 “…the idea of climate change gives us new resources – new insights, new vocabularies, new myths – which can be used creatively in our bewildering diversity of human projects. We must use the idea of climate change to open up new spaces for innovation, change and diversity, rather than try to align the world in search of one unattainable utopia. And we must accommodate disagreement by adopting a plural approach in our responses to climate change.”

POROUS
: AGGREGATION, DIS-AGGREGATION AND RE-AGGREGATION: 
How Michael Hulme’s writings on climate change can affect 
the way museums think of their own work. 
 Edited 14 September 2011
ELAINE HEUMANN GURIAN
I obviously have not been asked to speak today because of my knowledge of climate change or my understanding of science museums -- unlike my colleague, Emlyn Koster-- but rather, I assume, because here in Australia about fifteen years ago I was credited with saying that “museums should become safe spaces for unsafe ideas,” a wonderful phase that I wished I had really said but didn’t.  I have long espoused the social responsibility of museums to foster spaces for safe public gatherings.  I wished museums to take seriously their potential for fostering civil and tolerant discussion of contentious issues.  I have found that the museum community takes fewer opportunities for presenting balanced discourse than we might.  I have, like all Miss America candidates, longed for world peace and thought museums could help in making the world more peaceable -- with a lower case “p”.
  
I am delighted to be here today because we are graced with Mike Hulme as our main speaker.  He is a man playing a very high stakes game on the world stage about a critical scientific matter -- climate change.  Parsing out his writings one finds that Hulme is suggesting that all the instruments of our global society, individually and collectively, have a joint and shared responsibility for presenting issues of public concern respectfully and fully.  His contributions to public discourse come from his deep understanding of the parallel tracks of scientific evidence and “imagination, narrative or even mythology”.
  (In short he is talking about the interconnectedness between the rational and the culturally emotive).  He has said:

“It is important to approach climate change as much as an idea of the human imagination as it is a physical construct to be studied and predicted. Both are important and in particular these two approaches get entangled.”

In the context of climate change, Hulme thinks about the same generic issues museums have long struggled with – relevance, multiple viewpoints, objectivity, cultural differences, and the fallibility of the scientist and other academic “experts.”  But his vision pertains to a much larger stage than just the museum world.  He is writing, and speaking, about these matters not from an academic and detached position, though he is an academic, but as one who is deeply involved in the negotiations that involve the future safety of our planet.  And to simplify his beautifully written argument -- if we don’t take the multiple and powerful streams of divergent thought on board, no meaningful and lasting negotiations will be possible.  If museums are to play their part, it is a lesson we must integrate. Welcome to our small world of museums, Professor Hulme, we need you and your message here!
The issue of climate change operates on a scale that encompasses the globe, all nations, every specific location and all individual citizens. In that context, it is difficult to imagine a meaningful role for any individual organization or even for cumulative action by many.
It seems almost axiomatic that in educating citizens about issues as central as climate change, it would be arrogant to think museums could play anything more than a minor part. However when thinking about the whole interlocking fabric of diverse institutions that must come into play in order to take any significant and considered action, we must first think about how museums, for example, become an intentional part of a larger concerned community.

Additionally in accommodating Hulme’s hope for the acceptance of the emotive and cultural states of being alongside the more rational scientific one, museums continue to have a particularly hard time. Most museums are tied to the rational world of epistemology, with the exception of the art museum’s acceptance of the aesthetic in the imaginative world. Museums have struggled with presenting the non-rational world of cultural, spiritual and religious practice in ways that are either patronizing or objectifying.  The museum tradition, after all, is the descendant of the cabinet of curiosities on the cultural side, and the illustration of rational progress on science side. In neither of these precursor streams were non-rational cultural materials presented as a worthy equivalent to rational thought.  

