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PREFACE

What you have in your hand is a primer written for those 
who are interested in, or may have already begun doing, field 
research work within one of the many cultural communities 
that are part of Canadian society. I have written it from a per-
spective that has grown through a thirty-year conversation. 
This conversation has been at the heart of an enjoyable part-
nership that has, more often than not, flowered into friendship 
with the men, women and children in a wide range of cultural 
and religious communities. Sitting around kitchen tables, 
walking together along the pathways of garden, field and city 
street, kneeling attentively in the precincts of deity, seeking to 
hear and see the power of artistic work and attending to sto-
ries that included the terrors of history and the human genius 
that has made it possible for refugees and the imprisoned to 
put life together again has been the context in which my think-
ing about the integrity of culture and the delicate nature of the 
civil canopy of liberal democratic society has been formed.  
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Through their generous hospitality I have been led into 
the depth of cultural memory and heard its echo in their 
lives, witnessed the transforming power of living tradition, 
glimpsed the historical experience of the better part of half a 
century and been a party to the struggle over a sense of place 
in what, for so many, is a new and fragile landscape. It has 
been a privilege beyond measure.

In this primer I endeavour to show and tell, and to prime 
the reader’s thinking and interest in a singular opportunity. 
Those of us working in museums can establish primary sources 
of knowledge on the cultural communities that make up the 
Canadian citizenry. How we go about this work shapes our 
new sources of knowledge and establishes the civil purpose 
of our museum. It will have an impact on each community 
with which we work as well as on the civil society we partici-
pate in and reshape throughout our working life. In the course 
of this work we will also experience what the ancients called  
“the renewal of our mind.” It is to this end that what I have come 
to formally call my dialogical method (how we do what we do) 
runs like a golden thread throughout this primer.

It is with gratitude that I acknowledge the many women and 
men in the communities of Alberta with whom I have worked 
to create the new sources of knowledge on their community and 
our life together that now forms the foundation of the Folklife 
Program of The Provincial Museum of Alberta (now the Royal 
Alberta Museum). Some of them you will read about and you may 
hear the echo of others throughout these pages. My field research 
work began in the Doukhobor community and came to encompass 
the whole family of Orthodox Christians (Arabs to Ukrainians).  
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The Missionary Oblates who worked for over 160 years in Western 
Canada have occupied much of my attention in recent years, 
along with the many Muslim communities from virtually the 
whole of Dar al-Islam (House of Islam) and the Polish commu-
nity with its various immigrations. Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, 
Jews, Roman Catholics and those who stand in the Reformation 
traditions, as well as other Christians who are Evangelical along 
with those who do not shy away from the term “fundamentalist,” 
have become partners and friends. Germans, Scandinavians, 
Slovaks, French, Chinese, Japanese and peoples of South Asia, 
along with communities with roots in Africa and South America 
have all laid claim to the foundations of our museum through the 
new sources of knowledge we have placed in the public record.

It is with appreciation that I acknowledge the work of the 
Cultural Diversity and Museums Committee of the Canadian 
Museums Association, along with our colleagues who had  
a number of demonstration projects and fellowships, all made 
possible (as is this book) through funding provided by the 
Department of Canadian Heritage. Chairing this Committee 
over the last number of years has given me a glimpse into the 
good work initiated in Canadian museums and galleries, as well 
as the opportunity to think about where museums are in this 
work and the enormous opportunity we all have to do primary 
research work in service to the new pluralism of Canadian life. 
The Department of Canadian Heritage continues to make it pos-
sible for both our work and our thinking to ripen. John McAvity 
and his colleagues at the Canadian Museums Association have 
supported much of the good work that has taken place across 
the country, and for this I add my voice in appreciation to that 
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of so many others. I am also grateful to The Provincial Museum 
of Alberta. From the beginning of my work in 1972 to its culmina-
tion in 2001 it provided the foundations for my work with many 
and varied cultural communities. My colleagues and friends Donna 
Cardinal and Per-Uno Ågren have provided me with helpful com-
ments, for which I am grateful. Donna’s sensitivity to the struggle 
within our museums and galleries and to the aspirations of com-
munities, her skill in re-visioning and her calling forth of a deeper 
dignity is admirable. I wish I had met her and her work earlier.  
I first met Per-Uno when he came from northern Sweden to 
Alberta to meet the descendants of families in his home province 
who had immigrated to Alberta early in the 20th century. Working 
with him gave me courage as I was setting out on the pathways 
noted in this book. Our conversations over the years provided 
the most fruitful crucible for my thinking about the vocation of 
museum-based work. Completing this book fills me with apprecia-
tion for my long-time editor, research colleague and friend Linda 
Distad. Her editorial work on behalf of this book has, as always, 
made for greater clarity and a touch more eloquence than it 
would otherwise have. A final word of gratitude to Eunice Scarfe,  
my neighbour and friend, a writer of remarkable short stories 
and novels, whose thoughts about the human story open this 
book. I asked her for a foreword and she has written a prologue 
anchoring whatever is good, true and beautiful in the work 
we are called to do. It is the most fitting way to begin.

 
David J. Goa
Director, Chester Ronning Centre for Religion and Public Life 
University of Alberta
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PROLO GUE

The ultimate concern of virtually every human culture is to 
tell its children its story, writes David Goa in this text.

If that is the case, then ask yourself whether your story has 
been told or heard or recorded or remembered? Ask yourself 
who holds your story? Ask yourself who knows your story?

David’s work is not only “for the sake of the children.” It is 
for all of us. His text belongs with other contemporary writers 
who see the necessity, and the hazard, of using story to build 
bridges between communities — bridges of knowledge, bridges 
of understanding, bridges of acceptance.

David’s work stands with countless other writers and edi-
tors who have gone in search of story as a means to increase 
knowledge in ways which honour both the integrity of story 
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and the integrity of those who have lived the story.1 The strat-
egy of each of these writers is innovative; the question is the 
same: how to have the story told in the voice of the one who 
has lived the experience? How to have the story heard and 
known?

Story is dynamite. It has power.

Who tells the story has power. Who hears the story has 
power. Who records the story has power. Who reads the story 
has power. Who remembers the story has power. Who re-tells the 
story has power. Who excludes or ignores the story has power. 
Who adds to the story, has power.

And, like all power, the power of story can be misused.

There are those who think it is desirable to exercise their power 
in order to ignore or erase or silence or trivialize or silence the 
story of others, and the reasons include fear, disdain, self-interest, 
thoughtlessness and disregard.

There are those who want to build a pyramid of story, a pyr-
amid where only one story can be on top.

1. Some of these are novelist Ursula Hegi, Tearing the Silence: On Being German in America (New York: Simon 
& Schuster, 1997); therapists Cheryl Malmo and Toni Suzuki Laidlaw, Consciousness Rising: Women’s Stories 
of Connection and Transformation (Charlottetown, PEI: gynergy books, 1999); Janice Williamson, Sounding 
Differences: Conversations with Seventeen Canadian Women Writers (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
1993); sociologist Barbara G. Myerhoff, Remembered Lives: The Work of Ritual, Storytelling and Growing Older 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1992); essayist Michael Ignatieff, The Needs of Strangers An Essay on 
Privacy, Solidarity and the Politics of Being Human (New York: Viking, 1985); poet Phyllis Webb, “The Question as 
an Instrument of Torture”; Di Brandt, Dancing Naked: Narrative Strategies for Writing Across Centuries (Stratford, 
Ontario: Mercury Press, 1996); memoirist Eva Hoffman, Lost in Translation: A Life in a New Language (New York: 
E.P. Dutton, 1989); novelist André Aciman, Letters of Transit: Reflections on Exile, Identity, Language and Loss 
(New York: New Press, 1999); and editor Karen L. Ogulnick, Language Crossings: Negotiating the Self in a Multi-
cultural World (New York: Teachers College Press, Columbia University, 2000).
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Is there room for the story of each individual? Is there room 
for the story of each cultural community? Is there world enough 
and time? Is memory strong enough? Is language large enough?

One may as well ask whether there is air enough for all of 
us to breathe.

Allowing the story of all to be heard requires deliberate inter-
vention, an intervention for which David has offered elegant 
argument and example.

Behind David’s text is the assumption that the one whose 
story is known has an obligation to hear the words of the one 
whose story is not known; and that the one who has lived the 
story, is the one to tell it.

What is the outcome if story is told, if each story — whether 
individual or group — is heard? It changes things.

The process of eliciting story forbids assumptions, prevents 
easy categorization, requires time, necessitates listening to sound 
as well as to silence, demands attention, and results in bringing 
us together.

Not all individuals or groups want to be brought together. David 
argues that a country such as Canada cannot refuse the story.

Story is the container for memory and meaning and 
mystery.
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Story is that thin, tenuous, fragile, sometimes invisible, often 
ignored but unbreakable thread that connects each of us to our 
own experience, to our people’s experience, and to each other’s 
experience.

Story can be denied, disguised, silenced, erased, whispered, 
shouted, invented, elevated, elongated, abbreviated, degraded 
or lifted up.

Story can be used to heal or to harm, to support or to attack, 
to create understanding or to create division.

Story is free, available, accessible, urgent and life-giving. No 
one needs permission to speak story, no one needs permission to 
possess story, no one needs training or tools or qualification to live 
story. Everyone has a story; not everyone’s story is known.

Story can destroy, restore, preserve, bless, bind or divide.
Story is that most common of the common denominators 

of lived experience.

Story is to the health of the mind and spirit as air is to the 
body.

Story teaches us, teaches others, comforts us, informs us 
and identifies us.

Story maps the future and illuminates the past.
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And story is so often and so easily ignored.
David Goa, like Clarissa Pinkola Estés, shows how story is 

essential not only to the health and wellness of the individual, 
but also to the community.

“In the traditions I come from,” writes Estés, “the telling of 
story is considered an essential spiritual practice. A collection of 
cultural stories is considered as necessary for long and strong 
life as decent food, decent relationship and decent work… . What 
holds a group together are their stories — the common and simple 
ones they share with one another… . The experiences you share 
with others and the stories that you tell about those experiences 
afterward create the ultimate bond. Though none of us will live 
forever, the stories can.”2

What David proposes, most importantly, is to ask the ques-
tion that elicits the story, and to listen to the answer. To ask the 
question is an act of no small consequence.

In the many tellings of the tale of the ancient Fisher King, 
a story that wanders through myth and legend for hundreds 
of years, the King is ill and the land is wasting. Healing does 
not come to the king, or to the land, until one arrives who asks 
the question.

It is a powerful privilege to be the one who asks the ques-
tion. The question is the catalyst.

2. Clarissa Pinkola Estés, The Gift of Story: A Wise Tale About What is Enough (New York: Ballantine Books, 1993).
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David has written a vision here, a vision for who can ask 
the question, and how and when and why. He has a vision of 
the work of museums that can initiate asking the question. A 
vision in and through which hearing and holding story is cen-
tral. A vision of showing how we may learn to listen with the 
heart as well as the mind.

David proposes that an institution—the museum—recognize 
and honour a means by which story can be told, and heard, and 
heard again by generations to come. It is a process that requires 
time, tenderness and receptivity. A process that requires the lis-
tener to be as much a participant as the teller. A process which 
is as ancient a practice, and as difficult, as “love your neighbour.” 
Daily conversation is not sufficient to elicit this story. Observation 
is not sufficient. Gathering objects is not sufficient. A ritual of 
listening must be enacted.

David uses the image of the public square more than once. 
He says that those represented on the square have not been 
representative of all, and that the square has sometimes been 
representative of none.3

The reclaiming of memory and meaning is perhaps the most 
dominant theme of any writer who has experienced erasure or relo-
cation. The artist uses the page to create a container for memory 
and meaning — for his own, for her reader, for the world.

In Kristjana Gunnars’ poem “Memory II,” the narrator acknowl-
edges the risk of losing story in relocation:

3. An indication of the absence of “public square” in current understanding might be shown by the story of a friend 
who asked her students: “When have you last been in a public space?” And they said, “You mean the mall?”
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“It’s a long way from Glasgow to Quebec
…
the sea is bottomless with story.”4 

In “The Uses of Poetry: Re-membering the Body,” Di Brandt 
writes of poetry, one kind of story:

Poetry is revolutionary. It puts the power of language 
back where it belongs, inside each living human body. It 
makes us understand the intimate, profound connections 
between living things. It helps us break through amnesia 
and despair, the postmodern condition. I want to say that 
poetry is one of the most powerful tools we have to help 
us remember.
You don’t need a lot of equipment or money to write 
poems, you don’t need a government bureaucracy to give 
you permission. All you need is a body with rhythm, and 
feelings, and every body with a heart that’s alive and 
beating in it has that. And of course you need courage. 
And imagination. And tenacity. And eventually, someone 
listening.5

In David’s book, the “someone listening” is articulately and 
eloquently identified.

