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Speaking Truth to Power Begins Internally

Confronting White Supremacy in Museums

Kayleigh Bryant-Greenwell and Janeen Bryant

Kayleigh Bryant-Greenwell, community engagement specialist at Smithsonian American Art Museum, is a GLAM strategist with over a decade of experience in audience engagement, programming, and cultural leadership. She contributes to Museum as Site for Social Action and Empathetic Museum cultural movements. She is a sought-after contributing writer and speaker nationally and abroad.

Janeen Bryant, a core member of the Empathetic Museum, is an inter-sectional educator, organizer, and community engagement consultant. She is active within multiple industry-wide initiatives including Museums & Race and Mass Action. Janeen Bryant is the founder of Facilitate Movement, a consulting firm that helps cultural institutions authentically connect to their staff and the larger community.
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Given a global public health crisis, nationwide financial instability, and ongoing racial inequity, today’s museums are operating in challenging circumstances. All these issues complicate our work in museums, and together they compound our struggle to improve our structures and our practice. However, these external forces are not the only challenge facing museums today. It is forces internal to museums that pose a significant threat to our future.

The history of museums is one marked by plunder, theft, colonialism, and cultural hierarchy. Museums have been guilty of oppression and exploitation, ranging from how museums have acquired their collections to the cultural rankings they’ve assigned in interpretation. Although many of these behaviors are emblematic of the past, museum practices continue to do harm, from refusing to acknowledge problematic truths to actively dismissing new forms of inclusive and equitable interpretation. The results are the same: The status quo remains.

How we operate, our structures and hierarchies, our processes and procedures, and our lived values present the core issues defining twenty-first-century museums. These continue to embody oppressive norms and behaviors, exclusive and elitist practices, and systemic, structural barriers to equity. To confront the lethargy that threatens twenty-first-century museum life, institutions must tackle the colonialism, racism, and inequities that continue to thrive within our walls. As Angela Davis has written, “[D]ifferent frameworks, perhaps restorative justice frameworks, need to be invoked in order to begin to imagine a society that is secure.” The same goes for our museums.

As external pressures to respond to social-racial inequities and state-sanctioned violence have grown, many museums have engaged in performative empathy and launched diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion (DEAI) initiatives. However, performative empathy generally masks institutional resistance and stasis behind a cover of public-facing, often temporary, social media posts or website statements proclaiming diversity, inclusion, and equity as necessary institutional postures, while seldom changing the organizational infrastructure that supports continued inequity.

One of the most obvious examples was June 2, 2020, “Blackout Day” on social media, when hundreds of organizations posted a single black square on Instagram, tagging the Black Lives Matter movement, as a “sign” of solidarity. What did this performance do? The real answer is that it did little. It did not prevent organizations from conducting mass layoffs of largely Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) workers across the field. It did not spur a hiring frenzy of new BIPOC workers to the field. It did not provide tangible community support to BIPOC neighborhoods. It did not reallocate funds from traditional programs toward radical justice and liberative reimagining. It did not instill a commitment to social justice in the strategic plan. The list goes on.

What performative empathy attempted to do was to market to BIPOC audiences the message that the museum wants their attention but isn’t willing to earn it by making any meaningful changes. Museums have yet to learn that you can’t have your white supremacy and your BIPOC participation, too.

DEAI, too, has so far failed to create pathways toward racial equity. In a DEAI approach, museums ultimately sprinkle in color throughout their white-centered work.

Radical interrogation of institutional histories, white supremacist culture, and white centeredness generally does not happen in DEAI. In fact, DEAI centers whiteness. In DEAI, the museum’s perspective remains white-focused and seeks simply to add other perspectives without shifting the central white perspective.

Black audiences and museum staff have widely dismissed symbolic and inauthentic expressions of solidarity, from posting a black square on social media to statements lacking actions and accountability. Some BIPOC leaders, such as curator Kelli Morgan and educator Andrea Montiel de Shuman, have resigned their positions in protest of harmful practices and structures.

What we need is sustained, systemic change in our internal values, structures, and practices. The first, essential step is an honest interrogation of museum practices, behaviors, norms, and history. Museums are unequivocally racist. From racist collections practices, racist displays, racist hiring, and racist internships to racist audience priorities and racist engagement programs, museums continue to demonstrate their inherent racism.

Much of the problem lies in museum leaders who have resisted countering racist and white supremacist narratives at the board and policy level. Their leadership competencies apparently extend only to budget shortfalls and exploiting artists, rather than to the self-interrogation and change work required to address working conditions, pay equity, resource allocation, fair representation, intentional stakeholder engagement, and assessing impact through transparent metrics.