If I understand Mike’s writings, it is a matter of global urgency that all stakeholders, museums included, become comfortable and respectful of that powerful oppositional stream to rational thinking, the equally powerful world of emotions, imagination, cultural practice and faith.  According to Hulme, museums must learn how to integrate these non-rational world views in our presentations side by side with their equivalent cognates. 
A DIRECTION THAT I HOPE WILL COHERE TO THE ISSUE AT HAND: 
Let me digress on a tangent I hope will illuminate the topic at hand.  I recently found myself thinking about the future definition of community with individual museums embedded therein.  Six months ago I began my annual writing/study season and chose to learn more about the likely future of public education, and museums’ potential role in it.  During this exploration I came to notice parallel trends in schools and museums that had not been visible to me before because of my singular emersion in museums alone. 
I became aware that full service organizations of many different content areas -- commercial, not for profit and governmental -- were deconstructing and blurring their outlines.  While writers were continuing to write about organizations as if they were still intact, they were, as the title suggests, disaggregating.  There were doing so because of the prevalent services that virtual technology was providing online and the resultant restructuring of job outsourcing that followed.  Most organizations were separating some parts of the service they delivered from the physical place where that service had traditionally been presented.  And (again in part because of technology) organizations were downsizing their place-specific salaried staff at the same time they were hiring outside entities to perform duties that such staff had previously performed.  
I became intrigued about what might be coming next and it seemed to me that a new amalgamated service system was emerging without regard to the originating organization.   I became convinced that in the near future, the relevant parts of multiple organizations would cohere around given issues, and depending on the matter chosen their partners would be different.  Organizations (in this case, museums) would make alliances with whoever made sense.  In other words museums, like their neighbors, would become more affiliatative and their core would be more porous.  These affiliations would cohere into a temporary whole which would then be defined as a “community”.  We would move from the place-based definition of community (i.e., “a social group of any size whose members reside in a specific locality, share government, and often have a common cultural and historical heritage”; or, “A locality inhabited by such a group”)  to an idea-based definition such as “a social, religious, occupational, or other group sharing common characteristics or interests and perceived or perceiving itself as distinct in some respect from the larger society within which it exists (usually preceded by the ): the business community; the community of scholars or” similar character; agreement; identity: community of interests.” 
 
This re-aggregation of service would demand new systems of governance, new roles for staff and new management requirements.  Most of all the newly formed service community would need some recognition in the public arena and some new languages to describe what was going on.  Thus we would no longer talk about “school” meaning place of education, for example, and move on to “education system”, meaning service delivered by multiple providers but coordinated around an agreed end (i.e. graduation!).
My concluding idea was that the public, in getting used to this trans-border amalgam of services without regard to organization, facility or time, was beginning to accept the notion of complexity and variety associated with any civic need.  The former simplistic “sound bite/magic bullet” strategy might be replaced by a more realistic (but likely reluctant) public patience and tolerance of variety.  Thus, for example, I postulate that the distinction between formal education (meaning in classroom) and informal (meaning out of school and/or after hours) will become more irrelevant as more and more venues and systems for learning become recognized as creditable at any hour of the day.  
BACK TO CLIMATE CHANGE:
For me, it is only when I begin to see how those public entities that are committed to civic well-being become more porous, more welcoming of doubt and skepticism and more inter-related, can I find any meaningful place for museums in dealing with such an important issue as climate change.  
With my new realization that there are no longer any significant entities who work in isolation, I began to redefine my world more holistically and see individual independent action as cumulative in a more “ecological” manner – like that which is happening in what Fiona Cameron calls “liquidity:
“In a liquid modern frame knowledge production and the technique of education is no longer bound to specific apparatus such as the school or the museum nor are questions of agency formulated along one line, but, rather pluralised governmental possibilities emerge.”
 (Cameron)    
In global issues such as international monetary systems, armed conflict, natural resource management or climate change, the public expects various organizations and structures to work together to positive effect and to coordinate increased areas of safe discourse.  On the smaller scale of more local issues, I believe that the public is beginning to recognize that nothing is simple and everything requires nuance and perception shifts only with the cumulative effect of multiple message delivery systems (a phenomenon I call “silting”).  Perhaps under the radar, some institutions are learning to work together better toward mutually beneficial outcomes – while at the same time today’s excessively partisan politics in the US certainly presents a persuasive case to the contrary, and suggests a deep nostalgia within the public for the simple, quick-fix, implausible silver-bullet sound bite.
Hulme advocates disaggregating the seeming whole of climate change into its constituent parts so that each can be addressed separately.  I believe that the process we are experiencing across so many other areas of activity in modern society is, as the title suggests, “Aggregation, Disaggregation and Reaggregation.”  The disaggregation portion he calls “pragmatism.”
“Climate change – the causes and the consequences – has to be fragmented into a diversity of different issues, each of which can be tackled in different ways, at different speeds and by different coalitions of actors. Stitching this all together into one mega-deal and one universal negotiating process is crazy. My position is called pragmatism….”