Carolyn Forché writes: “Emmanuel Levinas says that ethics is 
a response to the face of a stranger that ‘summons me, questions 

4. Section Lines: A Manitoba Anthology, edited by Mark Duncan (Winnipeg: Turnstone Press, 1988), 82-84.

5. Di Brandt, Dancing Naked, Narrative Strategies for Writing Across Centuries (Stratford, Ontario: Mercury Press, 
1996), 45-46.
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me, stirs me, provokes my response or my responsibility’. This 
stranger is anyone other than ourselves. We don’t write ‘about’ 
the other; we write out of our encounter and out of our being 
marked by it.”6

Language is the only means for mending or making the bro-
ken space between then and now, between absence and presence, 
the real and the desired, experience and imagination, between 
what is and what could be, between what was and will be no 
more. The bridge made by such use of language is built within 
ourselves, between individuals, and between cultures.

In this text David proposes to build, or restore, the bridge 
between your history and mine, between your meaning and 
mine, between your story and mine.

Terry Tempest Williams, in her essay “Buried Poems,” gives 
us a fable:

There is a man who buries poems in the desert. He is 
an archaeologist who knows through his profession that 
eventually his words will be excavated, that although they 
may not be understood now by his community, at a later 
date his poetry will be held as an artifact, mulled over by 
minds that will follow his.
 The man is alone, walled in by the wilderness he loves 
and neighbors who don’t understand him. They say he 
spends too much time with the dead, that his loyalties are 
to bones, that the land could be better used for the planting 

6. Carolyn Forché, “The Province of Radical Solitude,” in The Writer on Her Work, Volume II: New Essays in New 
Territory, edited by Janet Sternburg (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 1991), 189.
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of corn than the digging of corpses. They say he talks too 
little and thinks too much for a town like Boulder.
 He has lived among the locals for decades, but he is still 
an outsider. It is the Anasazi who keep him here. They are 
his neighbors, the ones who court his imagination….
Poems come to him like wild horses to water. …On his 
way home he buries them.
 The man knows the ways of these people. They ranch 
and they farm.  … If a white triangle of paper is sprouting 
where corn should be, they’ll pull it up. Or if the cows are 
out grazing and happen to kick a sheet of paper into the 
air, it will be read by the wranglers. And when women are 
planting borders of zinnias around their homes and uncover 
a poem with their trowel, they’ll call their neighbors just 
to pass the words along.
Which is exactly what happened. Within a matter of days 
the whole town of Boulder, Utah, was reading poetry to 
one another….
 The town eventually seeks him out, asking if he knows 
what these picture poems might mean. He refers them to 
different canyons, invites them to his slide shows, and tells 
them stories about the Anasazi who once lived where they 
do now. He explains how these drawings on canyon walls 
are a reflection of Anasazi culture, of rituals, and all that 
mattered in their lives. Now, he tells them, we can only 
speculate. The townsfolk are listening. He sees it in their 
eyes… .
 By now the town of Boulder has hundreds of these 
poems in its possession. They hang in the schoolhouse, 
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where the children are taking up the mystery.  
…poems keep appearing in the strangest places: in milk 
cans, on tractor seats, church pews, and irrigation ditches. 
And, rumor has it, the canyons are filled with them. The 
man who buries poems in the desert may turn the whole 
damned town into archaeologists. The next thing we’ll 
hear is that the locals want to preserve the wilderness for 
its poetry.7

David Goa is, like the man in the fable “The man who 
planted poems”, proposing an imaginative, effective and essen-
tial means by which the story of one culture will be heard by 
another culture.

Eunice Victoria Scarfe
Edmonton
March 13, 2003

7. Terry Tempest Williams, Red: Passion and Patience in the Desert (New York: Pantheon Books, 2001), 37-42.

xiv



xv

INTRODUCTION

David J. Goa worked at the Provincial Museum of Alberta 
for thirty years as its Curator of Folklife. He left a remarkable 
achievement as anthropological field researcher in many differ-
ent cultural communities in Alberta (see e.g. his contribution 
“At play in the fields of meaning: reflections on field research” in 
Godly Things, Museums, Objects and Religion8 and after curated 
some singularly important exhibitions, such as Spiritual Life—
Sacred Ritual (1983), Seasons of Celebration (1987), both based 
on his fieldwork, and the crowning masterpiece of his career, 
Anno Domini: Jesus through the Centuries (2000). 

In the museological study Working in the Field of Meaning: 
Cultural Communities, Museums and the New Pluralism he has 
now made a summing up of his museum experience.

Rather than a reader in curatorship this book is more of 
a philosophical reflection on the postmodern society afflicted 
with amnesia and the potential role of the museum institution 
to offer a public space to cure it. When the liberal civic virtues 

8  C. Paine (ed.) Godly Things, Museums, Objects and Religion (London and New York: Leicester University Press, 2000).
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are insufficient to withstand the challenges of a multicultural 
pluralism, what can museums do if they limit themselves to 
function as warehouses preoccupied with surfaces and appear-
ances of the material world? The case is stated in the introduc-
tion and the argument running through eight chapters starts 
with a reminder of the original educational purpose of museums  
as centres of knowledge and public learning.

The concept of the culturally distinct community and its 
key importance for the documentary work of the regional and 
national cultural history museum is indicated in the first chap-
ter. In the quest for a lifegiving spirituality the living traditions 
of the various communities are focused upon, the communities 
which make up the pluralistic citizenry of a region and nation. 
They deserve public attention, and a museum documentary field 
study of quality. It must be based on the reciprocity of deep 
conversations in Martin Buber’s sense. This is the key element 
that can bring local knowledge into the public space, relate it 
to the overall civic canopy and make it useful in a multicultural 
interchange. The museum could be the self-evident meeting-
point and in the institution with its responsibility as guardian 
of a sustained accumulation of collective cultural memory the 
result of the documentary work could be made accessible as 
public documents.

The political implications of the research carried out in 
minority communities are dealt with in the second chapter. 
There is a fear in the liberal democracy about the incursion of 
cultural values into the civic sphere. Yet the field of meaning 
which shapes the fabric of each particular cultural community 
would bring to the public square their gifts and challenges.  
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The work in the margin between the cultural communities and 
the public sphere obliges the museum field researcher to serve 
as mediator between the two. Also the issue of loyalty towards 
institution and/or community is considered here. There is an 
inherent potential conflict as the museum is funded by the dom-
inant political and ideological power. However, the researcher’s 
status as servant of the Civitas beyond the institutional limits 
should be upheld.

The role of the curator/field worker is exhaustively treated 
in the following chapter. It is necessary to give up the idea of 
the collection as the museum’s first obligation: the museums 
must not be colonized by their collections! No space seems to be 
left to the curators for attending to the dramatic process going 
on outside the museum: the chaotic confrontation, mixing and 
acculturation of various cultural groups. It is stated that in fact 
the new pluralism places the curator’s vocation for walking the 
fields of meaning and seeking to understand the play of mem-
ory and imagination, tradition and modernity in the centre of 
the documentary work of the museum. The genuine dialogue 
is then a necessary prerequisite for mutual understanding and 
thus for the truth and authenticity of the stories and traditions 
collected. And by communicating the individual oral testimo-
nies the museum has a unique opportunity to communicate 
the essence of historical experiences, beliefs and values. In a 
deep dialogue it is necessary that the researcher is prepared 
to offer his own self-understanding and it is also necessary 
to be attentive to the complexity of each cultural community. 
Consequently the art of conversation and the art of listening 
are both central to the training of the field researcher.
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Logically the discussion of the resulting public sources of 
knowledge and research then follows. An important distinction 
between history and heritage is made. Heritage is the museum’s 
responsibility. It is based on transmitted traditions of behaviour, 
language, stories, moral stances, rituals and customs. All those 
components must be properly recorded to give a full and just 
picture of the community. History on the other hand is the aca-
demic analysis of the chain of events governing the evolution 
of public institutions and political power. Heritage contains the 
answers to the questions at the centre of the life of the commu-
nities: who are we, where is here. Those questions are missing in 
the history books and for that reason essential to be considered in 
the museums. The salvaged narratives bridge the silence of com-
munities and accord to them historical existence. In the range 
of field material—field notes, recorded conversation, recorded 
ceremony, photography and old photos—the artifacts come last. 
Only cross references between them and the various sources can 
bring out the full meaning of an artifact. An artifact should not 
be permitted to enter a museum collection unless it is accompa-
nied with at least a three hours’ conversation with the donor!

A community’s memory is the sum of culturally transmitted 
elements that defines the social and cultural identity of its mem-
bers. The living tradition is a tightly knit language of meaning 
both ancient and dynamic. Some struggle to be free of it, others 
for its recovery and vindication. It is noted that in cultural com-
munities the sense of being counter to the dominant culture is 
the common experience of immigrants and their children. They 
have a layer of their identity rooted in a particular culture and a 
particular faith tradition. Most assuredly, this self-understanding 
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and way of life is distinct from the culture of commerce and enter-
tainment that gets so much public attention. It is also stated that 
much of the living tradition that has survived the translation to 
Canada is to be found in the religious life. It is a curious irony that 
many thinkers in the Western world took from the Enlightenment 
a mandate to abandon this tradition and set their sights solely on 
progress, forgetting the Christian basis of democratic ideas.

In the following chapter (6) the New World of multi-
ple perspectives is discussed in connection with exhibitions 
which have caused public debate: the Enola Gay exhibition at 
the Smithsonian in Washington, In the Heart of Africa at the 
Royal Ontario Museum in Toronto. It is observed that much 
controversy could have been avoided if the curators had had 
an open eye for the multiple perspectives possible to apply, 
if only they had consulted more of the cultural communities 
involved in the themes of the exhibitions. The rich experience 
related to David Goa’s own (controversial) project Anno Domini: 
Jesus Through the Centuries is described at length. Finally the 
museum mission is defined: its civil purpose is to be a place 
of knowledge and learning. It is built on growing sources of 
knowledge about cultural memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place. In this way museums are like 
universities but the university engages in the teaching of the 
young, the museum in the teaching of the citizens.

Looking again at the museum as source of knowledge the 
necessary reorientation from artifact to the stories and expe-
riences attached to it is stressed, the step to be taken from the 
object to the subject of the object. The story of the acquisition 
of a Norwegian collection in the Provincial Museum is told 
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in detail to demonstrate the rich source of information which 
was possible to collect and record through the patient and over 
time sustained contacts with its donor. Similarly the history of 
a Polish photographic album is accounted for, mirroring—and 
voicing—like the Norwegian collection a singularly moving 
life story of an immigrant. It is also noted what the recorded 
conversations from an Italian community project can reveal 
about the difficulties of field research when it was discussed 
with the responsible group. Parallel examples are given from 
the author’s own field work.

The concluding chapter is an urgent appeal to make muse-
ums a much needed public square where cultural communities 
can make themselves heard, where multicultural interchange 
can take place. The museum must not miss the opportunity to 
take on this important role and participate in the present tense 
in the life of its community. Its task is to pass along what is often 
forgotten, buried or denied, as well as what is privileged and 
treasured. It must be aware that in the precincts of memory and 
tradition, historical experience and sense of place there exist 
competing perspectives and that a complex play of past, pres-
ent and future is to be expected. Museums as public institutions 
have a vocation at least by implication to care for the “knowl-
edge, history, memories, color, pain, laughter, love and truth” 
that is the texture of life of the whole of the citizenry.

It is noteworthy that David Goa primarily seeks his sup-
port among philosophers like Eliade, Arendt, Socrates, Taylor, 
Pelikan rather than among sociologists and anthropologists. He 
does not honour ‘empathy’ but reciprocity, exchange on even 
terms and integrity.
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The short glimpses of the chapters given above cannot do 
justice to the rich content of the text which is supported by 
quotations and references to a wide range of literature. It is 
also supplemented with three appendices and a bibliography to 
make it even more useful for students who want to accept the 
challenge of the arduous vocation and dedication that David 
Goa outlines. It has no doubt been enormously rewarding 
both for the communities with which he has worked and the 
institution he has served.

In a forceful way he argues for the healing power of the 
coherent world view of many cultural traditions, for their energy 
and vitality as antidotes to commercialism and consumism. 
He sees the potentiality of the museum as an instrument to 
enhance the quality of public life through its work and ongoing 
interpretation of the collective memory of the community 
it serves. Situated in the public square it can also ease the 
transformation of traditional life of new groups of citizens 
in order to help them fit into the civil frame of the society 
in which they have taken refuge, to make creed and civilty 
compatible. The themes of his appeal run intertwined through 
the chapters; they are not presented separately, but constantly 
called upon to combine with and strengthen the argument.  
He may seem repetitive—even obsessive—to some, but he is 
making a convincing humanist’s case against the impassive 
superficiality he has met in many cultural institutions. The 
dialogue stands out as the heart of the matter, both as the 
sine qua non of the documentary work and as the ultimate 
purpose of the exhibition. Such is his at the same time simple 
and demanding curatorial imperative. His insistence on basic 
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essentials in the museum action is persuasive and should 
effectively contribute to the awakening of somnolent museums, 
to a change of direction towards the almost forgotten vision 
of museums offering coherence and credibility central to the 
mental health of a civil society, to give the museum a human 
face instead of an object face as an African museologist has 
said. His critical comments on the routine procedures of 
acquisition and documentation in artifact centred museums 
and the æsthetic fetishism in their exhibitions cut to the 
quick and have a museological relevance that transcends 
the Canadian borders. From his special curatorial vantage-
point he has taken a committed stand against the egocentric 
solipsism of the reigning postmodern discourse, which is more 
preoccupied with appearances and functions than with purpose 
and spirituality. His exceptionally stimulating analysis of the 
museum mission makes it a museological reader of global 
interest and significance. 