This stranglehold of widespread leadership incompetence masks true calls for justice and the necessary noticing, naming, and empowering of those who are most vulnerable. As one executive director in a DC museum noted, he didn’t want to be “too inclusive, enabling a Frankenstein monster” of staff and stakeholder input. The staff at this institution feared reprisal from the C-suite for pointing out that their furloughed colleagues might rightfully resent the institution. The development director at this same museum, who has been on payroll for the entirety of the pandemic, questioned why any furloughed employee would be upset, remarking, “Surely, they understand we have financial constraints!”

This lack of leadership and vision stifle the organization’s work. Museums are limited by their failure to understand community harm done in their efforts to repair damage without real interrogation of what hurts. As a field, following examples from inadequate leaders, we replicate harm, waste money, and expend hours of staff time only to reinforce supremacist concepts that are normed as “best practice.”

Instead of relying exclusively on traditional, great-man leadership, our museums need competent, diverse perspectives in every dimension of our work. We need to view all members of the museum staff and community as genuinely and intimately connected and, therefore, necessarily represented, recognized, and valued in relationships. In layman’s terms, we are all inherently valuable parts of a larger society; when we engage each other with care and empathy, we support our system, institution, and interpersonal engagement for optimal experiences.

When museums, libraries, and other cultural spaces see themselves as outside of the “community,” they cast themselves as irrelevant. The 2020 pandemic and resulting social distancing and safety protocols forced many institutions to redefine their relationship with their audiences and to better understand their public value. Tying the museum’s value to its physical location rather than as a reciprocal and trusted community resource will force many institutions to shut their doors forever. The lesson: Reciprocal, community-driven value creates sustainable relevance.

This means practicing cultural shifts that rely on community-informed processes at every level of institutional leadership. Generally, museums rely on a model of “community engagement” in which the museum sets the terms of discourse. Community engagement is almost always framed as outreach—bringing the unengaged Other into our unchanged, oppressive spaces.

Instead, we need to view community relationships as a core function of the museum’s culture and to treat community engagement as an inherent, essential practice in rebuilding the museum from the inside out. Most internal cultures are defined by privileged, powerful leadership, hierarchies, and siloed department structures. Instead, we should give greater priority to centering the voices and experiences of the most marginalized and underrepresented members of our communities. What happens to internal culture when it is defined by community relationships? When communities are centered in museum practice, this leads to actual inclusion.

Pursuing diversity and equity initiatives lead us into empathetic practice. Our personal and professional journeys are intimately and inextricably tangled, requiring us to daily pursue deeper relationships with each other and reflective activities for ourselves. As Brené Brown notes, “In order to understand someone’s experiences, you must be willing to believe them as they see it and not how you imagine their experiences to be.” Empathy as an organizational framework is not the destination, but it is a key step toward institutional maturity.

In recent months, we have seen several radical revisionings of what museums can be and how they can operate if they are really dedicated to equity and inclusion. At the individual level, leadership means inquiry and curiosity about a future that has yet to be actualized. Dr. Porchia Moore exemplifies these qualities in supporting museum professional development. She employs deep listening, community awareness, and joy as pedagogical frameworks for cultural leadership.

At the institutional level, museums must be willing to challenge the status quo and engage in generative conflict, as exemplified





For Further Reading










CHAPTER FIFTEEN


[image: chpt_fig_001.png]


Museums, Disability, and “Uncertain Afters”

Izetta Autumn Mobley

Izetta Autumn Mobley, PhD, is a scholar, facilitator, and museum educator. Her academic work focuses on public history, material and visual culture, gender, race, medicine, and disability. She is the Director of Interpretation, Collections, and Education at the Reginald F. Lewis Museum of African American History and Culture.
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The pandemic and social protest have made museums acutely aware of their own biases. Many of us are now deeply familiar with systems of inequity and oppression. Many more now understand that racism, sexism, transphobia, and homophobia are structural. Ableism—discrimination and prejudice against people whose minds or bodies are perceived as falling out of the range of normal or acceptable—however, is a less well-recognized bias. But ableism affects the lives of many Americans, indeed, the lives of almost everyone.

In the United States today approximately sixty million people live with a disability, representing one of the largest—and often unacknowledged—minoritized groups in the United States. As author and disability activist Alice Wong explains, “Disabled people have always existed, whether the word disability is used or not. To me, disability is not a monolith, nor is it a clear-cut binary of disabled and nondisabled. Disability is mutable and ever-evolving.” Change and difference, in one’s body or mind, are conditions of living. Over a lifetime, congenital disability, accidents, illness, or aging impact how we move through the world and what accommodations we need to function as full members of society. Disability is far from outside of the norm. Disability and disabled people are the norm.

