revenue Agency, 2015), 

revenues totaled $640,000, with slightly more than half the museum’s financial support 

coming from provincial and municipal funding agencies. The museum’s annual expenses 

total just over $655,000, with just over half that amount (roughly fifty-two percent) going 

to support the museum’s exhibitions, community projects, and employee compensation. 

As of March 2014, the museum employed eight full time and nine part time staff. No 

museum employee earns compensation in excess of $40,000 per year.  

 

Museum Narratives, Objects, and Space: An Exhibition-Centred Rhetorical  

 

Analysis 

 

 The Écomusée is located in the historic Bain Généreux at 2050 Amherst Street. 

Designed by noted Canadian architect Jean-Omer Marchand, the building opened in 1927 

as a public bath house and swimming pool. At a time when most of the neighbourhood’s 

apartments lacked adequate plumbing, the Bain Généreux provided residents a place to 

wash in private shower stalls. The building is an elegant example of Art Deco 

architecture. Its boxy, rectangular form is broken up by curved ornamental elements, 

including the arched doorway, lower level windows, and the rounded edges of the flat 

roof. The building’s streamlined black and white exterior is embellished with geometric 

patterns. Visual interest is further enhanced by stretching linear forms horizontally and 



251 
 

vertically throughout the exterior using bands of brick and an embellished, round coping, 

under which the name Bain Généreux is still visible. The entrance arch is surmounted by 

convex decoration, including the face of a scowling, bathing-capped swimmer. Upon 

entering the museum, visitors first encounter a small reception lobby flanked by a pair of 

curved staircases that lead up to the information desk and main hall. The information 

desk is located in the centre of a small, secondary lobby area, which also contains a 

display of museum publications (most of which can be purchased), as well as awards and 

prizes bestowed upon the museum by various municipal and provincial bodies. 

 The main hall of the building is simply exquisite to behold. With its soaring 

vaulted ceiling and abundance of natural light, it is reminiscent of a miniature Musée 

D’Orsay. The bulk of the floor space is taken up by the former pool basin, which has 

been covered in wood flooring and converted into a space for lectures and special events. 

The museum’s exhibition areas are found in the two galleries that wrap around the former 

pool. The upper gallery holds the museum’s permanent exhibition, À cœur de jour! 

Grandeurs et misères d’un quartier populaire [All the lifelong day! The triumphs and 

tragedies of a working-class neighbourhood]
59

, whereas the lower level hosts a series of 

temporary exhibitions on subjects ranging from contemporary art to profiles of local 

community activists.  Tours of the museum are mostly self-guided, though it is not 

uncommon for the gallery attendant to spend time with visitors at the start of their 

excursion, providing a brief history of the building and pointing out architectural details 

such as the water level markers still visible in the former pool basin. The attendant also 
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 Exhibitions and related materials are written solely in French. An English language guide of the 

permanent exhibition is available at the information desk. The current guide is a complete translation of the 

permanent exhibition text; prior to 2012, the entire exhibition was loosely summarized in a one-page 

document. Except where otherwise noted, translations of exhibition material found in the following 

discussion are drawn from the English language guide. 
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directs visitors to the start of the permanent exhibition on the right-side of the building. 

While the museum can be quite busy when hosting a school group or exhibition opening 

(hundreds attended the opening reception for Citoyens in 2012), it is typically quiet on 

the weekends, as was the case during my most recent visits to the museum in spring and 

summer 2015. The few visitors I encountered were tourists, and most of those I spoke 

with came from countries other than Canada. All were adults and the majority of visitors 

arrived in groups of two or three. When I inquired what prompted them to visit the 

museum, most people referenced guidebooks or internet postings that indicated the 

museum was a ‘must-see’ attraction in Montréal’s Plateau/ Le Village neighbourhood
60

.  

Spatial layout and design form an essential component of the museum experience. 

Rather than acting as a neutral backdrop for display panels, they instead help to spatially 

construct the narrative arc of the exhibition, as well as provide a mechanism through 

which visitors are able to orient themselves through museum space. The museum’s 

permanent installation is spread across the entire upper gallery, and makes use of 

artifacts, photographs, and text panels, as well as audio and video recordings. The route 

through the exhibition is controlled, linear, and chronological. The primary 

organizational structure of the narrative is time. The exhibition follows a sequential 

format, starting in the mid-nineteenth century and concludes in the present day. The 

narrative arc follows a traditional dramatic structure, including exposition and conflict, 

rising action, a rousing climax, and finally the denouement and resolution. Use of this 

structure is an explicit rhetorical choice that serves to facilitate particular processes of 

meaning making with regard to Centre-Sud and its working class population. As is 

demonstrated in the following discussion of À cœur de jour!, while the narrative 
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strategies and themes interwoven throughout the exhibition draw attention to the 

collective power of the community, especially in the fight for social housing, they 

obscure class as a dimension of analysis and downplay the intersection of Centre-Sud’s 

social, cultural, and labour history with the broader political and economic structures that 

have shaped – and indeed, continue to shape – the neighbourhood. 

 The exhibition begins with a series of black panels mounted on oxblood red 

painted walls. These first few panels are particularly significant as they orient museum 

visitors to what they will experience as they make their way through the exhibition. They 

introduce the setting and subject matter, and also set up expectations for the purpose, 

style, and mood of the exhibition as a whole. The first panels of À cœur de jour! are 

comprised of text, black and white photographs, and historic maps. They provide a broad 

historical overview of Montréal, with a focus on its role as a major industrial hub. It is 

interesting to note that the text and images concentrate exclusively on things (factories, 

goods, and territories), rather than people. My immediate question is: where is the human 

element? Critics of industrial heritage tourism (for example, see Leary, 1979; Shackel, 

2004; Shackel & Palus, 2006) have long argued that this type of historical representation 

serves a dominant capitalist ideology that acclaims economic and social progress as a 

result of industry, while simultaneously erasing the story of labour’s struggle. By 

positioning factories and goods as formal objects, removed from their human context, the 

exhibition depoliticizes them. This ‘history from above’ continues as visitors encounter 

the first few representations of people (including tobacco merchant William Macdonald 

and railway tycoon William Cornelius Van Horne), all of whom belong to the capitalist 
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class. Privileging industry, grandeur, and wealth tells a specific story of the city and of 

Centre-Sud, one in which working class people are subsumed by the dominant culture. 

Despite this somewhat inauspicious beginning, the exhibition soon moves on to 

discuss working class labour and life. The first representation of the working class is 

found in a photograph of child workers on a panel entitled “The Labour Relations 

Board”, which refers to the Royal Commission on the Relations of Labour and Capital 

established in 1886 by John A. Macdonald. The exhibition text notes that although the 

Commission was largely ineffectual – presenting nothing more than a few “timid 

recommendations” – the testimonials gathered constitute an invaluable source of 

information on the world of work at the end of the nineteenth century (À cœur de jour!, 

Panel 5). Two such testimonials are used in exhibition. The first is that of Florina 

Lacoste, a twelve year old girl working at the Macdonald Tobacco plant. Florina’s brief 

testimonial does not delve deeply into the conditions of her work, but the few details 

provided (including her long work day and that she was forced to eat her lunch sitting on 

the ground) paint a bleak picture of her employment conditions and lived reality. This 

short text is intended to appeal to visitors’ sympathies and imagination. Evocative 

imagery of children’s grimy physical conditions contributes to its persuasive appeal. By 

leading with arguably the most sympathetic of actors – vulnerable children – the 

exhibition primes the audience to identify with, and care about, its working class 

protagonists. By contrast, this section of the exhibition frames the capitalist class as the 

villainous buffoons of the narrative through an audio recreation
61

 of a labour board 

interview with an industrialist. This audio recreation is notable in two respects. The first 
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 This audio recreation is the first interactive component of the exhibition and is accessed via a telephone 

receiver. 
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is that the interview has been translated into French from the English in which it would 

have been initially conducted. Secondly, and perhaps more significantly, the actor (a 

native French speaker) portraying the English industrialist is feigning an Anglophone 

accent. His pronunciation is somewhat muddled and the cadence of his speech is 

awkward, both of which are meant to indicate the industrialist’s outsider status. The 

content of the interview (in which the industrialist claims that children not working in 

factories would simply be running amok in the streets) further reinforces that the 

industrialist is ‘one of them’. The exhibition’s emphasis on the linguistic barrier between 

French and English Canada (as manifested in the audio recreation), however, serves to 

frame the historic tension between capitalism and labour as one of culture, rather than of 

class or socioeconomic status.  