Per Uno Ågren
Professor of Museology
Umeå, Sweden 2003



1



1

ONE

THE COMMUNIT Y IN OUR WAYS OF WORKING

Mnemosyne (Memory), the mother of the Muses, and all 
her daughters may have the museum as their domicile, 
but they always have the memory and tradition of women, 
men and children as their home. That is why our field of 
action is not within the museum even though the museum 
is our professional domicile. The community is the home 
of our work, because the human community is the field 
in which the muses play.9

Field research and documentation is where our work in cul-
tural communities begins. When museums strike a partner-
ship for the sake of an exhibition or educational program, the 
relationship ends when the project ends. In contrast, establish-
ing new sources of knowledge in public collections through 
field research is enduring. Such work serves these commu-
nities within their own boundaries, across their boundaries 

9. David J. Goa, “Stockholm Sentences,” Nordisk Museologi (2002): 1.



2

working in the fields of meaning

3

with other communities, and within the civil sphere. Curators 
walk the pathways of knowledge and understanding within 
the life of a community. They walk these pathways with those 
who cherish their community. This partnership in exploration 
and thinking deepens knowledge and nurtures understanding 
within the community as women and men join to reflect on 
meaningful aspects of their experience and culture. Central to 
the work is the curator’s growth in learning. As a public servant 
the curator, working with community colleagues, will seek ways 
to nurture an understanding in the public mind of the ways of 
knowing and understanding that are present within the com-
munity. Engaging the community and the public on questions 
of meaning moves into the complex field of ethics, because the 
making of public documents based on this work is a creative 
act and has the potential to shape and reshape understand-
ing, both within communities and within civil society. For this 
reason, it is important to consider how we do our work and 
what it is we do when we enter the fields of meaning. Our work 
requires that we seek to understand the implications for com-
munities, public life and ourselves personally.

Friendship as a Model for Relationship

Living in, loving, and sanctifying our world wasn’t granted 
us by some impersonal theory of being, or by the facts of 
history, or by natural phenomena, but by the existence of 
those uncanny centers of otherness—the faces, the faces 
to look at, to honour, to cherish.10

10. Italo Mancini, Tornino i volti [Back to Faces] quoted in Belief or Nonbelief?: A Confrontation by Umberto Eco and 
Carlo Maria Martini, translated by Minna Proctor (New York: Arcade Publishing, 2000), 52.
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Friendship in the Fields of Meaning

Gregory the Great (born in Rome c.540), said that a friend 
is the custos animi (guardian of one’s soul).11 Custos animi sug-
gests the various elements that characterize spiritual friendship, 
two of which are a concern to us in field research: responsibil-
ity for another person’s well-being and ultimate salvation and a 
knowledge of his or her inner life. Most museums were founded 
on a certain level of responsibility for the well-being of their 
patrons or, in the case of public museums, the primary citizens, 
the national patrimony or imperial fantasies. When we enter a 
new community, seeking to understand the tradition, memory 
and experience at play in its world of meaning, we take on a new 
responsibility that has the potential to heal or harm. Museums 
worthy of the name are places of knowledge and, at their best, 
places that extend into the deep waters of shared and personal 
meaning. The women, men, and children whose life and self-
understanding are central to this new work become, first and 
foremost, friends who host us and guide us along their commu-
nity’s pathways of understanding. Friendship occurs when we 
engage the field of meaning of another person, when we open 
to it in hospitality and tenderness.

Friendship is Not Enchantment

Such friendship eschews sentimentality and has nothing 
to do with nostalgia or utopian dreaming. Rather it seeks the 
11. Brian Patrick McGuire, Friendship & Community: The Monastic Experience, 350-1250 (Kalamazoo: Cistercian 

Publications, 1988), xv. McGuire discusses Gregory the Great’s consideration of this theme and how friendship 
has been understood in the formative centuries of Christian culture. In conversation with him on my way to the 
Museums 2000 conference I asked how his work as a historian of medieval religious life was linked to his work 
on behalf of refugees in Denmark. He told me that he initially thought they were separate, and as he opened to 
the refugee work he thought his historical studies would fade. Rather quickly he came to see that they were inti-
mately connected, with each bringing texture and depth to the other.
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hidden aspiration, the yearning of the soul, even when this 
aspiration is masked with the ambition and anger that is the 
fruit of history’s terrors. The Psalmist, David, expressed the 
cry of the human heart, a cry in young and old alike, born of 
longing to be known in the depth of one’s being. It is a cry 
not confined to the biblical tradition from which I draw the 
words but is one I have heard in virtually all the communities 
in which I have worked for the past three decades:

When my spirit was fainting within me,
then Thou knewest my paths.
In this way wherein I have walked they hid for me a snare.
I looked upon my right hand, and beheld, and there was none 
that did know me.
Flight hath failed me,
and there was none that watcheth out for my soul.12

The world of meaning, struggle, suffering and joy is often 
enchanting. We may become absorbed and lost or have the pur-
pose of our work change without noticing. Instead of seeking 
to understand, we can become convinced we know. Instead of 
seeking to go deeper and broader, we can settle into a posi-
tion and no longer engage. Here is where friendship ends and 
knowledge runs onto the shoals of propaganda.

12. Psalm 141.
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Friendship Through Encounter 13

Martin Buber, the eminent philosopher of dialogue and what 
he calls the “interhuman,” that which is “between man and man” 
as the title of one of his books calls it,14 distinguished between 
two different types of human existence: “The one proceeds from 
what one really is, the other from what one wishes to seem.”15 
Buber gives us a simple but poignant illustration of the problem. 
He asks us to imagine two people, Peter and Paul, and to consider 
the list of different configurations that are involved:

First, there is Peter as he wishes to appear to Paul, and 
Paul as he wishes to appear to Peter. Then there is Peter 
as he really appears to Paul, Paul’s image of Peter, which 
in general does not in the least coincide with what Peter 
wishes Paul to see; and similarly there is the reverse situation. 
Further, there is Peter as he appears to himself, and Paul 
as he appears to himself. Lastly, there are the bodily Peter 
and the bodily Paul

or as I would prefer to call them, the incarnate Peter and 
the incarnate Paul. “Two living beings and six ghostly appear-
ances, which mingle in many ways in the conversation between 
the two.” Then Buber asks the question I wish to ask and think 

13. I have drawn on my keynote address for the Museums 2000 conference titled, “Modernity’s Priest, Advocate or 
Friend: On Being a Servant of the Civitas in the Age of Amnesia and the Age of Pluralism.” It has been published in 
Museums 2000: Confirmation or Challenge, edited by Per-Uno Ågren (Stockholm: Swedish Travelling Exhibitions, 
ICOM Sweden and the Swedish Museums Association, 2002).

14. Martin Buber, Between Man and Man, translated by Ronald Gregor Smith (New York: Macmillan, 1965).

15. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy: Essays, Letters, and Dialogue, edited by Judith Buber Agassi (New 
York: Syracuse University Press, 1999), 76.
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through here, because it is essential to our work with cul-
tural communities in the age of pluralism: “Where is there 
room for any genuine interhuman life?”16 In the introduc-
tion to my address I suggested three ways of understanding 
our work: priest, advocate, friend. When we as servants of the 
civitas adopt the stance of modernity’s priest or advocate we 
play with ghosts, images and images of images, thus failing to 
meet face-to-face the reality of human beings we say are the 
subject of our concern and our work. Friendship is another 
matter for it has a different foundation and telos. It begins in 
the partnership of encounter, in making present that which  
is personal. It gives us pathways to understanding the cultural 
memory, living tradition, historical experience and sense of 
place of those we are seeking to know.

Friendship Transforms

Whatever else we are called to do in our work in cultural com-
munities in our age of pluralism, we are called to that guardianship 
of the soul, custos animi, that holds the well-being of our partners 
in conversation close and seeks to know the inner world of mean-
ing that has shaped their lives, and by so doing is coming to shape 
our common world. It is the grandest of vocations because it is 
so ordinary. It is the rarest of vocations because it asks so little 
of us: simply to turn towards the being of the other and open 
our particular and unique being to the other’s particular and 
unique being. It most certainly transforms the lives of each of 
the museum researchers and those in the community who have 
invited us into this new friendship.

16. Ibid., 77.
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Enduring Relationships  
and the Transformation of the Museum

Where friendship is formed through walking the fields of 
meaning, conversation and commitment flow into the future. 
In so doing, we will have friendship as the foundation upon 
which our work as civil servants and as advocates, where that 
too is needed, may flourish. Our work will flourish because it is 
based, not on “semblance,” but on the dialogue through which 
together we are made new and the public commons of our soci-
ety grows to include all in its making and remaking. Systemic 
transformation is hard won. It is difficult at times to see its slow, 
yet inexorable change. Public museums that awaken to the gifts 
of the new pluralism, the new communities they are called to 
serve and the capacity of the citizens within these communities 
will become a public commons.

Active Sources of Knowledge

The new sources of knowledge added to public collections 
through field research and documentation are lively documents. 
Often I have had visits from friends and family of friends with 
whom I worked several years earlier. They came to see the fruit of 
the work, to reach out and touch what was precious to them and 
is now part of the public patrimony. As we talked over artifact or 
photograph they told new stories and expressed the ideas in ways 
different from my initial encounter. Occasionally I glimpsed the 
movement of understanding from generation to generation, as 
well as different struggles. The documentation of the initial work 
that led to my friendship with the community brought others in 
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its wake and new layers of story and meaning grew along with 
our relationship. Collections became sources of knowledge that 
continued to grow. Work in the field of meaning led to a lively 
record, growing with each new conversation.

From Project to Relationship

Work with a cultural community may begin around a specific 
project that either the community or the museum requests. Often 
the project has been an exhibition deemed of mutual interest. The 
project may be laudable and it may be carried out very well, but 
this in itself does not establish a relationship beyond the inciden-
tal. Left to themselves such projects are the museum equivalent 
of the one-night stand and leave everyone with a mildly unsat-
isfactory feeling in the morning. Friendship and transformation 
through which we grow comes when our work moves onto other 
ground, no matter how it may have started. The desire to know 
and be known, to walk together into the future and into the past, 
to be present and understand what is valued and where struggles 
lie, is the new ground. This is the field of meaning in which a 
cultural community lives, moves and has its being. To be taken 
by the hand and led into the cultural memory, living tradition, 
historical experience and sense of place of the community is the 
method. It is how we do what needs to be done.

Friends, Subjects, Citizens

The friendships and collegial relationships forged through 
walking the fields of meaning turn everyone into a subject and 
no one into an object. The researcher is a subject to those who 
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are befriended. The researcher seeks to learn, know and under-
stand how the friends within the cultural community know and 
understand. All researchers are, first and foremost, expert in 
learning. Many in the cultural community that is the subject of 
the work are also expert in learning and will use that to under-
stand the researcher, the institution and the world of learning 
in which he or she is rooted. Each of them is a citizen and, in 
a liberal democratic society, is charged with the responsibility 
of claiming and working in, through and for the transforma-
tion of public institutions. Public institutions belong to all of 
us, but are given order by professionals. They are not owned by 
professional curators or managers. Rather those professionals 
are guardians of a public trust that is fluid and vital.

Enlarging the Circle of Museum Friends

Work with a new community creates expectations, respon-
sibilities and an enlarged set of opportunities. The museum worker 
expects the museum management to have some modest regard 
not only for the work but for the new relationships forged by 
the work. The community expects, consciously or otherwise, that 
the museum will share in its interests and respond, within reason-
able limits, to its concerns and requests. The museum expects, 
consciously or otherwise, that the community will understand 
the civil responsibility of a public institution. The museum 
worker is responsible for nurturing, within the museum’s staff 
and management, a regard for the community in which work 
is taking place and helping them enlarge their sense of the 
museum’s vocation to include and treasure the new opportu-
nities presented by the relationship. The museum worker is also 
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responsible for helping the community to understand the cur-
rent self-understanding within the museum and how this may 
grow and change with their participation to enhance the public 
sources of knowledge, transform the museum and enlarge civil 
life. The circle of museum friends grows with this awareness. The 
gifts of the museum and the public opportunity it provides for 
the community to serve their aspirations and public aspirations 
enlarges. Through the gifts of the community and the opportu-
nity it provides the museum moves its work forward to enlarge 
knowledge and understanding within public life.