And the number of disabled people is growing rapidly. Today, right now, over six hundred thousand people have died from COVID-19 in the United States, and more than four million worldwide (both estimated to be gross undercounts). Several studies have noted that at least one in three of those who contract COVID-19 have long-lasting effects, now known as long-haul COVID. Symptoms include continued fatigue, respiratory distress, and cognitive difficulties (brain fog). If one in three of the over 100 million people who contracted COVID in the United States now has long-lasting disability, how are our museums going to respond? How can we build an equitable museum landscape?

More than a decade ago, I served as the docent council chair at the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art. The Smithsonian’s docent program attracts brilliant, energetic, and engaged volunteers, whose average age often hovers between sixty and seventy. The docents regularly participate in peer-to-peer learning workshops known among docents as an in-service. But there was a problem. Docents had voiced a bevy of complaints about the in-services, specifically issues related to physical and sensory access.

In an effort to make these programs more accessible and effective, I suggested we set out chairs in the gallery so that participants could see more clearly, take notes during the program, and avoid fatigue caused by standing throughout the workshop. As we began to plan our logistics, I explained that we would need to set up chairs in advance of the program. I wasn’t prepared for the battle that ensued and the passionate opinions expressed—not over the role of colonialism in determining African art’s presence in American museums, but rather over the message that chairs might convey. I was baffled.

We’d conducted a survey in which docent corps members said they were struggling to stand during our time in the gallery. Folding chairs seemed an easy, simple answer. Yet the Docent Council was against the idea of chairs. Most tellingly, the most frequently voiced objection was one grounded in ableism: that if docents couldn’t stand in the gallery during an in-service, then perhaps they shouldn’t be giving tours in the first place.

I came to realize this resistance reflected ableist beliefs and more specifically, internalized ableism. Ableism is primarily directed at the disabled; but, it also occurs when a group is labeled as less physically or mentally robust. For instance a corps of incredibly capable and brilliant docents—many of them over sixty and adjusting to new demands and needs from their own bodies—replicates society’s ideas about which bodies and minds matter. Having internalized ideas about youth being healthier and stronger, or those who can stand being more worthy, docents couldn’t see past their own ableism to provide the accessibility that would benefit us all.

I wouldn’t give up, however. I resorted to setting up more than forty chairs myself, in advance of the session. An interesting thing happened. The very people who had most vociferously complained that there was no need for chairs were some of the first to avail themselves of seats. Those who found they needed to sit after thirty minutes of standing were able to walk over and pull a chair off of the cart. Because the chairs were pre-set, we didn’t lose time getting settled and arranged at each object. We no longer lost time as people jockeyed to see the object. And chairs weren’t the only accessibility features I’d incorporated. I also made sure every docent had a paper copy of all the objects we would see, so that no one would have to strain to see the artwork. We recorded the presentation so that people could return to get information they missed or had forgotten. The result was an intentional docent learning experience with accessibility built in, and because accessibility was built in, the entire experience was improved.

While disability may be the norm, in the United States at least, we don’t all carry the same vulnerabilities around disability. Race, gender, and socio-economic status often impact one’s experience with and relationship to disability. Historic redlining policies in cities like Baltimore, Maryland, for instance, often forced low-income people of color, particularly Black Americans, into substandard housing that in turn increased the likelihood of exposure to dangerous and disabling toxins like lead.Nearly 20 percent of students in the District of Columbia have a disability according to the IDEA state profile; DC’s percentage of disabled students is nearly six points above the national average of 14 percent.

In February 2019, I spent a crowded afternoon at the National Gallery of Art viewing “Gordon Parks: The New Tide, Early Work 1940–1950.” Tucked into a corner of the room was a June 1942 photograph of a young boy standing in the doorway of his Seaton Place southeast home. The young boy’s back is to us as he faces the street, leaning slightly to his left as he braces himself on wooden crutches. The caption explained that the young boy lost his right leg when a streetcar hit him while he was playing in his neighborhood.

As a scholar who studies the intersection of race and disability, I was struck by the power of this image. I spent time looking slowly and carefully at it, wondering why I’d never seen it before. As I turned, looking for a perch from which to continue to contemplate the image, I realized there was nowhere to sit in the gallery. If that young boy, now a man in his eighties, came to see his image at the National Gallery, and wanted to linger and think about that moment, where would he have taken a moment to sit and reflect? Was the only place for a Black disabled child in the museum on the wall as a display?

Ableism, like racism, heterosexism, homophobia, and gender bias is structural. Ableism is a core feature of other structural oppressions, all of which can trace their roots back to valuations of bodies, as in, which bodies and thus people, matter, when, where, and why. Because ableism is structural, our responses to it must be both intersectional and structural.That means thinking systemically about where and how we consider and apply equitable practices—especially regarding disability, and most especially in the wake of COVID-19, the largest disabling event in the twenty-first century. That means building structures to respond ethically and equitably to the needs of museum visitors, communities, staff, and stakeholders.