While the exhibition is organized chronologically, several overlapping themes 

emerge throughout À cœur de jour! Themes, meaning the implicit and explicit patterns 

developed over the course of the exhibition, are woven together to create particular 

meanings and understandings of working class labour and life in Centre-Sud. The three 

principal themes found in this exhibition are (a) work and identity, (b) urban 

transformation, and (c) social relations. The first theme is most prevalent in the first half 

of the exhibition, and refers to the connection between occupation and the construction of 

individuals’ personal and social identity. The exhibition narrative highlights the tension 

between understanding work as a source of danger and as a source of pride. Early 

industrial labour is described as dirty, often unsafe, and demanding – yet simultaneously 

is painted as an essential element of one’s well-being and life satisfaction. Though the 

“meagre salary” and long hours of factory work are noted, the narrative emphasis is on 
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the positive effects of work and industry (À cœur de jour!, Panel 4). The exhibition 

asserts that work “provided dignity and the hope of improving one’s lot” and that the 

factory was “at the heart of the lives of workers” (À cœur de jour!, Panel 10; Panel 8). 

Here, the idiom “at the heart of”, which is found in the first line of the panel text, is used 

to underscore the importance of factory work in neighbourhood life. Indeed, the 

exhibition argues that by the 1950s, the factory was not merely a place of work, but also 

facilitated community solidarity and belonging. 

While the early industrialists are discussed almost exclusively in terms of the 

exploitative labour practices found in their factories, employers in the mid-twentieth 

century are characterized as paternal and benevolent. The panel “Solidarity” describes 

how employers organized company sports teams to encourage “a sense of belonging 

among workers in relation to the company” (À cœur de jour!, Panel 8). The text is 

accompanied by an artifact – a baseball glove – as well as by formal portraits of A. 

Poupart & Cie’s bowling league and Macdonald Tobacco’s softball team. The majority of 

the panel is taken up by a large black and white photograph of a baseball game held on 

the grounds of Macdonald Tobacco in 1940. The image performs several meta-semiotic 

tasks to create meaning for the viewer (see Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996). It is a narrative 

image – meaning, it is an image that allows viewers to create a story about the 

represented participants (RPs) because it includes vectors of motion. The RPs include the 

men playing baseball, a large number of spectators (men, women, and children), and the 

factory. Two male spectators in the left foreground face away from the camera, towards 

the field; these RPs help to immerse the viewer in the scene, directing their focus towards 

the centre of the image. Additional vectors, which are created by the players in the field 
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caught mid-movement and also by the background spectators angled towards the action, 

provide action elements that give the image a sense of immediacy and energy. The 

viewer’s eye is also drawn towards the RP at the rear of the image, the factory, which 

appears clean and nonthreatening. The image communicates a particular rhetorical 

message – one that positions the factory at the centre (both figuratively and literally) of 

community life. More than places of employment, companies in Centre-Sud provided 

workers and their families with spaces of recreation and sociability. This apparent 

corporate benevolence is presented as unquestionably good in the exhibition narrative. 

There is no discussion as to why companies might desire a regimentation of leisure time 

(i.e., a furthering of managerial control) or how these efforts would have influenced 

cultural norms, including those pertaining to class and gender relations. There is no 

discussion of the broader socio-political context, including the electoral strength of 

Communist Parties in France and Italy and the potential appeal of communist rhetoric to 

the working class, and how this influenced capitalists’ treatment of their workforces. 

Instead, the text, images, and artifacts come together to create a rhetorical experience for 

the visitor that is steeped in nostalgia – an idealized and aestheticized vision of a golden 

past far removed from capitalist oppression or class conflict. 

The exhibition dedicates little space to the labour movement. “Solidarity” is the 

only panel to discuss unionization – and more than two-thirds of the panel is taken up by 

the aforementioned baseball game. In three short sentences, the text describes how the 

Catholic Church, fearing the influence of American unions, encouraged the creation of 

Catholic unions and, in 1921, established the Confédération des travailleurs catholiques 

du Canada (CTCC). Adjacent to this text is a small photograph of Macdonald Tobacco 
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workers in a Labour Day parade in 1945, as well as pocket-sized copies of the 

constitution and contract for members of the Tobacco Workers International Union, 

Local 235. The photograph, which depicts workers holding signs proclaiming 

‘Maintenons Nos Droits’ [maintain our rights] and ‘L’Union Fait La Force’ [union makes 

strength], suggests that the workers’ union was an important element in maintaining 

employment rights and protections. This said, there is no discussion in the exhibition text 

to verify this supposition – any notion of labour radicalism or activism (and indeed, the 

CTCC progressively radicalized throughout the 1940s; see Palmer, 2009) is obscured in 

favour of a sentimentalized and largely depoliticized narrative that emphasizes 

community cohesiveness.  

The latter half of the exhibition explores the shift to tertiary sector employment in 

the years following the Second World War. The communications industry established a 

presence in the neighbourhood as early as the 1950s, and by the late twentieth century the 

service sector had become the largest employer of area residents. Most recently, the 

knowledge and cultural sectors have “established themselves as important and dynamic 

hubs in Centre-Sud” (À cœur de jour!, Panel 13). While work in the pre-war years is 

presented as an integral component of individual and collective identity, deindustrialized 

work is seen to contribute to a fragmentation of the community’s constitutive narrative. 

Whereas Centre-Sud’s rise as an industrial stronghold provided a unifying image of the 

meaning of this place for much of the twentieth century, the current neighbourhood is 

instead made up of “multiple realities”, with the few remaining factories now situated 

next to small businesses, community organizations, artists’ lofts, and large 

communication companies (À cœur de jour!, Panel 12).  
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The theme of urban transformation is woven throughout the exhibition narrative, 

and encompasses such topics as (de)industrialization, demographic change, and cultural 

diversity. An overlexicalization of terms synonymous to transformation – transition, 

evolution, and so forth – is evident throughout the exhibition, and references to urban 

change appear on seven of the exhibition’s sixteen panels.
62

 This “over-wording” 

(Fairclough, 2001, p. 115) contributes to the construction of the idea that change is a 

continuous feature of the urban process, rather than something unique to a particular time 

or place. As the exhibition informs its audience, the urban environment is “[c]ontinuously 

evolving”, and this is the one constant of life in Centre-Sud (À cœur de jour!, Panel 13). 

The initial panels on the emergence and development of industrialization frame its impact 

on urban form largely in terms of economic progress, emphasizing the diversity of 

industry, new occupational forms, and rising levels of wealth. Here, the exhibition 

adheres to a dominant cultural narrative that positions economic growth as an inherently 

positive phenomenon. The neutral, authoritative tone of the text conveys a sense that the 

single perspective enunciated is incontrovertibly true. This stance asserts the museum’s 

historical authority and presumes a certain level of unfamiliarity on the part of the visitor, 

leaving little room for alternative interpretations. 

The focus of the exhibition is largely on the ‘before’ and ‘after’ of 

deindustrialization, with only one small section devoted to postwar deindustrialization. 

