C.E.Ballard- 
Exhibiting the Past: Museums, Collections and Heritage (AHAN7030)

Part 2 Essay - 28000729 – 14th August 2020

The work of a heritage professional is happening in various networks. Taking this as a premise, critically discuss communication theories and their application as a central part of the daily work in museums.

There are, in social science, numerous communication theories (CommunicationStudies.com 2010), and The Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is one, which is a coherent theory that deals with "emergent social processes" (Holmstrom & Robey, 2002) 

The modern museum is a collective of 'things' society recognises as heritage or history, giving the viewer a "sense of place" (Bauman, 2007, p. 81). In this sense of place, we can discover ourselves, our identity, our origins, and destination. Zygmunt Bauman in 'Liquid Times' (2007), discusses place and suggests that the "powers that shape our conditions are global, but our institutions of political action are local" suggesting, people, as 'global' operators, might invest in traveling around cyberspace, where our bodies as human agents, are limited to physical spaces. It is these spaces that we immerse ourselves within that instil identity in us and helps us create the networks and identity frameworks through; which we inhabit within our minds (Bauman, 2007, p. 81).  However, Museums and knowledge forums, do not just act to aid the memory, although this is part of the attraction.   They also create a venue to explore, invest in, discover, think and challenge us. 

A theorist who believes in the philosophy of thought is John Dewey. He believed in the connection between mind and body, brain and action when he said: "Thinking, or knowledge-getting, is far from being the armchair thing it is often supposed to be" and "Hands and Feet, apparatus and appliances of all kinds are as much a part of it as changes in the brain" (Dewey, 1916, p. 13-14). Dewey's 'active mind/Active body' theory firmly believed that participation experience (the senses), communication, the interaction between the organism (the motor apparatus) and environment were crucial and there needs to be a holistic interaction to achieve communion in thought and deed (Dewey, 1964 [1916], p.593).  It is with these skills that we form identity and awareness.

The Challenge of the modern museum is that it needs to devote precious resources to the security, care, and safety of artifacts. A more serious issue is to devote income to staff and other resources as well. With decreasing funding, and dwindling visitors, Dewey's 'active mind/active body theory' expects the visitor to rely on the 'available' knowledgeable staff present (Dewey, 1964 [1916], p.593).  Changing the visitor from a staff-led observer to an active participant is not easy for a museum. Here, then enters Latour, Callon, and Law's Actor-Network-Theory. (Callon, M. et al. eds. 1986.)

Actor-Network Theory is a thriving, modern approach to Museum practice, playing an essential function within the museum's everyday working.    
The terminology, "ANT", was developed by Bruno Latour, John Law, and Michel Callon in the Nineteen Eighties (Latour, [2004]2005) (Law, J. ed. Callon, M. 1986).  An Actor-network is "The act linked together with all of its influencing factor in building a network" (Hanseth and Monteiro 1998) and is the first and most crucial communication theory, working with all actants in any given network. Recognised by the Michel Callon in 1992, Callon presented the social phenomena as a 'general symmetry' between human and non-human parties, which he called participants, 'Actants' and there can be any amount of actants to bring about this symmetry which results in something happening (Law, J. ed. Callon, M. 1986)(Law, J. 1992).   Callon realised that to have a perfect symbiotic relationship that all actants, irrelevant of role or position, each must carry equal partnership in the exercise in order that something successfully maintains equilibrium and in order to work.   Each actor (actant) may have a different part, but irrespective of what it is, each will bring an equal agency co-existing within any ANT. It allows each to serve its purpose while not giving any actant, advantageous position. 
The background of actants can be varied and unrelated socially, technically, physically, silent, conversational, human, or non-human; however, the unity of actants treated as equal partners means that they bring a similar and equal effect and relationship to the ANT.  Working together to maintain the equilibrium is known as generalised symmetry (Law, J. ed. Callan, M. 1986) (Ritzer, 2004, p.2)

The ANT can be observed socially, in day to day lives in everything.   It is 'change' or "happening" but often involves a trigger to react.   ANT does not consider the historical aspect of an actant or artifact; instead, it focuses on how it related to the 'now'.   It can look to the future, and suggest how it could interact with other actants, but ignores the past. An ANT framework is a vast, never-ending web of connections of consenting partnerships, and the issue would be identifying all actants in the social network and ensure they do work together and treated similarly. 

Consider a corporate business from CEO to Cleaner, mop to pen all are actants in running of the company; one actant relies on the others to succeed.  Equality in position, remuneration, and respect is not the same. However, it takes all levels to function as an Actor-Network unit, or it will falter.

Criticisms and questions levied against ANT have been, are non-humans, really equal to humans when the latter have emotional thought? Is ANT immoral?  Can there be inequality and abuse?  