How do we build more equitable structures? Here are some questions museums wishing to address ableism and think critically about disability should consider:


	What are the assumptions we make about our visitors and their disabilities?

	What level of accessibility is present in our built environment, our programming, and our approach? What aspects of access equity are missing? How did we miss them?

	Are we ADA compliant and do we understand the difference between ADA compliance and true access equity?

	What if museums had public health experts on staff? What if there was a psychologist or social worker available through the museum?

	How might a policy of access equity improve the experience for all stakeholders in our institution?



Ableism not only impacts our visitors and communities but also reflects the urgent need to drive forward in our work for equity, both inside and outside our institutions. We currently exist in what scholar Keguro Macharia calls an “uncertain after.” What comes after a global pandemic that is likely the largest disabling event in US history? What comes after months of protest for racial justice? What comes after an attack on the Capitol? What comes more than thirty years after the passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act?

We live in deeply uncertain times. But what is not uncertain is our need to create and implement structures of equity within our museums. From attending to the accessibility of our built environments to considering how our programming centers accessibility, disability justice, and equity will not happen magically. We must plan for it. Someone must arrive to set up the chairs. How will we build an equitable museum landscape? Not in a metaphorical way, but in a way that allows Gordon Parks’s young boy to have a seat and that invites and challenges the docents to reconsider who belongs in museums and who literally has a right to take a seat at the table.

Uncertain afters may be daunting. They may be a reality of our twenty-first century museum landscape. There is power, however, in planning for and building access equity into our work. There is power in the ability to imagine an otherwise where disability justice and equity are centered in our intersectional anti-bias work in museums. There is power in being willing to do the work of putting out more chairs so that more people can journey with us.
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VOICES FROM THE FUTURE OF AMERICAN MUSEUMS

As noted in the general introduction to this volume, we have invited reflections on the current state and future of American museums by contributors representing many ethnic, gender, and racial identities, varied professional experience and perspectives, and multiple generations of museum people. Because this book is about shaping the future of American museums, we are especially interested in the views of young colleagues who, as museum leaders, will help to reform and reshape museums in the twenty-first century. Accordingly, we have invited a baker’s dozen of these emerging leaders to offer their views on the critical changes that must happen if museums are to survive as core institutions in their various communities.

Several themes run through this chorus of voices. The most obvious, of course, is that fundamental changes are warranted and necessary. The status quo is no longer sustainable, declares Karen Vidangos. “Our world has been changed forever and is never going to be the same again,” writes Dejá Santiago. “We, too, will never be the same again. Our visitors will never be the same again…. The one thing we cannot do is remain unchanged in this volatile, unpredictable, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world.” The necessity of change echoes through all these diverse voices.

The call for adapting to novelty is also clear. Marcy Breffle, for example, advises museums to employ “thoughtful agility” in their response to rapid social change, which will require considerable internal examination and, most likely, systemic restructuring and revision. Rebekka Parker questions the “redeemability” of the entire museum project, advocating for a radical refocusing on a transdisciplinary and community-centered approach. And Rina Alfonso proposes that museum people “should be unafraid to venture into uncomfortable spaces and to embrace our discomfort in order to create truly empathetic and welcoming spaces.”

Another central theme is equity, both inside our museums and in our communities. Tramia Jackson calls out white supremacy as “the water in which we swim.” Rachel E. Winston challenges museums to do a better job in “bearing witness” to Black life, in ways that go far deeper than mere performative gestures, and Qianjin Montoya questions the validity of some museums’ foundational assumptions, their racist hierarchies, and their colonialist structures of value that perpetuate notions of “insider” and “outsider.” Jonathan Edelman contends that museums have to commit to “equity in knowledge” and proposes that museums make access to knowledge available to all. Internally, Shivkumar Desai calls for equity in compensation and more investment in the professional development of museum staff.

Greater attention to the needs and interests of the community is called for in many of these statements. Emma Bresnan poses the basic question, “Who cares?” and Kirsten McNally argues that we “need to invite our communities to dream with us at every stage.” A key element of the future museum will be sustained dialogue with its communities of service, so Sara Blad calls on museums to “amplify many voices,” including those of museum visitors and community members.

Today, the pace of change is accelerating, even as many museums struggle to reinstate the status quo ante. However, as the senior generation of museum leaders is beginning to fade away, a new generation is preparing for a more inclusive, equitable, accountable future. None of us in the field today is likely to see the end of the museum journey on which we are embarked, but we may at the least acknowledge—and celebrate—the new generation of museum professionals who are not tempted to return to the old normal but, instead, are crossing over Jordan to a new, more vibrant reality.
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