This section is noteworthy, however, as it provides the central conflict in the exhibition’s 

storyline. Hidden at the rear of the exhibition and obscured by an interior wall, design 

elements such as dark walls and minimal lighting make the space feel cramped and 
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 As a linguistic device, overlexicalization “points to areas of intense preoccupation in the experience and 

values of the group which generates it” (Fowler, Hodge, Kress, & Trew, 1979, p. 211). 
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dreary. The text, simply labeled “Deindustrialization”, describes the social and economic 

changes that resulted from the decline of manufacturing and other industrial activities in 

the neighbourhood following the Second World War. Factory closings led to a rapid 

decrease in population, as residents decamped for the suburbs in search of employment. 

This narrative of “destructuring” and community fragmentation is visually supported by a 

series of sepia-toned photographs depicting factory demolitions, abandoned buildings, 

and people (identified as “workers”) who are visibly distraught (À cœur de jour!, Panel 

10). Visitors are physically separated from these images by a chain link fence and 

construction debris, recreating the sense of isolation and helplessness experienced by 

residents as their neighbourhood withered around them. The message communicated here 

is primarily one of loss and victimization, in which workers were caught up in historical 

changes not of their own making. This narrative reinforces a paralyzing sense of 

inevitability surrounding deindustrialization, which is presented as an inevitable and 

irreversible process – as economic destiny rather than a condition stemming from 

political and economic choice. By framing this economic restructuring as nothing more 

than the result of a changing world, however, the exhibition narrative fails to connect 

local history to broader socio-historical forces. The narrative emphasis is thus less on the 

politics of deindustrialization and is instead focused on community responses to a 

changing environment. 

Community rebuilding (and more generally, social relations) is a major 

constitutive element of the latter half of À cœur de jour! The exhibition narrative 

emphasizes how neighbourhood residents have acted with collective agency (see Flora & 

Flora, 1993) to shape, enhance, and safeguard their lived environment. The community is 
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“an essential part of society” and acts as “a space of engagement, solidarity and social 

innovation” (À cœur de jour!, Panel 11). The primary message put forth is that being 

involved in the community allows people to rethink problems and expand interpersonal 

networks, thus building their social, human, and financial capital. This emphasis is most 

clearly articulated in “Community Bustle”, the first section of the exhibition visitors 

encounter after they round the corner of the catwalk at the far end of the building. The 

display is bright and colourful, conveying a sense of light-heartedness and joy. Here, the 

exhibition describes how the 1960s and 1970s provided “fertile ground” for the formation 

of community organizations dedicated to social issues such as housing, poverty, and 

employment (À cœur de jour!, Panel 11). The text is surrounded by photographs in a 

Polaroid-like format that show the positive results of this community activism, including 

new public recreational facilities and community gardens, as well as several group photos 

of smiling residents. To the right of the catwalk, photographs mounted on picket signs 

show several of Centre-Sud’s community groups in action, holding rallies, protests, and 

educational workshops. Notably, the emphasis is on increased access to social services 

and affordable housing, rather than on the fight for improved employment opportunities 

and working conditions. The only reference to work or labour unrest in this section is 

found in an illustration of a burning house (alluding to the 1974 firefighters’ strike), but 

even here the emphasis is on the community response to the strike, rather than on the 

striking workers or the broader socio-political context under which the labour unrest 

developed. Taken as a whole, however, “Community Bustle” acts as the exhibition 

climax – the turning point in the narrative when the action reaches its peak, ultimately 

leading to the story’s resolution. The story triumphantly communicated is one of 
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community solidarity predicated on hope, shared goals, and activism. This is a 

neighbourhood that has overcome great hardship and is “still on its feet” (À cœur de 

jour!, Panel 11). 

The final few panels of the exhibition explore Centre-Sud as a “living 

environment”, and consider how the community reconciles “its past and present realities” 

(À cœur de jour!, Panel 13; Panel 12). Entitled “Spotlight on Centre-Sud”, this section of 

the exhibition has been recently updated (much of the exhibition has remained the same 

since its installation in 1996) and features a modern colour palette, edgy fonts, and 

stylized design elements. Text boxes detailing the current neighbourhood composition 

(such as the number of same-sex couples in the area or percentage of residents born in 

other countries) and photographs of significant community landmarks are superimposed 

on a large abstract map of Centre-Sud. Also present are six mini-narratives of area 

residents, including artists, health care workers, and community organizers. To the right 

of the text is a small booklet containing statistics on employment, home ownership, and 

levels of education, as well as current demographic trends, including those pertaining to 

age, gender, and ethnicity. The exhibition calls attention to “the diversity of the 

neighbourhood” and positions this diversity as the means by which the community will 

endure (À cœur de jour!, Panel 14). While most of the exhibition leads the visitor through 

its subject matter in a mostly linear fashion, leaving little room for competing 

interpretations of historical evidence, this final section, layered like a collage, encourages 

visitors to reflect on notions of ‘community’ and how these change over time. Rather 

than fixed in time and space, culture is framed as something both fluid and flexible. The 
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aim is to engage the visitor at an emotive level and, in doing so, attach a personal 

memory to the experience of the visit. 

The final text panel of À cœur de jour! formally concludes the exhibition, 

summarizing its central claims and calling attention to the role played by the museum in 

community life and development. Entitled “The future in the present”, its tone is 

celebratory as it describes how the community prevailed over the hardship and hurt 

caused by deindustrialization, creating “spaces of freedom and expression” and taking its 

“future into its own hands” (À cœur de jour!, Panel 16). The exultant language is 

designed to act as an appeal to visitors’ emotions; more specifically, it works to engender 

a sense of pride in residents, who are flattered by descriptions of their own ingenuity and 

resilience when faced with challenges, as well as to inspire feelings of affection and 

empathy in tourists.  

 

Discussion 

 

 Rhetorical analysis allows us to consider the museum as a text to be read, and 

provides valuable insight into how the museum’s constitutive practices – including the 

choice of exhibits and methods of their display – work to construct its representational 

message. As the preceding analysis demonstrates, À cœur de jour! largely conforms to 

traditional exhibition practices, with the museum positioned as an authoritative expert 

imparting information to a novice audience. The vast majority of exhibition text is formal 

and impersonal in tone, and the visual aesthetic, excluding the few updated panels, is 

relatively sombre. This said, working class history is positioned as history with value, 

though narratives of community are privileged over those of labour and class struggle. By 

disembedding working class history from its broader political economic context, 
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however, the power relations that have shaped life and labour in Centre-Sud are 

diminished in favour of hegemonic narratives that in effect support the dominant 

capitalist ideology. As Bennett (1998, p. 110) has noted, when museums reduce the 

history of the subordinate classes to the picturesque, “the terms in which the ways of life 

of such classes are represented are often so mortgaged to the dominant culture that ‘the 

people’ are encountered usually only in those massively idealized and deeply regressive 

forms which stalk the middle-class imagination”.  

 The following discussion moves beyond textual analysis to further interrogate the 

notion of the Écomusée du Fier Monde as a democratic communications medium. Here, I 

explore the museum’s practices and policies outside its permanent exhibition, and 

consider how the museum seeks to retain its social relevance while also attempting to 

remain true to the principles that inspired its inception. Although the museum’s 

commitment to social inclusion and democratic participation are evident, its recent 

rebranding campaign has seen the museum distance itself from its working class and 

industrial orientation. Accordingly, this discussion reflects on the factors that constrain 

and enable radical museum practice. 