Finding the Sources of Local Knowledge

There are three kinds of researchers. Most researchers are 
women and men who delight in learning and have areas of 
study, themes or issues that have come to captivate their minds 
and hearts. They wish to know in a more complex way and 
understand with more precision and depth. The second kind 
is akin to a hired gun, that is, a person with skills and tech-
niques thinly rooted and a willingness to produce whatever 
is required by the paymaster before moving on to the next 
opportunity. The third kind of researcher is a modern form 
of the medieval paladin, the king’s champion. These men and 
women are in liege to the civil state, committed to what is and 
to working to ensure stability as defined by the authorities. 
They marshal knowledge at the bidding of the authorities, car-
rying the colours and engaging in acts of defense and battle as 
necessary. The enduring character of the paladin’s relationship 
to the king is becoming an endangered species in our world of 
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corporate expediency. What all researchers share is a sense of 
why they wish to know and understand: delight in learning, 
skills in service to reward, service to the king. All three must 
take their own measure before entering the new exploration. 
All three must find a way into the field to do their service.

Why I Want to Know and Understand

Why I want to know and understand is the first question.  
It is perhaps more important to ask than it is to answer. Working 
in and with a new cultural community is best done with as 
much self-consciousness as possible, since it will, in all likeli-
hood, become a subject of concern in the first stage of entry 
into the work. I speak of self-consciousness instead of clarity of 
interest, because we may outline our work with singular clar-
ity and conceal our interest even to ourselves. Since this work 
is in the field of meaning we need to understand where this 
new work touches our own field of meaning. Why do I want 
to know and understand is the first question and all answers 
to it are provisional, since this question will also grow and 
take on texture as the work unfolds and friendship flourishes. 
The ground of our self-understanding shifts, but it is ground 
nevertheless. The movement in the depths of the earth, move-
ment of the tectonic plates, may change the surface but it does 
not remove the ground. So it is in the fields of meaning as we 
explore and learn together with new friends in the context of 
their world of meaning. It may cause shifts and movement in 
our world of meaning and it will most assuredly lead to the 
discovery of common and uncommon ground.
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My Capacity to Know and Understand

All of us are creatures of meaning.17 Many of us in modern 
societies, particularly young professionals, are haunted by a sense 
of cultural thinness when we enter the presence of women, men 
and children whose lives and ways of living are still informed by 
a traditional culture. I have often heard colleagues say they don’t 
have a culture and there is no tradition informing and shaping 
their regard for the wonder and mystery of life, love and death. 
Sometimes this is said with pride as a sign of superiority and other 
times with sadness and a sense of alienation. It is certainly the case 
that modernity has shattered traditional forms of culture. This 
theme has been explored in many novels18 and has been central 
to scholarly literature in the humanities19 over the last fifty years. 
Wherever we are along the spectrum from tradition to moder-
nity, whatever the shape of our life in reference to this large and 
compelling aspect of modern life, it is part of our cultural for-
mation and central to the conditions under which we work in 
the modern world. For that very reason it is part of our capacity 
to work in fields of meaning. What is required of us is to grow 
in our knowledge and understanding of our own cultural con-
dition. We need to deepen our knowledge of the cultural sources 
that informed our formation and the communities, shattered or 

17. Mircea Eliade was the premier historian of religion in the twentieth century. For many of us his most enduring 
contribution is as a philosopher of culture. He articulated the idea homo religious, that human nature, at its centre, 
seeks meaning. This is discussed at length in his studies, The Quest: History and Meaning in Religion (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1969) and The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, translated by Willard R. 
Trask (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1959). In Ordeal by Labyrinth: Conversations with Claude-Henri Rocquet, trans-
lated by Derek Coltman (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982), which is a conversation shortly before his 
death, we may read his most compelling consideration of the place of meaning at the centre of human making.

18. Many novels explore this aspect of modern life. My favourites include Chaim Potok’s The Chosen (set in America 
when Israel was about to be formed), Thomas King’s Medicine River and Gloria Sawai’s recent Governor General’s 
Literary Award winner A Song for Nettie Johnson (both set in Canada) and Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart 
(set in Africa).

19. Peter L. Berger, Brigitte Berger and Hansfried Kellner, The Homeless Mind: Modernization and Consciousness 
(New York: Random House, 1973).
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otherwise, of our formation. We need to deepen our knowledge 
and understanding of modernity and how this, too, has formed us 
and formed the society in which we live and work. Both tradition 
and modernity are at work within every community in Canada, 
Inuit to Afghan refugee, those living on Hutterian Brethren colo-
nies and those working in the Toronto Stock Exchange. Cultura is 
a verb in Latin: it is what we cultivate and the field upon which 
the cultivation is taking place. Who we are and where we are is 
our personal point of departure for work in the fields of meaning. 
What is needed when we begin to do this work is a willingness 
to cultivate our consciousness of these matters and the courage 
to consider them again in the midst of our encounter with the 
new community we are invited to enter.

Initiation to a New Community

It is not difficult to find a community in which to work. 
There are no sources of knowledge on the living tradition, cul-
tural memory, historical experience and sense of place of the vast 
majority of cultural communities in Canada. The field is wide 
open. If we talk with members of almost any cultural commu-
nity about the museum as a potential source of knowledge and 
as a place, on occasion, of public presence for their self-under-
standing, they will be delighted by the possibility and welcome 
our initiative. All but a very select few communities wish to be 
part of the public square. If, however, we wish to enter the com-
munity’s field of meaning and not simply strip-mine for repre-
sentative objects and images, then our desire to understand how 
they understand must be evident in the method of our work. We 
will be present in the life of the community so that the women 
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and men of knowledge within the community may find us, 
take us by the hand and lead us along the pathways of tradi-
tion, memory, experience and sense of place. This process is 
akin to initiation, for the term “initiation,” in the most gen-
eral sense, denotes a body of rites and teaching whose purpose 
is to radically modify the perspective from which the people 
understand their world and the place they are seen to stand 
within that world. We come to a new community as a novice 
and, where the work is deep, are transformed by walking the 
fields of meaning, by encountering story, rite and the ordeals 
that furnish the pathways. In this way we come to understand 
how others understand, how they cultivate what is meaningful 
and how they struggle with the challenges of life.

Companions Along the Pathways of Knowledge

Municipally, provincially and federally we have political 
men and women who represent us and are guardians of our 
short-term and long-term interests. It is similar within many 
cultural communities. Political representatives have a vocation 
rooted in their discernment of the community’s self-interest in 
the face of opportunities and challenges. To understand living 
tradition, cultural memory, historical experience and sense of 
place in the dominant cultural sphere of Canada we turn to 
poets, novelists, artists, and intellectuals. We do not turn to 
politicians unless they are also bearers of this level of under-
standing. Artists and intellectuals become our companions in 
the fields of meaning for our country. Similarly, if we want to 
understand the play of these dimensions of the human spirit 
within a cultural community we need appropriate companions. 



14 15

david j. goa

The bearers of local knowledge are rarely the political rep-
resentatives of a community, although there are exceptional 
cases where these gifts come together. We need only think of 
the Czech intellectual, playwright and president, Vaclav Havel. 
Within every cultural community there are women and men 
who are the bearers of tradition, memory, historical experience 
and sense of place. We begin our work when they find us and 
we open to them.

The Art of Shared Responsibility and Shared Interest

Those of us who add to the public sources of knowledge on 
cultural communities deepen the capacity of a society for self-
understanding. This work is done through an encounter with 
the heart of meaning reflected in tradition, memory, experi-
ence and sense of place. It is possible, of course, to enter these 
important precincts of a community’s life to mine its value 
and abscond with some new knowledge to be applied to the 
immediate purposes that motivated the adventure. This is the 
cultural equivalent of the human genome project conducted by 
industries seeking to corner the market, arguing for the good 
that will come of it and masking its primary purpose. Friendship 
places the work in the fields of meaning on quite different ground, 
where responsibility and interest are mutual, enduring and open 
to the future.

Responsibility to Deepen Sources of Knowledge

The foundation of the museum is knowledge. Deepening 
the sources of knowledge is the ongoing and primary work of 
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a museum in a pluralistic society. Doing the primary research 
and documentation that adds new sources of knowledge to the 
public record is the foundation which makes it possible to ful-
fill this responsibility. The public museum’s mandate to serve its 
citizenry within a particular political jurisdiction, municipality, 
region or province also makes it responsible to care for the various 
layers of local knowledge in each cultural community that makes 
its home within those boundaries. Museum workers and their 
companions in cultural communities, real or potential, join in 
building the sources of knowledge that deepen the common 
ground framed by those perennial Canadian questions: Who 
are we and where is here?

Responsibility to Deepen Working Relationships

In the landscape of the new pluralism museums have an 
opportunity to bring members of cultural communities into 
many aspects of their work. Cultural communities need to 
claim ownership of the museum. Skills abound in virtually all 
communities and the skills necessary for a healthy and active 
museum are also found in the new communities of interest to 
the museum. The museum is responsible for making its for-
mal and informal positions known to the cultural community. 
Boards benefit from reflecting the museum’s ongoing work 
with the cultural community. Educational staff with diverse 
perspectives and distinct knowledge enhance the experience 
of the regular visitors to the museum and open the museum 
to new visitors. When culturally specific work is done for 
the public, the cultural community that partners in the work 
brings its sensibilities and gifts to both the shape of the work 
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and its evaluation. The community may also put a living face 
on themes and issues present in the work. In all these cases 
there are singular opportunities and particular challenges that 
deepen the working relationships of all involved.

Community Interest in the Museum

Why would cultural communities want to claim a museum 
as part of their common wealth? Particular community groups 
often come to museums requesting the use of its space for pro-
gramming or community exhibitions they make or sponsor. 
Museums have public spaces where a community may cultivate 
its public presence, explore some aspect of what it treasures, or 
discuss its concerns. In many Canadian museums it is often the 
community’s approach to the museum that is the first encoun-
ter the museum staff has with this segment of the citizenry. The 
passive museum allows such projects to proceed and takes no 
interest in what is going on in its space, since it deems these 
projects vested solely with the particular community’s sphere 
of interest. In my experience, this approach by a community is 
often a form of flirting, an attempt to get the museum’s attention 
to see if the museum might want to dance a little. Occasionally, 
various members of a cultural community imagine the museum 
has some sources of knowledge about their history and cul-
ture, how they came to make this place their home, what they 
planted in this new place and what has taken root and grown. 
On discovering that they are part of the homeblindness of the 
museum, of its institutional immaturity, they are eager to pitch 
in, if an invitation is offered, to work together to research and 
document the community. They want to be known. They want 
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to be present in the museum because this is their home and the 
museum is a public manifestation of the society in which they 
live. An openness and eagerness within the community lies just 
below the surface and awaits the recognition and invitation of 
the museum worker.

Museum Interest in the Community

Why would a museum want to claim a community as its 
partner? First and foremost, this is the most expeditious way, if 
not the only way, of adding to its sources of knowledge about the 
citizenry it is called to serve. This is the primary responsibility of 
most public museums. Second, each new community with which 
the museum enters into a relationship brings the goodwill of 
its constituency along with its skills and knowledge. Within all 
communities there is a web of relationships extending through-
out the society, including the political sphere. Relationships 
may also extend to other countries. Women and men within 
the community are engaged in service locally, nationally and on 
the international stage. This is both noteworthy in the context 
of the research and documentation work of the project and in 
potential service to help the museum extend its work and service 
to the community and the public. The third immediate inter-
est is that many communities in Canada are influenced by and 
participate in the gifts and struggles at work in their ancestral 
land. A fruitful working relationship opens the possibility for 
the museum to become a public forum on current issues and 
themes, which makes the museum a public square, a place of 
conversation and learning, a living adult university.
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Working With Community for the Public Good

During the first decade of my work with cultural communities  
I sought to understand the field of meaning that animated the life 
of its various and distinct members. I certainly saw the impor-
tance of public sources of knowledge on the community’s life 
and how that contributed to the public good. My first work was 
with the fragile Doukhobor community in southern Alberta, 
which was an oral and communal tradition shattered by the col-
lective action of government and mortgage companies during 
the 1930s. Reading the public record it was easy to see the way 
this community’s way of life was destroyed by the interests that 
controlled public perceptions. Devastating the Doukhobor com-
munity would have been much more difficult if the general pub-
lic had known just a little about this remarkable way of life and 
the children, women and men for whom it was normal. It was in 
the second and third decade of my work that the deeper aspects 
of the museum’s civil vocation—deeper than advocacy—came 
into focus along with the gift of pluralism for civil life. Parallel 
to my growing knowledge on these two matters came an under-
standing of how the presence of a cultural community’s reality 
in the museum feeds back into the cultural community and how 
this also enhances civil life.