I am sure this audience can imagine that the receiver of multiple streams of information (a person) appreciates that the issue of climate change is immense and cannot be addressed by any one organization alone.  He or she also recognizes that local action might be useful, could help build community, and might add cumulatively to a larger good.   That self-same person understands, given the immensity of the issue, that no single action, however well-coordinated, will ever be sufficient to ameliorate the issue.   This can give rise to a feeling of helplessness, that undertaking any action at all is fruitless.
The museum audience, to begin to engage meaningfully with this multivariate subject, must (and will) remain skeptical and discriminating.  It is essential that the public understand that the presentation can be manipulated by any partisan outlook. Our audience, if they are to be fully adult, must enter our exhibitions with concepts in the back of their minds like “spin” (meaning self-serving baloney) and “propaganda” (meaning an attempt to inspire coherent action for good or not).  Because audience skepticism about content has been too long absent and our citizens too long passive, there is a school reform movement in the United States attempting to mindfully add “critical thinking skills” to the curriculum so that healthy skepticism becomes a generally accepted and required proficiency.

MULTIPLE VIEWPOINTS, PUBLIC DEBATE, KNOWLEDGE SHARING, THE END OF EXPERTISE
Research has shown that the public believes in museums as trustworthy purveyors of “the truth”.  Museum workers, most especially curators, have presented themselves and their information as authoritative.  Their authorial tone has often been that of the knowledgeable expert delivering instruction to the novice.  We workers in the museum world know this assertion of authority needs to be moderated if diverse “truths” and multiple world views are to be presented in our exhibitions.  As if talking directly to us, Hulme has said about the role of the expert:
“I think there is a problem in contemporary society about people’s expectations of ‘the expert’. People are ambivalent in that on the one hand they want to defer to expertise that they trust in, and yet they find it increasingly hard to gain or retain the necessary levels of trust. .... It is fuelled by new flows and accretions of ‘knowledge’ through social media and through the unsettling of some of the grand-narratives of the past. Scientific knowledge is still too readily placed on a pedestal as though it were the only way to find meaningful knowledge about the world and since science is presented as possessing high cultural authority by the elite, in a sceptical age people then find it easy to knock such knowledge off its self-proclaimed pedestal. ... we need plural and conditional knowledge emerging from multiple sites and processes of knowledge production to engage with a plural and diverse polity so that the fruits of democratic modes of political representation can be realised.”


Amen to that!  Since museums are one of the “multiple sites and processes of knowledge production to engage with a plural and diverse polity” we had best stop debating if we should highlight doubt and conflict and get on with it so that we can responsibly help the “fruits of democratic modes of political representation” become realized.  We must open our avenues of information to allow for multiple, responsible viewpoints and accelerate the business of making knowledge sharing visible -- instead of debating how to begin.  There should no longer be any question about either our role or our responsibility in facilitating this process. Thank you Mike Hulme!
RELEVANCE, TIMELINESS:
Joy Davis, Emlyn Koster and I wrote a paper on timeliness in 2003 to illustrate the point that responsiveness was part of our basic work
.  Since that time we see more museums taking up that aspect of their work. We have amongst us the Powerhouse staff who have learned to make relevant issues of daily news visible for others to see.  I am happy to have witnessed that happen, and hope it becomes part of all museums’ exhibition palettes.  