Museum as Contact Zone 

The Écomusée du Fier Monde is both a place of education and remembrance as 

well as a social space in which diverse social and cultural actors come into contact with 

one another. As such, the museum functions as a site where a complex web of demands is 

expressed and negotiated (see Macdonald, 2002; Witcomb, 2003). The museum is 

committed to acting as a place of civic engagement, working to improve the quality of 

life in Centre-Sud through a series of partnerships and community collaborations. In 
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1999, for example, the museum developed a literacy project in partnership with l’Atelier 

des lettres, a local popular education group. The aim of this project was not only to teach 

illiterate adults to read and write, but also to provide this group with access to museums, 

archives, and libraries throughout Montréal. In collaboration with museum personnel, 

participants developed an exhibition documenting their experiences in the literacy 

program. Friends and families of participants were invited to a special launch of the 

exhibition, and l’Atelier des lettres later collaborated with participants to write a book 

detailing their life stories and work on this project. The museum has continued its 

partnership with l’Atelier des lettres, resulting in six exhibitions and supplementary 

educational materials, as well as the installation of the mural Voici notre quartier in the 

permanent exhibition in 2012.
63

 What makes these exhibitions noteworthy is the extent to 

which their direction and content have been determined by participants. While museum 

staff facilitate discussion and act as a resource on issues of operation and programming, 

participants lead the process of exhibition creation.  As such, participants are not merely 

beneficiaries of the museum’s educational programming and community outreach 

initiatives, but are active agents in the process of meaning making. These exhibitions are 

thus the tangible products of power sharing – a central tenet of new museological 

curatorial practice. 

 Though community participation and co-produced exhibitions are intended to 

address asymmetries of power between the museum and the communities it serves, the 

realities of collaborative practice are rarely so clear-cut. While museum policy (see 

Binette, 2009) states that any individual or group may submit an exhibition proposal to 
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 In 2013, the museum was awarded the Citoyen de la culture Andrée-Daigle prize for La parole est à 

nous, its most recent collaboration with l’Atelier des lettres. 
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the museum, the museum often plans and books exhibitions more than a year in advance, 

leaving limited opportunity for outside proposals to be integrated into the museum’s 

long-term schedule. The approval process itself is somewhat ambiguous, and the museum 

provides little public information on how it determines which proposals are deemed 

worthy of inclusion. In recent years, the museum has produced a number of well-received 

exhibitions on the various communities of Centre-Sud, including those with little social 

or economic capital. For the most part, however, the extent to which museum outsiders 

have truly ‘co-authored’ these exhibitions (community control versus mere tokenism) 

remains unclear.   

The Rejection of Market-Oriented Viewpoints 

 Small museums face a number of challenges in the struggle to remain financially 

viable and socially relevant, including limited access to new forms of technology, a lack 

of professional development and employee training opportunities, short-term cycles of 

project funding, and ever-changing stakeholder demands. Working from one deadline to 

the next puts tremendous pressure on museums and leaves little room for institutional 

reflexivity or the development of a socially responsible course of action for the future, 

and this is especially true of small museums with few paid staff and limited resources. 

The fight for economic survival – and the hope of economic growth – often leads to a 

market-driven morality in which the ends are seen to justify the means, regardless of 

whether these methods truly support museums’ stated mission of inclusivity and social 

justice (see Janes, 2013). Given the pervasiveness of corporatist ideology in 

contemporary museum practice, it is worth assessing whether corporatism permeates the 

policies and principles that govern that conduct of the Écomusée du Fier Monde. 
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 The museum is guided by a clearly articulated set of values found in both its 

internal planning documents as well as on the museum’s website (“About the Écomusée”, 

2015; see also Binette, 2009). Two of these principles – encouraging community 

participation and striving for excellence – are not unexpected in a museum that has 

embraced new museological understandings about the role of museums in culture and 

society. Unique to this museum in the context of this dissertation’s three case studies, 

however, is its third governing principle: respect for labour and the people who perform 

it. ‘Respect’ refers not only to the value accorded to the neighbourhood’s working class 

history, or even to its working class present, but also to the labour of museum staff, 

volunteers, and partners. Volunteer positions are part-time and the work performed by 

volunteers is not intended to replace the work of permanent employees. The museum 

frequently applies for grants that allow it to offer temporary part-time positions to help 

combat neighbourhood unemployment. Museum administration endeavours to provide 

full-time staff with a certain amount of autonomy and responsibility for making decisions 

regarding their own productivity (R. Binette, personal communication, September 26, 

2012). Rather than being seen as a cost, museum staff are considered an essential asset of 

the institution. This said, museum staff are not unionized and salaries remain low (though 

this is not uncommon in the non-profit sector). Given the museum’s constrained financial 

resources, it is unlikely that the museum will raise employee compensation in the near 

future.  

 The museum’s partnership policy, adopted in 2012, is a stark repudiation of the 

seemingly ubiquitous market-orientation found in contemporary museums. The issue of 

partnership is not incidental, but rather a fundamental reflection of the museum’s values. 
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The Politique de partenariat (2012) identifies three types of partnerships with which the 

museum in engaged: financial, in which the partner provides monetary support or 

services to assist the museum in mounting an exhibition or project; broadcast, wherein 

the partner produces content and the museum acts primarily as a venue; and finally, 

development, in which the partner develops a project in conjunction with the Écomusée. 

The museum engages in partnerships with organizations that meet its mission, values, and 

underlying philosophy of community empowerment and sustainable development; the 

emphasis here is not on a partner’s economic power but rather on its ability to build 

social capital within Centre-Sud. Development partners include not only scholarly 

organizations such as the Laboratoire d’histoire et de patrimoine de Montréal, but also 

community centres such as Centre Afrika, LGBT advocacy organizations, anti-poverty 

groups, and individual artists. Partners must adhere to a minimum standard of 

professional and ethical conduct, and must respect the institutional integrity of the 

Écomusée (i.e. not expect the museum to change its name, location, or mission in 

exchange for financial support or other recompense). What this has meant in practice is 

that the museum rejects most major corporate sponsorship. As per the museum’s director, 

corporate sponsors must have an identifiable connection to the community (R. Binette, 

personal communication, September 26, 2012). The museum currently has twenty-five 

financial partners; nineteen of these are local businesses, community organizations, or 

artists’ collectives.
64

 The remaining six include provincial and municipal funding bodies, 

city council, Desjardins Bank, Copie Express (a province-wide business specializing in 

digital print on demand services), and the Société des alcools du Québec.
65
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 Molson Brewery is a former sponsor of museum projects.  
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 The Écomusée du Fier Monde is governed by a board of directors which is 

responsible for the legal and financial decisions of the museum. The board approves the 

policies that guide the staff in running the museum, and as such is an important 

constituent factor in day-to-day museum operations. Its seven members are drawn from 

the local community, albeit those with cultural and financial capital, and include the CEO 

of the Federation of CEGEPs, a director of a non-profit cultural centre, the coordinator of 

UQAM’s heritage institute, the proprietor of a local business, an artist, a mid-level 

employee of Gaz Métro, and finally, the museum’s director. Business and fundraising 

experience, while not inconsequential, are downplayed in favour of social and 

community connectedness. Likewise, while the ‘Ordre du fier monde’, an accolade 

conferred annually by the museum, has been awarded to significant financial donors, it 

has also honoured local artists and activists, museologists, and museum partners. The 

award is not intended to solicit financial support, but rather to honour those persons and 

groups that have made a significant contribution to the museum and demonstrated a 

strong commitment to the mission and principles of the institution. Rather than 

mimicking its corporate counterparts, the Écomusée has actively resisted the domination 

of marketplace thinking that privileges economic interests above all others, choosing 

instead to realize alternative means of achieving value. 