The Civil Vocation of the Public Museum

Public museums are civil institutions faithful to the En-
lightenment vision. Civil values were nurtured in the temple-
like spaces of museums. When these museums gave attention to 
“the other”—a society or culture from another time and another 
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place—it did so to show the exotic in relief against the backdrop 
of the modern. Such museums do for the cultural and social life 
of the human family what zoos do for the natural life of animals. 
The recent literature on the history of museums has explored and 
deconstructed the museum as a child of the Enlightenment. The 
many museums that continue to work in this way tell us a good 
deal about the Enlightenment mind. They tell us little of value 
about the cultural worlds they display. In such museums many 
people are increasingly uncomfortable, for the new pluralism 
has turned the table. Various members of the public in Europe 
and North America have connections, traditions, memory and 
experience rooted in the cultures displayed in these institutions. 
Follow along with them as they walk through the way their cul-
ture is represented and it quickly becomes apparent that this ap-
proach is exhausted.

Our museums are responsible for working in partnership with 
all citizens on the new sources of knowledge that give neighbour 
a chance to know neighbour. This does not mean the task of edu-
cating the public on civil values has ended. Indeed, I think it has 
only begun in earnest since now these values must be revisited 
and thought through in light of pluralism. In the landscape of 
the new pluralism museums are also uniquely placed to explore 
the integrity of particular cultures, to explore their fault lines and 
fractures. Our work to know and understand the dynamism of 
living tradition and memory, the terror of history as well as his-
tory’s more sanguine characteristics, and the complex sense of 
place that shapes modern identity spanning old and new coun-
try, must begin in earnest. We now work in both the cultural and 
civil sphere simultaneously.
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The Gift of Pluralism to the Civil Life

Pluralism is our greatest gift when we seek to speak about 
complex issues and difficult questions. The historians and cura-
tors who did the initial, and ultimately censored, exhibition on 
the Enola Gay at the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C., chose 
to reduce the agony and struggle of the Second World War to 
two themes: what happened at ground zero when the bomb 
was dropped on Hiroshima and the Congressional Record and 
Presidential Papers which tell us that militarily the decision to 
drop the bomb was not necessary. If they had included themes 
on the cost of the war to American life, the plight of some of the 
personnel involved in the making and dropping of the bomb 
and how military propaganda shaped decisions on both sides 
of the conflict they would likely have been able to include what 
was censored from this exhibition. Various perspectives make 
the complex and difficult possible. Ideological narrowness in 
public museums is rightfully problematic and the indication of 
curatorial failure. It is precisely the gift of pluralism of perspec-
tives, both within and between communities, that makes the 
new work of museums so fruitful at expanding civil discourse 
and bringing some elasticity to that discourse.

The Transforming Value of Public Presence

Canada is a nation largely of immigrants and refugees and 
their children and grandchildren. It was so at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century and it remains so at the beginning of the 
twenty-first century. Much of Canada has been built by those three 
generations over the last 200 years. It is not surprising then to find 
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specific cultural communities, including those who have made 
this land their home for a century or more, exuberant when they 
find even the smallest aspect of their reality is part of the public 
presentation in a museum. It deepens their sense of belonging, 
and in so doing, deepens their commitment to public life. When a 
museum worker becomes a partner in establishing new sources 
of knowledge on a specific cultural community and in making 
these sources available for exhibitions, publications and educa-
tional programs, the worker has a modest effect on transform-
ing a community’s sense of place in Canadian life. This is not 
surprising, since it is also a transformation of the public space. 
What is surprising, perhaps, is that the change in the public 
space ushers in a change in the cultural space. Both the public 
space and the specific cultural space of the community become 
more resilient and elastic as a result of this work.

The Ethics of Exploration  
and the Making of Public Documents

All research and documentation work involves ethical con-
siderations and decisions. Any time we seek to understand 
another person’s way of understanding those aspects of life 
that are deeply meaningful we need to consider our motiva-
tion for acquiring such knowledge. Similarly, when we give 
form to our knowledge and understanding so that others may 
be touched or influenced by it, we again need to consider 
both our motivation and the implications this may have for 
all those involved. Knowledge may not always be power but it 
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is always powerful and requires delicacy and regard if it is to 
be of service to community and the civil society.

Maps are not territory

Maps are made by those who journey through a landscape 
and have points of orientation and a sense of purpose in the 
making of the map. The extant scholarship on a cultural com-
munity provides a map to the next generation of scholars. All 
the disciplines in the humanities build knowledge from one 
generation to another. Each generation recognizes its indebt-
edness and works carefully to stake out the ground of new 
knowledge and understanding. We are grateful to those whose 
work we build upon, but we do them a disservice if we transfer 
their picture of any aspect of culture or historical experience 
onto the field of meaning into which we have been invited. Our 
newfound friends who have offered to take us by the hand and 
walk with us into their community’s field of meaning are not 
served when we turn their hospitality into an occasion simply 
to confirm what is already known. Field research and docu-
mentation is always new work that brings new knowledge and 
understanding that is rich and thick beyond measure. Maps 
are important but they cannot replace, and must not be confused 
with, the landscape of the human spirit.

Guardianship of the Eyes in an Age of Show

The public culture of North America and much of the modern 
world is a culture of spectacle. Many museums have reoriented 
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their work around spectacle. Spectacle has also infected the 
minds and hearts of many communities, from the most 
recently arrived to those for whom this is home and native 
land. The age of shows, television, rock concerts and evange-
listic crusades have made spectacle normal, if not a normative 
cultural form. This poses a particular danger to the cultural 
researcher. Museums may see the production of spectacle as 
important and cultural communities may see their particular 
spectacle as the purpose or heart of this new work. While the 
documentation and understanding of spectacle may have a 
place in such work, it is important not to assume we are in the 
cultural tradition’s field of meaning when we are in moderni-
ty’s field of meaning clothed with the appearance of tradition. 
I am reminded of the old saying: “Don’t let the sideshow run 
off with the circus.” Learning to guard our eyes in the face of 
spectacle, so that we still have the capacity to see the deep 
veins of meaning present in tradition, memory and experi-
ence is part of the discipline of the field researcher. Such dis-
cipline makes it possible to see modernity’s play as well.

Public Documents on the World of Meaning

The photographs we make to document the living tradition 
of a community and the historical photographs we add to our 
public collections are new sources of knowledge. This is also 
true of the audio or video recordings of artists or ritual and the 
recorded conversations exploring the fields of meaning as it is at 
play in the lives, hearts and minds of those we think with. Each 
artifact may also be a new source of knowledge. Both the object 
and the documentation that holds it together with memory, 
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tradition, story and context reflect the world of meaning of par-
ticular people in their moment of history and place in culture. 
Together, these various materials reflect the researcher and the 
partners in the exploration as well as the community’s life. Each 
of these public documents speaks to the world of meaning of the 
community and to the researcher and his or her encounter and 
relationship forged through the new work. Our best chance of 
being faithful to the world of meaning within a community is to 
be clear about our world of meaning and bring them together in 
dialogue. Anything else diminishes the dynamic character of the 
new world of meaning born in the spiritual friendship that opens 
the pathways of meaning.

Public Documents and the Terrors of History

Cultural communities commonly have a relationship, sense of 
obligation and responsibility to their ancestral homeland. Often 
the women, men and children within the community are iden-
tified with a particular culture, religion or community. In the 
world of twenty-four-hour news, events in one part of the world 
are selected and screened by the media giants, then quickly wash 
over Canada. What happens in Palestine and Israel tonight will 
be present at the breakfast table in Canadian homes in real time. 
In a surprising number of news stories, historical precedent is 
cited with authority for the terrors of history unfolding halfway 
around the world. The terrors of history are part of our daily 
diet of images. The witnesses of much of the twentieth century 
are our neighbours. The pedagogical value of this simple fact has 
yet to be realized because the primary research and documen-
tation work is largely not done. Creating public documents that 
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speak to the terrors of history has a singular gravitas to it, which 
frightens many capable museum workers. The age of pluralism 
demands that we develop the skill to walk through the terrors 
of history with our neighbours and have the delicacy to speak 
about these terrors and the human genius since they are both 
part of the reality of our neighbours.



26 27

         
         
         
        

T WO

THE POLITICAL DIMENSION  

OF OUR WAYS OF WORKING

Social justice is to pluralism what triage is to health. 
It is absolutely necessary but should not be mistaken  
for nurturing a healthy cultural life.

One of the abiding lessons of my three decades of field research 
work, largely in culturally specific and religious communities, is 
that the men and women who are able to open to the stranger, to 
the person who is genuinely different, are deeply formed in their 
faith and engaged by their own spiritual exercises. These women 
and men have confidence and a sense of grounding that pre-
pares them to engage others. They are not governed by fear and 
have little desire to turn the person they are meeting into a fac-
simile of who they are. A suppleness of spirit and mind is born 
of deep formation not of self-forgetfulness or self loathing.

It is an extraordinary moment to be working on culture 
within public museums. Museums are contested spaces, for 
while many people and communities want in, some want out. 
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Most people want to be recognized for who they are and not 
for who others think they are. Curators and educators are 
challenged to advocate for specific communities. If they are 
working in public museums they may be seen as a competitor 
for the mono-cultural museum owned by the cultural commu-
nity. These are the simplest issues we face. There are others. Our 
work is taking place at a time when the political landscape is 
being redrawn, in part because of the new pluralism. The civil 
canopy of liberal democracy has succeeded and the result now 
requires us to reconsider how this set of ideas hangs together.20 
Local politics is periodically driven by culture and value issues, 
all too often reflecting the underbelly of prejudice. The politi-
cal landscape within cultural communities is complex and the 
attention of the media and the focus on global issues of history 
and culture have awakened old wounds and empowered many 
on both the traditional right and left of the political spectrum. 
Our work is both at the centre of cultural and civil life and on 
the margins between them.

The Museum in the Political  
Landscape of Liberal Democracy

One of the legacies of the last fifty years in Canadian life is a 
growing culture of amnesia, a theme running through the pre-
vious chapter. Wanting to be open to the other and not to foist 
the legacy of Christian culture or the ideas of the modern West 

20. A few scholars have set out to rethink the gifts of the Enlightenment in view of the success of our particular form 
of modernity. See Charles Taylor’s seminal study, Sources of the Self: The Making of Modern Identity (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1989), his Massey Lectures, The Malaise of Modernity (Concord: House of Anansi Press, 
1991), and his inaugural lecture for the University Center for Human Values at Princeton University, founded in 
1990 through an endowment by Laurance S. Rockefeller, Multiculturalism and “The Politics of Recognition”: An 
Essay (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992).
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onto citizens who have different cultural and civil frameworks 
has led to a thinning of knowledge about the sources of liberal 
democracy and the Canadian state. Politicians and educators 
alike have responded to the challenges of pluralism by extend-
ing the culture of amnesia to include the content of culture, no 
matter what its origins. Fear about the incursion of cultural 
values into the civil sphere has run its course and Quebec, First 
Peoples communities and the women’s movement have all laid 
the groundwork for a tectonic shift in the way culture is config-
ured in the emerging civil landscape.

The Civil Canopy and the Culture of Amnesia

I have taught at the University of Alberta and elsewhere over 
the last decade and have become increasingly aware of the triumph 
of the hermeneutic of suspicion and the resulting spread of the 
culture of amnesia. A public square free of Christian images and 
ideas was considered to be the pathway to tolerance and under-
standing of the other. This experiment in enforced amnesia did 
not work quite the way its promoters imagined. Instead of tol-
erance we got emptiness. Instead of openness to the other we 
got fear. First Peoples’ communities have made the case for the 
return of cultural content to the classroom and are now invited 
to come in and do ceremonies of blessing. Quebec has long held 
to the idea that the specific content of its culture is central to 
education and the formation of the young. With the advent of 
private and charter schools, prompted in part by a concern for 
the culture of amnesia, many communities have found ways to 
return aspects of culture, including religion, to the formation 
and life of students.
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Rethinking the Place of Culture in the Liberal Democratic State

Within the modern liberal democratic state the issues of plu-
ralism have bubbled up to the top. Many cultural critics see this 
set of issues as central to the new century. Public institutions in 
the next fifty years will be preoccupied with questions of plural-
ism coming at them from all directions. During the previous 
fifty years we moved to banish the study of religion (the “cult” 
of “culture”) in public schools and exclude religious consider-
ations in everything from history to literature. In the first fifty 
years of this new century, if we want to understand current events 
we will work hard to find ways to include religious content in the 
teaching of all aspects of culture where its influence is felt and 
where it is part of the drama of history. Along with a policy of 
tolerance targeted to ensure a narrow set of individual rights and 
freedoms, with the legal muscle to back it up, we will seek formal 
and informal ways to encourage knowledge and understanding 
of the gifts of cultures in the major public institutions that shape 
civil life. If Canadians had a modest working knowledge of Islam, 
Muslim history, and the history of Muslim peoples in Canada, 
the interpretation of the events of September 11, 2001 would 
have occurred in the context of knowledge. Pundits who live on 
public fear would find that a much more difficult sell. The many 
perspectives within the Muslim community would be apparent 
because the shrill voices of alienation on one side and fear on the 
other would not control public discourse. The fields of meaning 
which shape the fabric of each particular cultural community would 
furnish the public square with their gifts and challenges. Our atten-
tion through the last fifty years has been only on the challenges of 
culture, since the gifts of culture have been confined to the private 
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spheres of home, religious institution and community gathering. 
The work of museums to establish public sources of knowledge 
on these fields of meaning that are so much a part of contem-
porary history and public discourse will make it possible for the 
modern democratic state to broaden and deepen the first gen-
eration of work that focused on individual rights and freedoms. 
The second generation of work in the fields of pluralism will be 
characterized by knowledge of the fields of meaning within each 
cultural community that makes up the Canadian citizenry.