But just making current events visible in our halls is not sufficient.  Doing so sets up new and unexpected institutional responsibilities, Hulme’s describes the dilemma of providing synthetic experiences when discussing weather:
“What I was suggesting is that climate and weather have become more cosmopolitan – as has cuisine for example – because we travel much more than previously and, more importantly, we see all types of weather extremes on new media. So we ‘feel’ that we are experiencing the entire world’s wild weather at any one time. This is a new experience of climate cosmopolitanism for human beings. I’m not sure anyone has thought through the full implications of this. ....This climate cosmopolitanism gives us new imaginative resources through which we hear and interpret the words of earth system scientists when they make their predictions.”

The Constructivists among us would say media has provided more experience, albeit vicarious and synthetic, on which to scaffold new information. Museums have not even begun to consider the new responsibilities this expansion of prior experience among our visitors brings.
And these “cosmopolitan” visitors are receiving this new information through media that is more visual, visceral and emotional.  That would suggest that as we recognize this news-broadened familiarity among our visitors, we must expand our museum exhibition palette, get more comfortable with producing emotional and multisensory experiences, and become more adept and mindful in embedding those experiences in thoughtful and consequential contexts.  
The scholarly criticism about our more experiential exhibitions (i.e., that they are too superficial and diverting) takes on more meaning here. Using issues like climate change, our museum task is to utilize all our engaging exhibition techniques in a much more thoughtful and critical context. While not dismissing what we have gleaned from learning theory regarding multi-sensory and interactive input, it is time that we use tools not just for “fun” but to build additional layers to our visitors’ understanding.  For too long we have used those more non-rational techniques for largely superficial purposes.  I am not suggesting that our exhibitions need more soberness and the return to impenetrable boredom of the past but that in adding these important exhibition elements we take them more seriously and use them more intentionally.  I am focused on creating exhibitions that are more layered, nuanced and richer in content.  I refer to this as “thickening”.
THE CONSTRUCT OF SCIENCE, THE SCIENCE OF IMAGINATION:

Professor Hulme writes about our struggle with culturally and historically based differences of viewpoint when he says “my point is that the physical and imaginative lives of climate change are entangled and interact with each other.”
  Multiple world-views in museum presentations still give us trouble when we are faced with juxtaposing the scientific explanation of creation, for example, with alternate understandings that defy rationality and enter into the spiritual realm.  

And when Hulme says about Shakespeare’s time that “And as with us today, the category of climate offered Elizabethans a benchmark of normality from which deviations of weather could be recognised. Climate offered a sense of the prevailing, or expected, conditions.”
  The notion of normality and expected conditions is what has long been our stock in trade.  The assertive label “the Indians believe….” or this “artifact was used for…” was written to assure us of a reliable world in which nuance was of no concern, when all the while we knew that such generalizations were neither universally true nor certain.
PROXY SCIENCE: THE USE OF MODERN TOOLS AND SENSIBILITITES TO UNDERSTAND THE PAST AND THE OTHER:

In the important world of historic interpretation, and while not addressing museums directly, Hulme has said: 

“So if we now turn to the physical dimensions of England’s climate in the late sixteenth century what can we say? Rather than trying to look outward through the eyes, words and imaginations of Elizabethan culture, our vantage point must now become that of the twenty-first century, looking backwards using the evidence, tools and theories generated by our scientific era. 

Reconstructions of temperature for this early modern period inevitably rely on various forms of proxy evidence – tree rings, documentary sources, glacier movements, phenology such as wine harvest dates. Reliable meteorological instrumentation was not developed until the 1610s and not deployed with systematic record-keeping until much later.”

Here Hulme has added new insight about our many exhibition limitations, for while we have only contemporary measurements to use in our explanation we are inadvertently adding a layer of unintended obfuscation that makes it more difficult for our audience to understand the viewpoint and understandings of the time in question.
SCIENCE AS A PROXY STAND-IN FOR VALUE SYSTEMS:
And how about this Hulme quote that really needs no comment on its appropriateness to our own work:  

“Too often, when we think we are arguing over scientific evidence for climate change, we are in fact disagreeing about our different political preferences, ethical principles and value systems.”

MUSEUMS AS PROPAGANDA MACHINES:
Let me point out what I consider Mike Hulme’s most personally dangerous and politically helpful position:
“The mantra becomes: Get the science right, reduce the scientific uncertainties, compel everyone to believe it . . . and we will have won. Not only is this an unrealistic view about how policy gets made, it also places much too great a burden on science, certainly on climate science with all of its struggles with complexity, contingency and uncertainty.”