Museum Branding, Neighbourhood Change, and Social Mix 

In recent years, the Ville-Marie borough has experienced significant demographic 

change in tandem with an influx of real estate development projects that aim to redefine 

urban dynamics and the cultural landscape. Much of this development has been 

concentrated just west of Centre-Sud in the ‘Quartier des spectacles’, an entertainment 
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district first proposed in 2002 and intended to act as a centre for Montréal’s cultural 

events and festivals. It is claimed that the district will revitalize the flagging urban core 

by transforming it into a major tourist destination, while concomitantly improving the 

city’s international branding. Urban space in the Quartier des spectacles is shaped by a 

number of unique design features including tiered greenspace and stonework, extravagant 

fountains, architectural lighting, mist machines, bike paths, and illuminated walkways, as 

well as by flagship buildings such as 2-22, the geometric, glass-clad structure located at 

the intersection of St. Catherine Street and St. Laurent Boulevard. Development of the 

district is ongoing, and within the next few years the area is projected to house more than 

forty performance venues, including the Place des Arts cultural centre (the largest 

cultural and artistic complex in Canada), as well as international festivals, art galleries, 

and other cultural facilities. Development of the district has led to the creation of 

approximately 8,500 jobs linked to cultural activities in the fields of education, cultural 

production, exhibition, and broadcasting, as well as lower-level service positions.  

 Quartier des spectacles is touted by its developers as a sort of cultural and social 

wonderland, characterized by the “harmonious cohabitation of its diverse residents and 

functions: community life, student life, artistic life, an urban crossroads and an 

international destination” (“History and Vision”, 2015). One of the largest urban 

redevelopment strategies of the past two decades in Montréal, the project draws on 

narratives of social mix – the notion that socially and economically ‘mixed’ communities 

are healthier, safer, and more vibrant, able to attract investment, tourism, and economic 

development. As an urban planning tool, social mix is often invoked as a panacea for 

poorer, older communities, with proponents suggesting that mixed neighbourhoods lead 
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to reduced crime rates, an expanded tax base, and ‘better’ behaviour patterns among 

lower income residents (see Blasius & Friedrichs, 2009). It remains an open question, 

however, as to whether the reality of social mix supports these hypotheses and 

assumptions. Critics (Lees, 2008; Ley, 2012; Walks & Maaranen, 2008) have argued that 

social mix is little more than “a transitory phenomenon on the way to complete 

gentrification” and that the so-called ‘re-urbanization’ of the middle classes exacerbates 

working class displacement (Lees, Butler, & Bridge, 2012, p. 7). 

Centre-Sud has yet to experience the full-scale gentrification that has come to 

define Quartier des spectacles. This said, early signs of gentrification are increasingly 

apparent along The Main (St. Laurent Blvd.) and just south of the Plateau, with former 

industrial sites transformed into artists’ lofts and trendy shops and cafés beginning to line 

the streets. The past few years have also seen a surge in condominium development, and 

it is not uncommon for these sleek new units to be priced upwards of the half million 

dollar mark. What most differentiates current development projects from their 

predecessors, however, is that municipal authorities – eager for the increased tax revenue 

promised by high-end development – are increasingly waiving social housing 

requirements, as was the case in 2011 when municipal authorities approved a three 

hundred unit condo project in Centre-Sud, to be built on the former site of Touchette 

Automobiles on Papineau Street. The project engendered considerable controversy when 

it was revealed that the development would contain no units of social housing, despite 

municipal guidelines stating that projects over two hundred units contain at least fifteen 

percent social housing. According to the newspaper La Presse, borough representatives 

argued that since the area already has a high percentage of social housing, projects such 
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as this luxury condominium development were needed to help the ‘revitalization’ of the 

neighbourhood (Bergeron, 2011). Developers of this type of condominium project have a 

particular client in mind. Housing that suits single professionals and childless couples is 

unlikely to meet the needs of working class families, even if they could even afford to 

buy these units. Urban renewal predicated on social exclusion and elite visions of the city 

leads to particular patterns of development and economic growth. As property values 

increase and tax rates shoot up, it will become increasingly difficult for longer-term 

residents of the area – namely, Centre-Sud’s poor and working class residents – to remain 

in the neighbourhood.  

The Écomusée du Fier Monde is thus faced with the reality that the heritage and 

stories found within its exhibitions may soon no longer feature prominently within the 

urban landscape of Centre-Sud. This raises significant questions about the long-term 

viability of the museum and its future as a highly valued community player. The 

Écomusée has utilized several strategies to preserve the neighbourhood’s cultural and 

built heritage, while also taking steps to ensure its financial sustainability and continued 

social relevance. Having long been committed to urban renewal in Centre-Sud, the 

museum has worked with both public and private sector actors on a number of culture-

based revitalization initiatives. In 2003, for example, the museum produced a series of 

publications on local heritage, including industrial sites such as the Jacques-Cartier 

Bridge, but also parks, squares, and places of entertainment and commercial life, for civic 

authorities as a complement to a municipal-led revitalization plan for the neighbourhood. 

The museum’s 2010 exhibition, Habiter une ville durable [Living in a sustainable city], 

created with the assistance of a variety of partners including community and 
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environmental groups, economic development organizations, credit unions, and schools, 

explored questions of movement, housing, and consumption as they pertain to sustainable 

urban development. Building on these projects, in 2014 the museum collaborated with the 

Laboratory of History and Heritage at the University of Québec at Montréal to produce a 

‘4D’
66

 model of the Alphonse Raymond fruit jam factory on Panet Street (Stopa, 2014). 

The project uses 3D computer-aided design software to digitally reconstruct the factory 

and show how the building has changed over time. The project also includes pictures, 

plans, and testimonials from former and current users of the space, all of which will be 

integrated in an upcoming exhibition on the adaptive reuse of industrial buildings in 

Centre-Sud. This collaboration exemplifies the Écomusée’s engagement with new 

museological philosophy and practice. Rather than presenting history in a linear 

narrative, and built heritage as something necessarily frozen in time, the project engages 

with a multiplicity of historical and contemporary narrations that invite viewers to 

explore issues of urban change across time and space, encouraging them to engage with 

historical complexities on a deeper level. 

While the museum is an active participant in the public discourse on civic life, its 

continued social relevance is dependent upon its ability to engender high levels of 

community patronage and support. Recent demographic change and growing 

gentrification in the neighbourhood have led the museum to undertake a significant 

rebranding strategy in an effort to broaden audience profiles and grow its support base. In 

September 2012, the museum launched its rebranded identity at the opening of a new 

exhibition entitled Citoyens: Hier, aujourd’hui, demain; this coincided with a revamping 

                                                 
66

 The term ‘4D’ is intended to refer to the fourth dimension: time, i.e. 4D is 3D plus time. 
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of the museum’s entire graphic identity, from its website and other promotional materials 

to its tagline. Organized thematically under headings such as “I help”, “I give”, “we 

mobilize”, and “I act”, the exhibition, which ran in-house for six months and is currently 

accessible on the museum’s website, documents the lives and accomplishments of 

neighbourhood residents, past and present. The historical persons profiled include 

merchants, doctors, and religious figures, whereas the contemporary focus is on Centre-

Sud’s emerging ‘creative’ or knowledge worker class – intellectuals, artists, and 

community activists. What is conspicuously absent from the exhibition are profiles of 

working class residents and labour activists. Out of the thirty-seven individuals profiled, 

only six are explicitly mentioned as having working class roots, and only one person 

profiled – museum cofounder Michel Gendron – is identified as a labour activist.  