The Challenge of Cultural Pluralism to the Public Square

School boards across Canada are struggling to sort out which 
cultural community may be licensed to have its own school, where 
the civil curriculum and the cultural curriculum meet and how 
the boundary ought to be drawn. Social service agencies struggle 
with their legal mandate and community interests. The police and 
judiciary are constantly faced with exercising judgment where 
the meaning of people’s actions within the cultural sphere has 
run afoul of the law and where their actions may make matters 
worse instead of better. Medical professionals practice the art of 
healing within the context of law and civil values as well as the 
particular ethical and social world of their patients. Ignorant of 
the cultural context of their patents, they are only able to mar-
shal the technical resources of modern medicine for the benefit 
of the patient. The gifts and capacities of culture are a challenge 
to each of these professions because the knowledge of the cul-
ture is so thin. This is the fundamental challenge we face in a 
pluralistic society and it will be addressed through broadening 
and deepening knowledge.
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Boundaries of Belief

Liberal democratic societies are secular. Secularism was a 
hard-won gift in the history of the modern West. State-sponsored 
culture and state-sponsored religion have been at the centre of 
the battle to develop a secular society for 300 years. It remains 
an issue in many places where modernization has been accom-
panied by a resurgence of movements to construct the state with 
a specific cultural community’s interests, often its religion, at the 
centre. As we move in Canada from the rather simple matters of 
individual rights and freedoms and social justice to the cultiva-
tion of cultural knowledge in the public sphere we will sharpen 
our thinking on the boundaries of belief between the cultural 
and the civil spheres within our society. Work in the fields of 
meaning with communities and our work as civil servants places 
us in the crucible of this reconsideration. Our work is on this 
margin between the cultural sphere and the civil sphere. We may 
also contribute to the rethinking of the civil canopy and how the 
public square may be furnished with the gifts of all the cultural 
communities that are part of Canada.

The Museum in its Local Political Landscape

One of the clarion calls of many social historians is that all 
people within a liberal democratic society are political actors. 
Cultural communities are subject to legislation. They are also 
part of the political discourse at the local and national level. 
Cultural communities are part of a political constituency. Its 
members vote. Political leaders are often part of specific cul-
tural communities. If not now, at some point in the future,  
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a woman or man from virtually every cultural community will 
assume public office. The support and interest of members of 
these communities in public institutions has both changed the 
focus of programs and initiated new programs. Often the pop-
ular media will fuel discussions on political issues in the area 
of immigration and race relations, education and language, 
religious freedom and cultural practice. These discussions have 
specific cultural communities at the centre. The local political 
landscape is important to cultural communities and, as such,  
it is important for our work to be alert to this field of activity 
and discussion.

Cultural Communities and Local Politics

In the 1970s various cultural communities in Western 
Canada vaulted onto the political landscape. They had learned 
from the study of Canada’s past that they could join Ukrainians 
and Jews, to mention only two cultural groups, in the govern-
ing of the country. Various candidates for municipal, provincial 
and federal office realized cultural communities were accessible 
and their support could make a difference in who was elected. 
Some candidates distanced themselves from particular eth-
nic communities, fearing that any show of interest would spoil 
their image among their historic constituency. Others seized 
the new prospect out of opportunism or a sense that all citizens 
of Canada are and should be political players. Still others from 
within cultural communities, and with their blessing and orga-
nizational skill, came forward and got the mandate of a riding 
organization to carry the party colours in upcoming elections.  
It did not take long before the rhetoric of race and interest group 
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favouritism lost its shrillness and political parties across the ide-
ological spectrum courted members of particular communities. 
The political landscape of Canada was being remade in light of 
the new pluralism.

Politicians sought entry into cultural communities in order to 
win their favour, and members from cultural communities pre-
viously underrepresented in the precincts of power sought entry 
into political parties and public office. Selim Franklin became the 
first Jew elected to political office when he was elected to British 
Columbia’s Legislative Assembly in 1860. The first Jew elected 
to the House of Commons was Henry Nathan, who was elected 
from British Columbia in 1871. The first Ukrainian elected to any 
legislative body in Canada was Andrew Shandro, who was elected 
to the Legislative Assembly of Alberta in 1913; the first elected to 
the House of Commons was Michael Luchkovich, elected from 
Alberta in 1926. In 1957, Douglas Jung from Vancouver became 
the first Chinese to be elected to the House of Commons. When 
Rahim Jaffer was elected in 1997, he was the first Ismaili to earn 
a seat in the House of Commons. It will not be long before a 
woman or man from the recent Somali or Afghan refugee com-
munity will enter a political race and take a seat in government. 
On a formal level, that is how Canada works over time. Within 
specific communities there are often men and women who 
have held significant political office in their homeland or on the 
international stage. I have met the dowager princess of the Chin 
dynasty from Myanmar (Burma); a poet laureate of Somalia and 
her daughter, who, for a time, was minister of culture for this 
fledgling nation; those who served in the Allende government 
in Chile; and the children of Estonian counts, Mogul rulers and 
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those who brought an end to colonialism in India and parts of 
Africa. Each of them was active in local community politics 
and on the international stage through various organizations 
concerned with their homeland and with the diaspora commu-
nity. The local has the global in its belly. This is a gift and a chal-
lenge to those of us working on the sources of knowledge on a  
cultural community.

Local Political Issues and the Framing of Cultural 
Communities

Issues of immigration and settlement, education and lan-
guage, religious freedom and cultural practice influence public 
discourse and policy decisions every day somewhere in Canada. 
Neighbourhoods may be transformed with the resettlement of large 
groups of a particular community. Concerns about the Somalis in 
Etobicoke and the Chinese in Markham and Vancouver are two 
such examples that captured the attention of the media. During 
times of national crisis this may become an issue, as it did for 
the Japanese—and German—speaking peoples in the Second 
World War. Local tensions are part of the changing fabric of 
cities and communities. When we work in cultural communi-
ties we need to know and understand the current struggles and 
include them in our exploration, thus adding new sources of 
knowledge and understanding about them to the public record. 
Racism and prejudice are fields we walk along as we glimpse the 
hospitality of neighbours and the human genius that refuses to 
be defined by attempts at victimization. Our work has the poten-
tial to open pathways of understanding where fear has created 
dialectical opposition. That is part of the civil gift of our work. 
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It is also a gift to communities struggling with the age-old hab-
its of fear of the other.

The Museum in the Political  
Landscape of Cultural Communities

Politics has priority in the popular media and in the public 
mind despite, or perhaps because of, its fleeting character. It often 
drives the decision-making process of administrators of public 
institutions responsible for education, memory and the imagi-
nation. Even in museums there is a trend to over-value political 
guardians formally and yet not take them seriously enough for 
what they are actually capable of doing. All cultural communi-
ties have political guardians as well, and to do our work we need 
to know them and understand their gifts. In many communities 
in which I have worked I have heard the same joke again and 
again: get two of us together in a room and there are three opin-
ions. Serbs, Jews, Norwegians, Irish, Chileans, and Rwandise all 
tell one version or another with pride. There is a rich pluralism 
within all cultural communities that belies public perception. This 
pluralism, evident on virtually every issue and theme, comes to 
the fore around political issues in their ancestral land as these 
make their way into the evening news. To do our work well and 
to do it in service to communities and civil society we need to 
walk in this political landscape and learn its topography. Doing 
so will ensure we do not inadvertently scuttle all our work. It also 
means we may add sources of knowledge to the public record 
on many contemporary issues and themes.
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Political guardians and bearers of local knowledge

The easiest people to identify within a cultural community 
are its political guardians. They head organizations and have a 
relationship with civil organizations important to the commu-
nity. In small and recently arrived communities without much 
formal structure the emerging political guardians will become 
apparent within the first day or two of investigation. The com-
munity politicians know the community well and work with its 
various organizations. They also work on issues that bridge the 
community and civil life. They have the community’s interest at 
heart, as they understand it. Political guardians are the bearers 
of local knowledge about the community’s organizational life 
and the leadership within those organizations. They may also 
know the current issues on the boundary between the commu-
nity and the state. In our work political guardians will often have 
a place of initial importance and then a significant place in our 
growing understanding of the political life of the community and 
its relationship to the state and civil society. The political life in a 
community and the political life in civil society are about equally 
important to understanding society and culture. Our work often 
includes political life among its various spheres of interest—work 
and home life, education, religion and the arts—all of which 
are explored as places of memory and tradition, along with the 
community’s historical experience and sense of place. In each 
of these spheres there are women and men who are the bearers 
of local knowledge, which may be either known or unknown to 
the community politicians. They are the ones we need to come 
to know as well. To establish new sources of knowledge we need 
them to take us by the hand into their fields of meaning.
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Political Pluralism of Cultural Communities

From the outside, cultural communities are often seen as uni-
fied in their interests and perspectives. This naiveté is quickly laid 
to rest when one works within a community. Each community 
is a bundle of different interests, perspectives, historical experi-
ences and cultural commitments. Women and men see various 
aspects of life through a different prism and have distinct aspira-
tions. Organizations may compete with each other and may even 
be created to do so. Those in leadership within different spheres 
of a community’s life have distinct preoccupations and are often 
working for different ends. History and opportunity may pit these 
ends against each other as well. The cultural worker will only come 
to understand this complex landscape as the work unfolds and 
will make decisions early on in the work that prejudices the abil-
ity to do significant work in certain sectors of the community. For 
example, several years ago I did broadly-based work in a num-
ber of the local Muslim communities. I greeted the opportunity 
to work with the leadership of one Muslim women’s organization 
with enthusiasm. Later it became clear that this decision marked 
me in such a way that I was not able, initially, to explore the move-
ment to “restore” traditional gender roles within the community. 
Decisions are necessary along the path and they will influence the 
shape and depth of the work. While we may think this is unfortu-
nate, it is in the nature of particular and deep work through which 
we make commitments. An enduring relationship to the commu-
nity may give one the opportunity in the future to walk different 
paths of meaning or to mentor those who are able to do so.
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Global Political Issues and the Community Landscape

In the late 1990s my museum hosted a travelling art exhibi-
tion to explore the theme of women and work in a number of 
countries in East Africa. A number of women from the coun-
tries of origin joined me in planning the use of the exhibi-
tion. Some of my friends had come as refugees and others had 
made Canada their home for a generation. On the 8:00 A.M. 
CBC news on Saturday morning, on my way to the opening of 
the exhibition, I heard that Ethiopia had “resumed bombing 
of Eritrea.” Women from both these communities contributed 
substantially to the exhibition programming and they would 
be arriving in one hour to prepare for the day. The ripple of 
this breaking news was part of the context of our day together 
in the public space of the museum. The conflict in the home-
land of my friends was discussed throughout the day. It was 
discussed among those participating in the program and with 
the public. Knowledge, concern and friendship were the key 
to making this day a fruitful one for Ethiopian and Eritrean 
alike, and for the public who engaged them in what they had 
intended to discuss and what had been visited upon the day 
through the breaking news. Many cultural communities have 
made Canada their home, in part because of conflicts in their 
homeland. These conflicts, historic and current, have an impact 
and shape identity, but they do not necessarily colonize identity. 
Where the conflict and its impact is recognized and a part of 
the work we do, and where this work is done through dialogue, 
the trauma of conflict is restored to its human scale. Current 
and historical conflicts are at work within all communities.  
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Our challenge is to be alert to them, knowledgeable within rea-
son, concerned and to nurture our conversation with regard to 
its global context and the local realities.

Political Life of the Community as the Subject of Our Work

Politics is part of the field of meaning. There are political 
struggles within each and every community, in which compet-
ing aspirations and ambitions are being worked out. The play of 
local and national political issues lays hold of all communities. 
Political issues in the homeland continue to shape the minds 
and hearts of women and men within the cultural community in 
which we are working. Each of these spheres of the political life 
needs our attention if we are to come to know the field of mean-
ing in which we work. This sphere of interest and action may be 
documented and explored, always with an eye to understanding 
how each person with whom we talk understands the issues and 
themes. To do deep work in a community’s field of meaning it is 
necessary to understand the political landscape, and that land-
scape itself becomes a subject of our exploration.