Museums will have gone a very long way if they understand “both/and” responsibilities – that is, to get the “science right” and present all the information that allows our citizens to become acquainted with and ultimately comfortable with the reality of “complexity, contingency and uncertainty.” 
 “It is clearer today that the battle lines around climate change have to be drawn using the language of politics, values and ethics rather than the one-dimensional language of scientific consensus or lack thereof.”
In this paper I use the word “museums” as encompassing all public institutions that use tangible evidence in their presentations.  I pay special attention to the institution’s relationship with other overlapping organizations in today’s more technologically linked environment.  In a world that is increasingly affected by technological linking (a breakthrough we attribute to the scientists and rational tinkerers among us), deeply integrating diverse cultural understandings may become more difficult because it is now simpler to choose to talk directly only to the previously convinced and converted.  In one of those contradictory conundrums it so also simpler because of the instantaneous access we have to each other which technology has made possible.  

Museums (the system we are all gathered to speak about) are but one element in an interconnected delivery system.  They can, if they wish, understand that role more fully, stop arrogating to themselves an authoritative uniqueness, and work more assiduously with others.  Simultaneously they can make their role more serious, more relevant, more welcoming of debate, and more central to public dialogue. By inviting dialogue and disagreement, museums can help build the public skills of questioning and discernment.  Most of all since their central asset is the display of three dimensional tactile evidence in a public arena, museums can make their exhibitions more varied in approach, more multi-sensory, more nuanced and filled with opportunities for critical reflection.  And perhaps inadvertently, Hulme has shown us an organizational frame to allow the public to understand complex interlocking ideas when he has offered this three-part sorting mechanism that we might apply to many of our topics:

“...the Royal Society, reflecting this new mood, has issued a new guide to climate change science which separates "aspects of wide agreement", "aspects of continuing debate" and "aspects not well understood". The objective of these reflexive responses in science has been to demonstrate transparency and rebuild trust.

In this fluid soup of organizational reaggregation, by accepting the nuances of complexity, building visible ways to show it, and getting comfortable with systemic debate arising from shared authority, museums can align themselves with others to build a new definition of community, one that is porous and comfortable with intellectual and structural plasticity.  If that happens, we can be helpful in the aggregate as our population struggles with understanding and acting on the big dilemmas of our age, such as the one we have had the privilege to discuss today – climate change.  
I am grateful to Mike Hulme for entering our museum world, and for bringing with him his thoughtful writings that can help us on our journey. 
· Footnote 1: From the precis for my lecture on ‘Why We Disagree About Climate Change’ at Hot Science, Global Citizens Symposium, Thursday 5 May 2011, Sydney

· Footnote 4:   Not sure this is an exact quote from somewhere, but this is a core idea in my book, so cite it here: Hulme,M. (2009)   Why we disagree about climate change: understanding controversy, inaction and opportunity   Cambridge University Press,  Cambridge,  393pp.
· Footnotes 5, 8, 10, 12 & 13 are all drawn from the on-line interview I did with the journal Theory, Culture & Society, found here: http://theoryculturesociety.blogspot.com/2011/02/interview-with-mike-hulme-on-climate.html.  The interview was in the context of my paper published in that journal, although the verbatim quotes are in the interview, not the journal article: Hulme,M. (2009)   Why we disagree about climate change: understanding controversy, inaction and opportunity   Cambridge University Press,  Cambridge,  393pp.
· Footnotes 14 & 15 are taken from my essay on Shakespeare’s climate and due to be published next year here: Hulme,M. (2012, in press)  Climate  In: Mapping Shakespeare’s World, Section 1.1 in:  Cambridge World Shakespeare Encyclopeadia, Volume 1: Shakespeare’s World  (eds.) B.F.Smith,  Cambridge University Press

· Footnotes 16  & 17 are quotes taken from my essay in the Wall Street Journal from 2 December 2009 - http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704107104574571613215771336.html - which can be cited.
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