Citoyens signified a major turning point for the museum. While the museum 

wished to retain its activist presence in the community, it also sought to distance itself 

from an overt working class and industrial orientation. Formerly identified as a “museum 

of industrial and working-class history”, today the Écomusée markets itself as a “history 

and community museum” (Écomusée du fier monde, n.d., Écomusée du fier monde, 

2015). Visual representations of industry and workers have all but vanished from the 

museum’s website and brochure, and in their place are glossy photographs of the exterior 

of the Bain Généreux and museumgoers visiting one of the museum’s temporary art 

exhibitions. In a sense, the museum is gentrifying itself – using its historic art deco 

architecture and social cachet as an award-winning cultural institution to draw in Centre-

Sud’s new upper- and middle-income residents. Though this strategy is intended to 

position the Écomusée as a museum with continued relevance for the community, no 
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matter its current social composition, by alienating itself from its working class base, the 

museum risks losing sight of its core purpose – inspiring pride in its historically 

marginalized working class community and affirming that these people’s stories and 

histories are worthy of commemoration. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Écomusée du Fier Monde was founded on the premise that Centre-Sud’s 

working class and industrial heritage could act as a vehicle to foster social cohesion and 

community engagement, thus developing local community habitus. By encouraging 

residents to feel pride in their shared history, the museum founders sought to transform 

the public into an active community, with engaged local people acting as guardians of 

their own heritage. To this end, the Écomusée has collaborated with neighbourhood 

residents, community organizations, and local businesses in an effort to create exhibitions 

and educational programming that allow people to connect meaningfully to narratives 

about history and cultural identity. However, although the museum seeks to engage 

community members as active agents in the production of knowledge (a central tenet of 

new museological rhetoric), it has also tended to retain the greater part of curatorial 

authority, thus raising questions as to the true level of community engagement. And 

while the museum is governed by a progressive, anti-corporatist framework that 

privileges perceived social and cultural need rather than economic interests, it is not 

immune to the complex realities of representing working class history in a capitalist 

society, as evidenced by both the museum’s permanent exhibition as well as its recent 

rebranding. À cœur de jour! sentimentalizes its historical subjects by sidestepping 

questions of power relations and social inequality in favour of a romanticized narrative of 
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overcoming adversity. Rebranding as a ‘community’ museum, meanwhile, has meant that 

– in effect – the museum’s continued success as a working class history museum is 

predicated on publicly distancing itself from this self-same history. 
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Chapter 8 

Conclusion 

 

 

 This dissertation has examined three cases of how the new museology intersects 

with growing museum corporatism. The first inquiry examined the People’s Palace, a 

public museum in Glasgow, Scotland. The second case looked at the Tenement Museum 

in Lower Manhattan. The final inquiry explored the Écomusée du Fier Monde, a small 

community museum located in the Centre-Sud neighbourhood of Montréal, Canada. In 

each of the three case studies, I examined the inherent tensions involved in the creation, 

development, and sustainment of working class history museums in gentrifying, capitalist 

cities. My aim was twofold: first, to assess in what way and under what circumstances 

working class history is commemorated and displayed in postindustrial urban 

environments; and second, to probe the growing disconnect between the rhetoric and 

practices enacted under the auspices of new museology and the ascendancy of 

corporatized values, interests, and operational forms in museum praxis.  

 This line of inquiry necessitated locating each museum not only within the ‘post-

museum’ project, but also within the capitalist social system more generally. By going 

beyond the notion of the museum as a text, so salient in contemporary cultural analysis 

(see, for example, Balfour, 2015; Costello, 2013; Lindauer, 2006; Rosenblum, 2001), and 

by considering how institutional decision-making in museums is influenced by their 

political, economic, and urban contexts, I have endeavoured to achieve a greater 

understanding of museums in their complex totalities. This dissertation’s use of the 

political economy of communication as an analytical approach draws attention to areas 

often obscured or ignored in the literature on museums, including commodification and 
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labour relations. Significantly, this analytic framework positions the museum not only as 

a site of education or consumption, but also as a place of work. Understanding the 

museum as a medium of communication facing challenges similar to other media, 

including structural changes resulting from processes of commodification, 

commercialization, and globalization, fosters an approach that grounds questions of 

representation, ownership, and voice within a historical context of the production and 

maintenance of power. It also serves to broaden the political economy of communication 

as an evolving field of intellectual inquiry. Integrating cultural materialism within this 

perspective has allowed me to draw attention to the processes employed by elite 

segments of society to disseminate ideology and strive for cultural hegemony. As such, 

this dissertation represents an attempt to put Babe’s (2009) ‘middle ground’ between 

political economy and cultural studies into action, thus contributing to the body of 

knowledge that recognizes the value of integrating these two perspectives in the study of 

media systems and other social phenomena. 

All three museums examined in this dissertation indisputably position working 

class history as history with inherent value. As social history museums, their focus is not 

on industrial machinery or the outputs of industry, but rather on the tangible and 

intangible elements of working class cultural heritage, including cultural practices, 

expressions, and knowledge. As such, emphasis is placed on human stories and allowing 

diverse voices to come through. This said, not all elements of working class history are 

given equal weight in the exhibitions. Each museum has made an explicit rhetorical 

choice to privilege certain narratives over others. Across all three museums, narratives of 

community and social cohesiveness predominate over histories of labour and labour 
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activism – in fact, the two North American museums have no critical discussion of 

capitalism or employment conditions. I postulate this is, at least in part, because of the 

reigning orthodoxy that deems Canada and America to be essentially classless societies in 

which notions of class-consciousness are all but meaningless. Thus, despite explicitly 

identifying as working class history museums, the narrative focus mutes discourses of 

class conflict and labour struggle in favour of sentimentalized histories that align with 

current capitalist ideology. As this dissertation has shown, museums face immense 

challenges in trying to reconcile being socially progressive and class-oriented while also 

maintaining relevance and success in gentrifying areas. Museums are embedded within 

political economic structures of power, and thus face considerable limitations in their 

efforts to act as meaningful sites of political or ideological contestation. Furthermore, by 

subscribing to the supposition that heritage resources can be used to spur gentrification 

and economic development (euphemistically referred to as ‘urban renewal’), museums 

are actively aligning themselves with elite reimaginings of the urban environment. 

As I have argued, museums’ potential for radical cultural praxis is constrained by 

a number of complex and pragmatic realities, including everything from the need to 

sustain attendance levels and meet ever-changing stakeholder demands, to declining 

funding, increased competition for resources, and the neoliberal conflation of culture with 

economic competitiveness. Museums must engage with diverse audiences, appealing to 

their varied needs and desires, while simultaneously maintaining high levels of historical 

accuracy, authenticity, and attention to detail. While maintaining the balancing act 

between popular appeal and scholarly rigour is not a new experience for museums and 

their workforces (see McTavish, 2013), the past decade has revealed new realities for 
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museums as they grapple with the challenges arising from the growing influence of 

private sector rationalities and practices in the public sector. Museums are now subject to 

a range of organizational changes and management approaches that emphasize the 

maximization of profit and growth, including the use of benchmarking and quantitative 

performance measures, the adoption of financial models imported from the business 

world, and the diversification of revenue streams through commercial ventures and 

public-private partnerships. Adherence to a marketplace ideology that encourages ever 

greater levels of commodification (both of culture and of labour), however, means that 

investment in knowledge production is superseded by a focus on consumption, spectacle, 

and economic development (Dean, Donnellan, & Pratt, 2010). The more museums stake 

their future on culture as entertainment, iconographic architecture, and attendance figures 

(as opposed to broadening audience profiles), the less likely they are to attain the 

objectives set out in new museology discourse. 

The three case studies presented in this research are characterized by several 

broad similarities beyond their identification as working class history museums. They are 

all located in cities that have, to some extent, made the transition to a postindustrial 

identity, as well as in neighbourhoods experiencing processes of gentrification; as such, 

all are bound up in entrepreneurial notions of consumer-oriented urbanism, ‘creative’ 

economies, and culturally-led economic development. All three museums have embraced 

new museological understandings of the role museums play in civil society, and, in 

various ways, question traditional approaches to the issues of value, interpretation, 

authority, and authenticity. This said, each case highlights a different aspect of the 

tensions in representing working class history in a capitalist society. The long-standing 
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People’s Palace has been subject to internal restructuring a number of times over the past 

few decades, which has occurred in tandem with neoliberal transformations of the 

economic, social, and spatial structures of the city. Though the museum has retained a 

nuanced class perspective in its exhibitions, the move towards standardized service 

provision has implications for museum operations as a whole, including those relating to 

educational programming, accessioning collections, and visitor services. The effect of 

these implications has yet to be felt in its entirety, and will likely only play out in the 

aftermath of the museum’s planned refurbishment. The Tenement Museum, by contrast, 

highlighted the consequences of a museum privileging economic interests over its 

underlying principles, the well-being of its staff, and the broader community. Finally, the 

Écomusée du Fier Monde illuminates the challenges of tapping into working class and 

industrial heritage as vehicles to foster social cohesion and community engagement in a 

rapidly changing neighbourhood. As was shown, Centre-Sud’s changing social 

composition has led the museum to publicly distance itself from its working class focus 

in an effort to position the Écomusée as a museum with continued relevance for the 

community in its entirety – including neighbourhood gentrifiers and those with high 

levels of cultural capital.  