The Museum and Global Issues of History and Culture

Memory and relationship are two aspects of our life in which 
our sense of responsibility is grounded. The play of memory 
and relationship shape and reshape identity and frame action 
and reaction. The past is present in the self-understanding of 
most of the human family, despite the ideology of modernity 
that has endeavoured to shed the past throughout the twentieth 
century. For many Canadian citizens, both recent immigrants 
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and those for whom Canada has been home for four genera-
tions, the homeland remains a living presence. Sometimes this 
is a matter of nostalgia and utopian dreaming. At other times it 
is visceral and sparked into action by the evening news. In what 
Marshal McLuhan characterized as he global village,21 compet-
ing perspectives on international politics are at work around 
kitchen tables linking Beijing, China and Wetaskiwin, Alberta, 
as well as thousands of other places daily.

The Presence of the Past in a Community’s Self-understanding

With the words “walking forward into the past, walking 
backward into the future,” e.e. cummings places before us the 
image of the past and the future as active in our daily journey 
to self-understanding. Modern utopian movements, including 
Communism, illustrate how a society endeavours to colonize the 
past, banish large portions of what it had previously treasured 
and apply only an element or two from the past to the newly 
claimed purposes. Market capitalism illustrates the mortgag-
ing of the future in hope of tomorrow’s gain. The thinking of the 
nineteenth century was formative in both these large ideological 
systems and continues to provide the body of ideas and meth-
ods. In each particular cultural community the past is present in 
various ways, and each is an adventure in learning. The politics 
of homeland that shaped an immigrant generation echoes in the 
lives of children and grandchildren. The experience of war, dis-
placement and immigration leave traces, conscious and uncon-
scious, for generations to come. Institutions that took shape 

21. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 
1965).
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in another place and time are transplanted. A few take to the new 
soil, some flourish for a season, and many simply never take at 
all. All of those institutions are worthy of our attention, includ-
ing those that are missing. They may be missing from the social 
structures in the community, but they had a place and continue 
to have a place in the memory of women and men and thus are a 
subject well within the fields of meaning. As new institutions and 
cultural forms take hold within a community, they are greeted by 
some as opportunity and by others as challenge. Some may even 
see them as pollution. Change and transformation is constant as 
people seek continuity. We have an opportunity, working in the 
fields of meaning, to understand, and to help others understand, 
this tension between tradition and modernity.

The Presence of Homeland in a Community’s Responsibility

Since so many cultural communities have come to Canada 
as a result of the terrors of history, I could choose almost any 
of them to illustrate this point. I will use one of the older and 
larger western Canadian communities and, perhaps, one of the 
most dramatic examples, since it involves the fall of a twentieth- 
century empire. Three years before the collapse of the Soviet 
Union I was talking with a chief administrator of one of the 
Ukrainian churches. There was no hint then of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall or of the coming independence of Ukraine. For 75 
years my friend’s church had carried the mantle for the home-
land, understanding itself as largely responsible for the preser-
vation of Ukrainian culture and historical memory. Both fear of 
the “russification” of Ukraine and the pressure on the Canadian 
community to adapt required vigilance, and so various strategies 
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were adopted by the Ukrainian-Canadian leadership to ensure 
that the culture they loved would not fade from the face of the 
world. As we discussed how his church understood the task of 
cultural preservation, I asked what would happen to the church 
if Ukraine became independent, controlled its own destiny and 
could rise and fall by its own hand. We agreed that Ukrainian 
independence was virtually unthinkable, but knowing a little 
of the fate of empires I persisted with my question. He slowly 
smiled and said, “I guess we would have to become an “Orthodox 
church.” My friend’s particular church was oriented towards the 
preservation of Ukrainian culture and religious life in the face 
of both russification and the power of enculturation in Canada. 
The very idea that the Soviet period would end in Ukraine 
demanded a reorientation and one that my friend welcomed in 
the church. It would have to move from being a society preoccu-
pied with images of preservation to that of the church engaged in 
the sanctification of the cosmos.

On August 24, 1991, the Ukrainian Parliament approved the 
republic’s independence and a plebiscite to ratify or reject the 
decision was taken. Four months later the presidents of Ukraine, 
the Russian Federation and Belarus pronounced the end of the 
USSR, founding the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). 
Over the next few years my friend’s church went through its own 
perestroika, resulting in its alignment with Orthodox churches 
around the world. Throughout the last decade, Ukrainian intel-
lectuals and professionals have worked diligently in Canada and 
Ukraine to build the foundations of the new nation. There have 
been many exchanges, effective work by Canadians of Ukrainian 
ancestry in the centres of power in Ukraine, and effective lobbying 
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by the Canadian government to be helpful in the development 
of the Ukrainian community’s ancestral homeland. A similar 
scenario is present in many cultural communities throughout 
Canada. Tibetans and Chinese may not agree on whether Tibet 
should be (or is) part of China, but many are engaged in strug-
gles on the shape of life in their homeland. Tutsi and Hutus from 
Rwanda work in the shadow of the horrific events of 1994 that 
became part of Canadian public discussion through the eyes 
of Lt. General Roméo Dallaire, Commander, United Nations 
Observer Mission Uganda and Rwanda. He continues to speak 
and work to see that the impotence of UN forces during the 
blood bath of 1994 is not repeated. Struggles as far removed 
from each other as Chile and Ireland, Bosnia and Taiwan are 
formative in the minds and hearts of Canadian citizens and 
formative in the shape of many communities.22

Competing Perspectives on International Politics

Many perspectives on a given political issue in the homeland 
are present in each Canadian community that remains engaged 
with its ancestral homeland. In the example I cited above, there 
are Ukrainian nationalists who yearn for what they imagine the 
nineteenth century to have been and those who are deeply com-
mitted to modernity. Although it was never large, there also was 
an influential constituency of Marxists in the Ukrainian com-
munity that predates the Bolshevik Revolution in 1917. Many 
of the early leaders were influenced by the nineteenth-century 

22. A number of Canadian intellectuals have written on the particular shape the terrors of history have taken in 
the twentieth century. On the many ethnic conflicts in the last half of the century and the challenge this poses 
to international agencies see Michael Ignatieff, The Warrior’s Honor: Ethnic War and the Modern Conscience 
(Toronto: Viking, 1998).
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Ukrainian Enlightenment and came to Canada with the hope of 
ending the rule of the clergy and forming a secular Ukrainian 
society. Others saw the church as the only hope for the culture. 
A similar set of differences prevails in the Tibetan community, 
to cite one more of many examples. There are those who long for 
the traditional culture free of modern challenges and those who 
wish to see their homeland move into the modern world. Some 
debate whether it is best to be completely outside the sphere of 
The People’s Republic of China or an autonomous state within 
the greater China. The play of political ideas and aspirations 
is alive in many cultural communities even after three or four 
generations. Here is another dimension of the field of meaning 
linking past and present, homeland and new land, tradition and 
modernity. Sources of knowledge on this play of ideas and aspi-
rations will give us a deeper sense of a particular community’s 
life and of the drama of modern politics.

The Museum as Cultural Community Advocate

The Cistercian monk, poet and man of letters Thomas Merton 
wrote in “Letter to an Innocent Bystander”:

If I dare, in these few words, to ask you some direct and 
personal questions, it is because I address them as much 
to myself as to you. It is because I am still able to hope 
that a civil exchange of ideas can take place between two 
persons—that we have not yet reached the stage where 
we are all hermetically sealed, each one in the collective 
arrogance and despair of his [her] own herd.… In any 
case, I still believe that we are still sufficiently “persons” to 
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realize we have a common difficulty, and to try to solve it 
together. I write this, then, in hope that we can still save 
ourselves from becoming numbers.… But who are “we”? 
We are the intellectuals who have taken for granted that 
we could be “bystanders” and that our quality as detached 
observers could preserve our innocence and relieve us of 
responsibility. By intellectual, I do not mean clerk, (though I 
might mean clerc). I do not mean bureaucrat. I do not mean 
politician. I do not mean technician. I do not mean any 
one whose intelligence ministers to a machine for counting, 
classifying, and distributing other people.… I still dare to 
use the word intellectual as if it had a meaning.” 23

Friendship and knowledge brings with it responsibility. 
When a cultural community or our civil society is faced with a 
crisis, our relationship and our understanding, no matter how 
fragile, faces us with Merton’s question. The crisis, the diffi-
culty, has become part of our “common difficulty.” Working in 
the fields of meaning will sharpen our ability to exercise judg-
ment on the margins between community, public museums and 
civil society. It will not relieve us of this judgment but call us to 
exercise it, seeking to be faithful to the deepest aspirations of 
the community we have come to know and to the civil society 
in which we also live.

Friendship, Knowledge and Our Responsibility in Crisis

Over the last five years I have partnered with various Muslim 
communities on a research and documentation project titled 

23. Thomas Merton, The Behavior of Titans (New York: New Directions Books, 1961), 51-52, 53.
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Al-Ilmu Noorun (Knowledge Illuminates). The title was taken 
from the Glorious Qur’an. It took note of the first of Allah’s 
creation: the intellect. In mosque and home, shops and pro-
fessional offices, I have documented and reflected on a host of 
themes and issues in the spheres of tradition, memory, histori-
cal experience and sense of place. Within twenty-four hours of 
September 11, 2001, I was plunged into the concerns, fears and 
struggles of Muslims throughout Alberta. Over the next few 
months I was asked to speak in many Muslim contexts and in 
forums and memorials associated with peace and civil rights. 
My friendships in the Muslim communities and knowledge of 
the long-standing struggles and the range of fears and aspira-
tions called for a response from me. The challenge to re-ordering 
of our civil society in the face of the concern and propaganda 
on global terrorism also called for a response.

Both the communities I had come to appreciate and the 
civil society in which we all live were at a dangerous point of 
decision. While I have never viewed my work as that of an 
advocate, it has always been obvious that knowledge means 
we are no longer innocent bystanders. We are responsible to 
speak, and in the aftermath of September 11, 2001, to bring 
reassurance to a vulnerable community gripped by fear during 
a crisis that linked the international and the local in graphic 
ways. When Sikhs have been under attack in the public square, 
and when Sikhs and Hindus moved from their tranquil and 
cordial relationship to the traumatic conditions resulting 
from the invasion of the Golden Temple in Amritsar and 
the assassination of President Indira Gandhi, my work in 
both these communities brought me into the arena of public 
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responsibility. We are not, however, simply asked to speak 
to the contemporary issues that arise. My own work in the 
Doukhobor, Japanese, Ukrainian and German communities 
have all brought me face to face with the festering histori-
cal wounds of Canadian government policy and the legacy of 
those wounds within cultural communities. Our work, when 
it is deeply rooted in the fields of meaning, will speak to these 
historical matters and we may be called to the court of public 
responsibility to do so as well. Responsibility in crisis is in the 
nature of friendship and knowledge and, for that reason, is part 
of the vocation of our work in the fields of meaning.

Status of the Servant of the Civitas Within Communities

There is only one aspect of status of concern to our work. 
When we enter a community with the expressed interest of being 
taken by the hand and led into its fields of meaning, we are usu-
ally welcomed as a friend. We may not experience this on the 
first visit, but by the third visit it will be obvious. This is usual 
and responses other than friendship are the exception. Because 
our work is sponsored by government agencies, there may be 
a kind of deference expressed that must be overcome for us to 
be able to do good work. This deference is particularly marked 
in communities that are new to Canada. Invite our new friends 
into our home and the deference will quickly turn to appropriate 
mutual respect. A great deal has been made of the difficulty of 
“gaining entry” to particular communities. My experience over 
thirty years suggests this notion is part of the legacy of preju-
dice. If, for one reason or another, we are not welcome within a 
particular community, we need to ask the question: Why do we 



48 49

david j. goa

wish to do this work where it cannot be done because we can-
not find the ground of friendship? This question may perhaps 
lead us to ask an equally hard set of questions: Am I the reason 
I cannot do work within this particular community? Are there 
aspects of my identity, attitude and way of being that makes it 
difficult to walk these pathways? Is it simply not the appropriate 
time in the life of the community for this work to be done? We 
may be tempted to let these questions pass through our minds 
and move on without learning what we can from the difficulty 
and challenge of rejection. At the same time, there is so much to 
be done we do not need to struggle, once we have learned what 
we can about our relationship to explain why this work could 
not be done.

Our Work as Servants  
of the Civitas in a Pluralistic Landscape

The new pluralism has brought the content of culture into the 
civil sphere. The emerging public square is one furnished with 
the sources of meaning from particular cultural communities 
that previously were banished to the private sphere. It is no 
longer possible to be an effective servant of the civitas without 
working with cultural communities to bring forth the gifts and 
capacities residing there and making the sources of knowledge 
about them and the challenges some of them possess available 
in the public sphere. The modern democratic state will rise or 
fall in terms of its own key values on whether we are able to do 
this. Refusing to do so will deepen amnesia and nurture fear, 
the two ingredients necessary for balkanization.
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“The least of these…”

The fully institutionalized community has a developed capac-
ity and the necessary resources to speak on its own behalf. The 
dominant cultures in Canada have long been at the centre of 
our museums, although not always in ways that were very illu-
minating. One of the civil responsibilities we have is to see that 
smaller cultural communities that fall between these two groups 
become part of the public sources of knowledge and are seen 
to be part of Canadian civil life. In Canada, the museum of the 
missing cultural communities would dwarf the museum of the 
dominant culture and its perspectives on First Peoples and the 
few cultural communities that have made their own museums. 
The field is large indeed and largely untouched by the work of our 
museums. Our planning needs to include a preferential option 
for those cultural communities that have never been part of our 
work and have no profile within museum publications or exhi-
bitions. Such a preferential option would aid our museums in 
claiming the pluralistic landscape that makes up each Canadian 
community. Doing such work over the next decade or two would 
reshape the foundations of knowledge, broaden the museum’s 
constituency and deepen the identity of all Canadians.