Many students have studied George Orwell's Animal Farm (1954, ChIII). Orwell writes about Napoleon's dictatorial battle cry, "Four legs good, two legs bad" twisting of the 'Seven Commandments of Animalism'.  Orwell was exemplifying social and political commentary on the abuse of power, comparing Animal Farm to the capitalisation and structure in the world, and a critique of actual "Social Human Networks" and the abuse of power by the elite on the poor when everything is meant to be equal but is often not (Orwell, G. 2015/1954, chIII).  

Callon's essay on 'scientific problematization', was a process in developing a public-private research program on electric vehicles in France Callon's (1986). Callon covers abuse of power when one actant makes themselves 'indispensable' to others.  Manipulating these 'entities' as Callon puts it, by force, persuasion or seduction cuts other actants off causing a weak, displaced and instable grouping and causes an "enrolment of entities within a program of action" which leads to the abuser to speak for all but 'with his own voice' (Callon 1986 p.26)  The theory of translation, was developed and implemented to overcome any problems in sociological methodology. (Shiga, J. 2007, p.40-55)

Criticism also comes with ANT that ANT does not consider any power imbalance, and other criticisms lead to the thought that the theory is hyperbole and was "created" unnecessarily.

Tatnall and Gilding state ANT relies upon three main principles. 

1. Agnosticism 2. Generalised symmetry 3. Free Association 
Agnosticism is the necessity for analytical impartiality towards the actants infield within that project, either human or non-human (Tatnall, A. and Gilding, A. 1999).  Generalised symmetry considers various conflicting ideals or viewpoints of each actant and brings them together using abstract and neutral vocabulary working equally for non-human/human actors and the ideals of Free Association, demands that any previous distinctions between technological or natural and the social differences are abandoned (Tatnall, A. and Gilding, A. 1999).   Bruno states, however, "There are four things wrong with the Actor-Network Theory: The word 'actor', the word 'network', the word 'theory', and the hyphen! Four nails in the coffin" (Latour, 1999, p.15-25).  Bruno argues that due to the popularity of the internet, people think they understand the term networking, and he does not believe this is the case, which is the first nail of the coffin.  Comparing it with the word rhizome, he suggests that terminology has changed over the twenty years since it was understood and that the true meaning of network, has suffered because of the world wide web and misunderstanding of the common language.  
Though Latour developed ANT, he appears to negate the meaning, suggesting that it is unworkable.  However, Laurie Waller, completing her ethnography in the London Science Museum, suggests that while it perhaps has not changed the method of curating, "ANT nonetheless contributes to revaluing the work performed by curators in relation to the practice of science" (Waller, L. 2016). 

Walker asks, "Whether, and to what extent, ANT can account for curating as a material practice that not only participates in domesticating objects for science but also in problematizing, multiplying and redistributing relations between objects and the social" (Waller, L. 2016). Walker's article is the curatorial experiment to open up discussion on the question of the relations between curating and 'object-oriented' sociology, with a specific focus on actor-network theory (ANT).   Her first point was that the London Science museum brought (human) actors into the museum from a different range of backgrounds. Walker recalls someone saying, "There was not much science in the Science Museum", stating the subject of science is so vast how is one to capture it all when its curators agreed? (Morris 2010).  Suggesting that the non-human "actors' namely the artifacts could never attain complete coverage of what Science entails in its entirety.   Walker's study encountered an invention, by 1957 by musician Daphne Oram called the Oramics Machine (Waller, L. 2016.  The curators were delighted to find out they could take it on location, bringing the public to them. These public exhibitions of 'experiments' have focused on ANT studies, demonstrating the word of 'mediating' science, i.e., the bringing together of artifact and actor at a place; three actants together, demonstrating the work of 'mediating' in science (Waller, L. 2016.   This method of ANT also applies to modern exhibitions on tour, such as the Tutankhamun Exhibition (The Tutankhamun Exhibition 2020) and the Design Museum, where they claim "inspiring exhibitions tour to museums and galleries nationally and internationally" (Q42, F.& 2020).  The Victoria & Albert Museum offers traveling exhibitions (V&A 2020) and companies, such as Flying Fish (Flying Fish Exhibits 2020) and Touring Exhibitions Group (Touring Exhibitions Group 2020), offer alternative locations entry point to the world of touring.   Inter museum loans, benefit from the exchange and loan of exhibits, allowing ANT actants to bring the museum to a broader populous.       
ANT uses both Non-humans (artifacts, location other influences) and humans as actants, as "a framework and systematic way to consider the infrastructure surrounding technological achievement" (Zinn 2020). Other communication theories, such as Bauman's theory (Bauman, 2007, p. 81). do not consider non-human actants and, thus, problematic, and two dimensional for communication in a museum where the artifact is not considered in an active roll.  Other communication networks lose the "agency" that none human actants can bring to the museum 'party'. 

In 2015, the Victoria and Albert Museum held an exhibition ‘Shoes: Pleasure and Pain' (V&A Museum, 2020).