Four major themes cut across the case studies: (a) the extent (and varying ways) 

to which the museums enact the rhetoric of new museology; (b) the tension between 

sentimentality and authenticity in museum exhibitions; (c) the degree to which the 

museums have corporatized; and finally, (d) the treatment of museum workers. Of the 

three case studies in this research, the Tenement Museum has most clearly embraced new 

museological discourse and practice, both in its relationship with visitors as well as in its 
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displays. The museum positions itself in partnership with visitors in the search for 

historical meaning, and actively encourages dialogue not only between visitors and 

museum guides, but also between visitors themselves, thus allowing for the exploration 

of diverse points of view. Exhibitions highlight how voice and authorship are intimately 

connected to the production of knowledge, and considerable time and attention are paid 

to exploring how the museum’s understanding of its historical subjects has changed over 

time. At the same time, however, the museum’s involvement in neighbourhood concerns 

and commitment to community residents has noticeably declined as the museum has 

achieved greater success with non-local audiences. At the Écomusée du Fier Monde, by 

contrast, historical representation largely conforms to ‘modern’ museum strategies of 

presentation and display, though recently updated sections of the permanent exhibition 

engage with questions of voice and diversity. Viewed from the perspective of community 

involvement, however, the Écomusée demonstrates the greatest commitment to the new 

museological tenet of empowering local audiences (especially those with little economic 

power or cultural capital) and encouraging public participation in determining whose 

heritage and stories should be represented in the museum. Similarly, the People’s Palace 

has endeavoured to include a wide range of voices within its exhibitions, especially those 

of women and the economically vulnerable. Working with oral histories as historical 

evidence allows the museum to tell stories of working class Glasgow through the voices 

and perspectives of working class Glaswegians. As noted in this dissertation’s literature 

review (see Beier-de Haan, 2006; Brown, 2004; Hooper-Greenhill, 2000), new 

museology is characterized by an orientation towards the visitor more so than to the 

collection or collecting practices. This reorientation to the primacy of the visitor 
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experience is increasingly apparent at the People’s Palace, evidenced both by the 

reconfiguration of museum space (including the installation of the café, gift shop, and 

classroom at the expense of exhibition space), as well as in the extent to which 

welcoming and interacting with visitors has become a central feature of occupational 

identity.  

Sentimentality and nostalgia are rhetorical devices used to construct visions of a 

golden past. Past events and people are sanitized by filtering out political, social, and 

class conflict, as well as by paying disproportionate attention to virtues such as goodness, 

faith, and generosity. While the aim of sentimentalization is to inspire empathy and 

identification with historical figures, it exemplifies a profoundly conservative “peopling 

of the past” that subsumes the histories and cultures of the subordinate classes within the 

dominant culture (Bennett, 2005, p. 120). This rhetorical device is most evident in the 

Écomusée du Fier Monde, where working class history has been largely disembedded 

from its broader political economic context. By portraying employers as paternal and 

benevolent, and by framing the community as an organic and cohesive whole absent of 

conflict, the power relations that have shaped life and labour in Centre-Sud are obscured 

in favour of hegemonic narratives that position economic growth and capitalist 

restructuring as inherently positive phenomena. At the Tenement Museum, sentimentality 

is tied to notions of entrepreneurialism and economic success – the view put forward is 

that any American, if they work hard enough, can realize the American Dream of social 

mobility and material affluence. The narrative emphasis is on the capability of the 

individual, rather than the collective, and as such the museum downplays the historical 

importance of community organizing, trade unions, and direct action in the fight for 
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progressive social change. In comparison with the two North American museums, the 

People’s Place offers a more complex picture of working class existence – historical 

subject matter is presented through the lenses of gender and class, and exhibitions make 

explicit the social, political, historical, and cultural forces that have produced particular 

patterns of class conflict, inequality, and prejudice. This said, exhibitions are constrained 

to some extent by absences from museum collections, and at times the museum presents 

conflicting textual and visual narratives (as was evidenced in the sections on marriage 

and childrearing in Home and Family Life). 

 The museums examined in this research have diverging orientations to the 

corporatist framework of institutional decision-making that has come to pervade 

contemporary museums. While the Écomusée du Fier Monde explicitly rejects 

corporatism and the view that economic interests are to be privileged above all others, the 

Tenement Museum has embraced market-driven strategies for achieving value. The latter 

museum not only seeks support from economically powerful social actors, particularly 

those with business experience, but has, in fact, come to be governed by them. Reframing 

the museum’s utility as derived primarily from its earned income or visitor numbers, 

however, obscures that these matters are not an end in and of themselves, but rather are 

carried out in support of fulfilling the museum’s social mandate. This emphasis on the 

logic of performativity is also evident, albeit to a lesser degree, at the People’s Palace. 

While the museum is run by an arms-length organization of Glasgow City Council, and 

as such is not as dependent on securing income from private sector actors as is the 

Tenement Museum, it is not immune to the imperatives of the marketplace, and the past 
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few years have seen declining budgets, resulting in fewer repairs, postponement of the 

museum’s scheduled refurbishment, and employee layoffs and pay freezes. 

 Intimately connected to the adoption of corporatist structures of governance is the 

treatment of museum workers. Over the course of this research, exploitation and 

commodification of museum labour have emerged as a central tension in the 

representation of working class history in capitalist societies. As I have argued, while the 

museums in this study valorize workers in times past through well researched and well 

planned exhibitions, their relationships with their own workers are often fraught. Though 

the Tenement Museum is nationally renowned for its portrayal of working class history, it 

blatantly refuses to acknowledge the right of its own employees to form a union, despite 

the fact that a majority of workers have signed pledge cards affirming their desire to have 

union representation. Workers currently striving for better working conditions and lives 

are seen as an impediment to museum operations. Increasingly, hiring practices at the 

Tenement Museum downplay the need for a skilled, educated workforce in favour of one 

where workers can be easily moved around to improve the bottom line. Skilled workers 

have been replaced with inexpert employees who only need to memorize a script, rather 

than critically engage with the material. The professionalization of museum staff at the 

People’s Palace, meanwhile, has led to growing credentialism and contributed to 

deskilling blue collar museum occupations. The Venue Technician, for example, has seen 

his job devolve into a janitorial position, largely because his ‘on the job’ training does not 

easily fit into a credentialist checklist of educational requirements. The Écomusée du Fier 

Monde is the only museum in this study that unambiguously asserts that the labour of its 

staff is an essential component of the museum’s success. This said, salaries remain low 
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despite the quality of employees’ work, and the museum’s ability to continue to attract 

motivated, skilled workers is uncertain. 

What these three case studies exemplify is that museum processes are 

simultaneously enabled and constrained by the maneuverings of a wide variety of social 

actors operating within complex social, cultural, political and economic realities. 

Accordingly, this research has been guided by a theoretical framework that allows for a 

consideration of the relationship between museums and the broader macro-level 

structural transformations within which they are immersed. This dissertation has engaged 

with two broad fields of theoretical inquiry, namely, political economy and cultural 

studies, in an effort to understand both how the structural inequalities of production 

generate and maintain interlocking sets of power relations, as well as the role played by 

ideology and language in processes of meaning making. As explicated by Erni (2001), 

“[t]he critique of the media from both cultural studies and political economy stems from a 

shared sense of political struggle” (p. 199). Political economic approaches draw attention 

to how capital and elite power shape social, economic, and communicatory relations in 

media practices, whereas cultural studies positions media as cultural discourse, and 

emphasizes the capacity of individuals to resist dominant social and cultural agendas. The 

divide between the two perspectives has been variously characterized as a split between 

the study of production and the study of consumption, as privileging economic 

determinants versus privileging analyses of cultural specificity, and as a fundamental 

difference in opinion over how to theorize and understand the relationship between power 

and culture (Babe, 2009). While the tension between political economy and cultural 

studies has been portrayed as an irreconcilable epistemological difference (Garnham, 
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1995; Grossberg, 1995), this type of polemic discourse “masks work in the field that is 

inclined to acknowledge and appreciate the necessary continuities between the two” 

(Fenton, 2007, p. 9).  

This dissertation, then, is skeptical of blanket criticisms that depict political 

economy as mere economic reductionism or cultural studies as mired in inaccessible, 

apolitical, and insular modes of textual analysis. It has instead adopted a holistic 

approach to the study of museums as contemporary communications media. Cultural 

materialism, and in particular the stance that ordinary, everyday culture is worth 

studying, challenges the view of culture as a monolithic, elitist entity, and instead 

advances the notion that culture is a complex space in which diverse social actors 

negotiate an intricate web of claims and demands (see Hesmondhalgh, 2002). By 

focusing on culture and its representation in museums, this dissertation has emphasized 

how mediated discourses on culture are produced, delimited, and disseminated. 

Concurrently, this dissertation has argued that museums, as cultural producers operating 

within capitalist systems, are motivated by the need to increase both cultural capital 

(increased audience numbers, prestige) and revenues (donations, earned income, and so 

forth). With Fenton (2007), I argue that the relationship between cultural production and 

consumption is dialectical; thus, the struggle over meaning “takes place between the 

process of production and the act of reception – both of which are determined by their 

place in a wider social, political, economic and cultural context” (p. 21). 

The case studies presented in this research have emphasized the fundamental 

power held by the museum in framing and guiding audience reception of the narratives 

found within its exhibitions. Visitor responses to these museums were largely beyond the 
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scope of this dissertation; however, future research could well explore the ways in which 

differently located museum audiences derive particular interpretations of exhibition text 

and visual design. Future research could also explore whether – and to what extent – the 

rhetoric of inclusivity and respect prevalent within social history museums (see 

Anderson, 2004) is matched by a portrayal within these institutions that working class 

people and communities feel reflects their reality. The extent to which working class 

people are involved in the creation of exhibitions (co-authorship versus tokenism) is 

likewise worthy of further investigation. Additional research is also needed on the 

complex relationship between museums and their corporate sponsors, especially in terms 

of how museum audiences are increasingly transformed into commodities with a 

subsequent market value. Finally, it is worth reflecting on how digital technologies such 

as social media blur distinctions between producer and consumer, resulting in a 

phenomenon known as ‘prosumption’ (Cesareo 2011; Fuchs, 2009; Strangelove, 2009). 

As greater numbers of museums solicit stories, pictures, and opinions from audiences via 

social media sites in an effort to fulfill their community outreach mandates, it is 

worthwhile to consider how such projects have been conceptualized and how they are put 

into practice.  

Further research is needed on museum corporatism and its effect on the museum 

workforce. Recent scholarship positions growing museum corporatism as the troubling 

outcome of declining funding, increased competition for resources, and a neoliberal 

policy environment that mobilizes culture as a source of market growth and economic 

competitiveness (Dean, Donnellan, & Pratt, 2010; Janes, 2007, 2013; Hafsteinsson, 2010; 

Michels, Beyes, & Steyeart, 2014). The focus of this literature is most commonly the 
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deleterious effects of corporatization on knowledge production and the broadening and 

diversification of museums’ audience base. What is conspicuously absent from the 

literature on the museum in the neoliberal age is, however, a sustained examination of 

how adherence to the rhetoric of profit maximization and the implementation of 

privatization measures aimed at improving ‘operational efficiency’ affects the lived 

experience of museum workers. So although there is substantial research on the 

professionalization of museum employment (Boylan, 2010; Teather, 1990; Tran & King, 

2007), the consequences of growing labour precarity in the sector have yet to be 

systematically studied. Concomitantly, there is no peer-reviewed study that maps 

growing levels of labour unrest in museums, or the ways in which museum workers seek 

to expose, resist, and mitigate precarity. Finally, there has been no comprehensive 

analysis of how workers’ responses to deteriorating conditions change over time and 

differ across cultural and social milieus.  

On an international level and within the context of an ascendant neoliberal world 

order, museums and other cultural institutions in the non-profit sector are increasingly 

subject to private-sector rationalities and practices. Short-term contracts and temporary 

employment, typically justified by discourses of financial accountability to sponsors and 

benefactors, have come to pervade the museum labour force. Privatization of museum 

services has meanwhile worked to undermine union power, resulting in layoffs and 

overall losses in worker income and benefits. Deteriorating employment conditions, 

cutbacks to wages and benefits, and layoffs primarily affect lower-level museum 

employees, including guides, costumed interpreters, gallery attendants, art handlers, and 

security staff, and it is from within the ranks of these workers that currents of resistance 
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have emerged. Future research, then, could explore questions such as: In what ways do 

museum workers consent to labour flexibility, and in what ways do they resist it? To 

what degree is the growth of precarious employment in museums gendered and 

racialized? How are workers responding, both individually and collectively, to growing 

employment insecurity, privatization, and labour commodification in museums? And 

how do these actions intersect with workers’ social locations of race, class, gender, and 

nationality to produce discourses of resistance, empowerment, and social change?  

The 2008 global financial crisis sparked a resurgence of urban revanchist 

discourse and anti-labour sentiment. In the UK, the media has vilified the working class 

as ‘chavs’ – as lazy, entitled, racist, and deserving of their lower social and economic 

status, as is it claimed that the hardworking and aspirational have ascended to the middle 

class (see Jones, 2011). In North America, anti-labour sentiment has been mobilized in an 

attempt to erase to labour history from public imagination. In March 2011, for example, 

the governor of Maine ordered the removal of a mural depicting the history of the 

workers' movement from the state’s labour department lobby; he also announced that 

conference rooms named after American labour movement icons would be renamed. 

Similarly, in 2015 it was announced that an exhibition detailing the 1919 Winnipeg 

General Strike would be excluded from the renovated Canadian Museum of History; the 

exhibition space would instead be filled with the new Canadian History Hall, a signature 

permanent gallery created at the behest of the Harper government and intended to present 

a vision of Canadian identity and history that aligns with the dominant capitalist 

ideology. Now, more than ever, is the time to reflect on issues of representation, class, 

and labour, and to consider how these help constitute our shared, lived social reality. 
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APPENDIX A 

Sample Questionnaire: The People’s Palace Informants 

1. How long have you worked at the museum? 

2. Was specialized training or a degree needed for your position?  

3. What types of training have you received while working at the museum? 

3.1 Who is responsible for paying for this training? 

4. What are your primary job responsibilities? 

4.1 How have these responsibilities changed since you first began working at the 

museum? 

5. Describe your work in the museum.  

5.1 Do you work in a team, or primarily on your own? 

5.2 Do you interact with museum visitors? In which ways? 

5.3 What types of technology do you use? Did you need special training to use 

them? 

5.4 Do you play a role in creating or maintaining museum exhibitions? 

6. What is the most challenging aspect of working at the museum?  

7. What is the most rewarding aspect of working at the museum? 

8. Do you like your job? 

9. In what ways could your workplace be improved? 

10. Is there anything else you would like to mention that I have not already addressed? 
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