Using ANT, "Actor (everything/anything) – Network (circles created) and Theory (idea), the museum used all components to its advantage.

Advertising and Networking is one way of bringing the audience to the exhibit. Tickets, staff, and receipts, book purchases are all actants in the exhibit.

Once a person agrees to the social rules of the museum, they too become an actant, joining a molecule chain reaction bouncing against each other. However, ANT can break down when one actant fails to provide the support necessary to achieve the result.  

In the exhibition, the viewer enters into the dark, red light, and a display of shoes of somewhat risqué nature. 'Foot' stickers on the floor guided the visitors' path, a mix of fairy-tale and fetish with silk material and shoebox shelving. The colours suggested a boudoir and displayed footwear from exotic brothels and a 'madames' dungeons. It was passionate and dark, and the ambiance of the lighting conveying the imagery of being 'taboo'.  As the viewer continued, the lighting, room temperature, display format, and colours changed according to the range of shoes.

The V & A used hundreds of non-descript shoe boxes as the backdrop, thus enhancing the box's importance as an agent to being a 'carrier' or essential connection of the life of a shoe.

. 

The V & A manipulated the viewer both consciously and subconsciously by using different forms of media. Unlike Dewey's "active mind/Active body" theory, this exhibit had taken it much further.  Using the senses, the mind, the memory, even the psyche of what is morally correct or corrupt in our minds and it played with us, bringing all these different sensations together, connecting a whole remit of ANT together to 'provoke' the viewer's senses, an exciting insight to the curators' imaginations. As it was, the exhibition had no guides but this did not detract from the exploration of the theme, contrary to Dewey's thought that museums have to be guide dependant (Dewey, 1964 [1916], p.593).

Roger Trancki suggests that the physical artifact in concurrence to human intervention is necessary, for that "sense of place".  Moreover, Trancki insists that belonging is down to 'groups' of people making memories.  Trancki describes this as "a certain patina given by human use over time" (Trancki, 1986, p.113). In other words, time makes memories.

Physically, ANT demonstrates what one can do with an exhibit and how humans respond to an artifact. After the initial showing of this exhibition in London, the V&A took the exhibition to Honk Kong as a traveling show (YouTube V&A HK 2002).  Originally, museums were people's collections and often donated to static locations such as the Ashmolean https://www.ashmolean.org.  Their problem was encouraging visitors; however, the trend to make a museum mobile reverts back to the 'traveling curiosity days' using ANT to make exhibitions available to more people.

The London Science Museum is currently relying on ANT to provoke meaning and emotion by asking the public, in newspapers, to identify items (The Guardian 2020).  A tactic to publicise, create interest, and make connections. It is possible they already know about these artifacts, and this could be a smart way to publicise their museum, but they are using the ANT by using social media to garner interest from a vast network of people and making that connection back to the museum.

The British Museum's Egyptian collection uses "immediate" ANT.  Walk into the Egyptian Rooms, and one observes the towering statues reaching out and displaying a sense of the enormity. One can feel a sense of "smallness" and the phycological "power" these statues have, omit grandeur provoking imagination with subconscious language and telling a story, that suggests "These are Kings, you are the slaves", metaphorically speaking which humbles the viewer into understanding how powerful the Kings and Queens of Egypt where. The museum has cleverly and deliberately positioned them to 'set a scene' to encourage a thoughtful, emotional response (British Museum 2020). 

Agency is not only about non-human and human actants, but also intangible, memories, thoughts, and personal feelings.  While few would claim to be distant relations of the Egyptian deific royal families, recreating feelings of memory by visiting a World War Bunker, an old Smithy or an ancient monument, provokes deep memory.  Actor-Network Theory can play as much a part in the display in a museum as it can with one's personal feelings of heritage and belonging.  The Beamish Museum (Beamish Museum 2020), recreates the past by using contemporary dioramas that appear to be 'collections of history'.  Placement, even if a mock-up, encourages these actants to make us remember, even if they are false memories in our psyche! 

Actor-Network Theory is a useful practice as a communication theory and an essential practice in modern museums and studies. The concept is vast and limitless. All parties are working as equals, even if they are not theoretically. The Actor-Network can be memories provoked by thought, the curator's manipulation of artifacts, to visitors as actants. ANT can even consider the mundane world of finances, lighting, or logistics in moving the exhibition. ANT is imagination, relationships, and communication and can be part of massive networks.  In a word, there is nothing that one can imagine as not being part of the Actor-Network-Theory.

Although an idea developed by Callan and Bruno for museum curatorship and social studies, is it a new idea? Humans have for eons been social creatures so networking to achieve a desire is human nature.  Also, when an essential part of a structure fails to unify, any ANT can break down, so it is not perfect. However, one can see the usefulness of using this principle to the advantage of a museum and maintaining its survival in an economically insecure world, and in reality we are all compliant actants whether we like it or we understand the ANT or not.

C.E.Ballard 14.8.2020
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