The Importance of Knowledge for Public Institutions

The new sources of knowledge we add to public collections 
through our field work are important to many public institu-
tions beyond the museum. Teachers, social and health work-
ers, police and the judiciary are struggling to understand the 
pluralistic context in which they now work. All need to enrich 
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their knowledge of the cultural communities that make up their 
constituency in order to do their work well. Many of them are 
actively seeking such knowledge. When a social worker, who is 
called by a school because a teacher senses a student is having 
difficulty with a parent, interviews the teacher and the student 
and decides to visit the home, that worker is often walking into 
an entirely new world of meaning. If the issue is one of discipline, 
the social worker may invoke the Charter of Rights and Freedoms 
or another aspect of Canadian law. What most social workers 
are unaware of is that the struggle that has brought them into 
the home is taking place within a family and within a cultural 
context. The culture also has sources that may be drawn upon to 
help parent and child find their way through the changes taking 
place. Without any knowledge of the cultural and historical con-
text of the family, the social worker is unable to do proper work. 
Knowing a little about the cultural and historical context does 
not guarantee resolution, but without such knowledge any help 
that might be effected would be accidental. The new pluralism 
makes the work of all public officials more complex and much 
more interesting. Museums, through their primary research 
work and friendship within cultural communities, will become 
a servant to the civil servants.

Monocultural Museums in a Pluralistic Landscape

We have a small group of cultural communities in Canada 
that created their own museums. They have done so in order to 
“care for their own” and because public museums have not joined 
them in doing so or in speaking of their realities to the general 
public. The challenges of pluralism are also their challenge.  
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These communities also seek to work effectively in the civil 
sphere for the sake of enriching Canadian life.

Fully Institutionalized Communities and Museums

In Canada we have a few cultural communities that have their 
own museums. Several Ukrainian, Jewish, Mennonite, Chinese 
and Black communities have developed first-generation institu-
tions and preserved collections and archival materials associated 
with the homeland and the Canadian experience. There are also 
First Peoples museums and cultural centres, some in an initial 
stage and others of considerable maturity. We have a number 
of religious communities, as well, that have built fine museums 
devoted to telling the story of the order, its contributions and 
place in North American life. These institutions also struggle 
with the pluralism within their own community. They may have 
been formed by one or two generations of the community with 
a particular history and now find their neighbours knocking at 
the door asking to be let in because they, while latecomers to 
Canada, are also Jewish or Chinese. This may require new work 
by the museum that deepens, broadens and is more current.

Partnerships for Knowledge and Civil Life

I have often thought that a museum in a cultural community 
and a public museum could partner in a very effective way in 
order to deepen the public sources of knowledge to be drawn on 
by each of them. This partnership might flourish on the research 
level, bringing new sources of knowledge into public collections 
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and adding to the community-based collections. Partnering 
around exhibitions also has some potential experimental inter-
est. Exploring a distinct community voice in one and a distinct 
public voice in the other, then switching exhibitions, would 
make a fascinating museological project. The range of skills 
often available in public museums may be of use on particu-
lar projects within the community museum and the collections 
and relationships cultivated within the community by its own 
museum may be of benefit to the public museum.



54 55

THREE

THE FORMATION  

OF THE MUSEUM WORKER

It was said in the old days that every year Thor made a 
circle around Middle-earth, beating back the enemies of 
order. Thor got older every year, and the circle occupied 
by gods and men [and women] grew smaller. The wisdom 
god, Woden, went out to the king of the trolls, got him in 
an armlock, and demanded to know of him how order 
might triumph over chaos.
 “Give me your left eye,” said the king of the trolls, 
“and I’ll tell you.”
 Without hesitation, Woden gave up his left eye. “Now 
tell me.”
 The troll said, “The secret is Watch with both eyes!” 24

“Watch with both eyes!” There is a crisis in the museum com-
munity, a crisis of vision, a crisis over the fundamental purpose 
of the museum. What is the social and cultural purpose of the 

24. John Gardner, novelist and man of letters, retells this story in his wonderful book, On Moral Fiction (New York: 
Basic Books, Inc., 1978), 3.
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museum? What is its role within public life? The issues the Royal 
Ontario Museum (ROM) faced with Into the Heart of Africa, 
Glenbow Museum with The Spirit Sings and The Provincial 
Museum of Alberta (PMA) with The Scriver Blackfoot 
Collection point to one dimension of this crisis. My sense is 
that the current malaise cannot be addressed with any of the 
tools of new management or marketing, but rather requires a 
deepening of the vocation of those of us who do the foundation 
work of museums.

The ancient Norse parable reminds us to “watch with both 
eyes.” We find our richest vocation in service to knowledge and 
understanding of the fields of meaning within particular cultures, 
to memory, tradition, experience and place. That is watching 
with one eye. The second eye is our attention to the civil sphere 
and the change and transformation taking place in public life. 
Only with both eyes open will we be able to serve cultural mem-
ory and the human imagination as well as civil life. Our age of 
pluralism requires that we see with both eyes.

Vocation for Memory, Imagination and Knowledge

The age of globalisation is counter intuitive. Many boundaries 
collapse. Money flows freely without regard for borders. The 
largest corporations shed their national commitments and envi-
ronmental issues demand action in Alberta because of what is 
taking place in the Amazon delta. On one side we have univer-
sal markets. On the other we have the emergence of particular 
interests, including attempts at retribalization. As one cul-
tural critic has put it, its darkest form is “jihad vs. McWorld.”25  

25. Benjamin R. Barber, Jihad vs. McWorld (New York: Times Books, 1995).
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The preoccupation within museums over the last generation with 
spectacle, the universal, exotic and “world class” has a hollow 
ring early in the twenty-first century. This century is shaping up 
to be the century of the local museum, and museums, in order to 
serve the public in the age of pluralism, are called to explore the 
world of meaning of the particular. It is no longer good enough to 
strip the world of meaning—context, tradition, memory—from 
objects and show them shimmering in a semblance of neutral-
ity. Objects are interesting because they are part of the world of 
memory and imagination, of particular times and places. They 
touch the human story. Local knowledge becomes precious in 
the age of information and our homeblindness vivid in the 
face of the new pluralism.

From Type to Particular, Object to Subject

Many museums in Canada are in their first generation of 
work. This is not a question of their actual age but of their matu-
rity as institutions of knowledge and understanding. Many have 
acquired large, undocumented collections that may best be char-
acterized as type collections. The staff has learned the technical 
skills common to museum work. Various museum associations 
have led the way in this period of building and development of 
the profession. The majority of resources, within both muse-
ums and the professional organizations serving them, have 
been allocated to the development of records management 
systems, implementation of professional conservation stand-
ards and techniques, development of museum management 
and production of a great variety of exhibitions.



56 57

david j. goa

With this base we are poised to step into the second genera-
tion of our work. This new work will respond to the challenge to 
work closely with the variety of communities that make up our 
pluralistic society, to share expertise between museums, to take 
local knowledge seriously, and finally, to become much more 
focused and collegial in our research, collections and interpre-
tive work. All of these require that we think again about the 
vocation of the museum in the public world, and about com-
munity, local knowledge and the scholarly disciplines that are 
the foundation of understanding. This work will move us away 
from simply adding to disparate collections. It will move us 
away from seeing the collection and preservation of objects as 
an end in itself. Collections will broaden and the knowledge 
associated with them will deepen. While the material descrip-
tion that has been the bread and butter of most museums will 
not end, it will be seen as elementary. The subject of the object, 
the world of memory, tradition, experience and place that was 
and is the context of meaning in which the object exists, will 
become the new focus. The human story will regain its place 
at the centre of our work and our collections will become 
knowledge-bearing for the first time.

A Vocation for Memory and Imagination

The next generation of museum workers will seek to understand 
the struggle for cultural continuity. How does a particular cultural 
community retain a connection to the vitality of the past? How 
do the cultural forms forged in another time and another place 
continue to form children, women and men in the twenty-first 
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century who have come to live on completely new ground? How 
is the dynamic character of change that drives our particular form 
of modernity working its way within the fields of meaning? Much 
of Canada is a living laboratory of human culture, tradition and 
modernity. Our museums rarely take the opportunity this offers 
for the study of tradition and modernity, cultural continuity and 
change, cultural integrity and the public square. In the first genera-
tion of interpretive work, our museums have largely responded to 
the way one segment of our citizenry has grappled with past and 
present, tradition and modernity. Even in this work, the dynamic 
character of cultural continuity and change has been largely mute 
as the work has taken progress for granted and assumed what was 
bringing it about was beyond the reach of examination.

Our challenge now is to work on the various ways cultural 
communities know the world and the various ways they grapple 
with modern life. The new pluralism places the curator’s voca-
tion for walking the fields of meaning and seeking to understand 
the play of memory and imagination, tradition and modernity, 
in the centre of the work of the museum. What is necessary for 
us to be faithful to this vocation? First, we must bring an end 
to the period in which museums have been colonized by their 
collections. The simple acquiring of artifacts for the sake of a 
collector’s cabinet or because the museum is conceived of as 
a sort of storehouse (some have called it a library) of history 
and culture, has had a devastating effect on how curators have 
understood their work. In some cases it is the result of a curator’s 
mentality, of a fetish for the object. In most cases, the collections 
that exist have come to the museum through a process that has 
stripped context, story and knowledge from them, leaving them 
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as a simple material object. Most of our museums have so many 
objects that curators justify their work caring for them, claiming 
they do not have time to care for the subject of the object. This 
development is understandable in a climate where the object 
was understood as the distinctive defining characteristic of the 
museum. In retrospect, it shows little regard for the meaning and 
purpose of “museum,” even when it is defined as an institution 
of preservation, for it has been an instrument for the stripping 
of context, story and knowledge.

Second, we must shift our museum from a place of preser-
vation to a place of knowledge, a people’s academy. It is not that 
collections are unnecessary, but collections are of little more than 
amusing interest unless they are acquired as a result of study. 
In the disciplines of the humanities scholars carefully map the 
ground they cover and make clear why and to what end they 
are seeking to know and understand the subject at the heart of 
their work. The sources of knowledge central to the chosen task 
are documented and connected to each other, and together they 
tell a story larger than any particular element of documentation 
that is offered. Research is the heart of such work and it must be 
central to the work of museums if they are to serve the cultural 
communities and public life in the age of pluralism.

The third element of the recovery of our vocation is education. 
Our research, documentation and the various collections are to 
serve the human community, now and for generations to come. 
This needs to be done with seriousness. Presenting museums as 
an extension of the entertainment industry, a notion that led to 
the blockbuster exhibitions of the last decade or two, is market-
able to both the public and politicians season by season. It is not 
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a question whether the museum should or can be reoriented 
around such spectacles. Colonizing the museum for spectacle 
has little more to offer than colonizing the museum for the 
sake of collections that are knowledge-barren, that at best may 
be considered trophies.

Community and Local Knowledge

The finest collections on the history and cultural life of the 
peoples of the world have been acquired through research by 
historians and anthropologists committed to understanding 
the community they studied. These collections have been the 
foundation of many of our museums in the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries, although that is not reflected in many muse-
ums in Canada and only a handful in Western Canada. Where 
research was done well, it documented in a rich way the local 
knowledge of the community. The community was taken seri-
ously, and the particular genius of its culture and its experience of 
the vagaries of time was vividly presented in the various records 
associated with the research. Quebec and Newfoundland are two 
places where there is a particularly rich body of documentation. 
In Western Canada we have large—some would argue much too 
large —collections of the material culture of First Peoples. (Note 
I did not say research or sources of knowledge of First Peoples.) 
We also have a reasonably rich body of documentation associated 
with the early fur trade period, and massive undocumented col-
lections on settlement and some industries. It would be generous 
to say that the work on the history and culture of the rest of the 
experience and understanding in Western Canada (and many 
other parts of Canada) throughout the last 150 years is spotty. 
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Documentation of the fields of meaning of cultural communities 
and their Canadian context is the next generation of museum work. 
Through it we may come to understand the life we share and the 
world bequeathed to future generations. To do this we must turn 
our attention to primary research, building our sources on the 
local knowledge of cultural memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place of particular communities. This is 
done by entering into working relationships with the community 
that is the subject of our interest.

Homeblindness and Scholarly Discipline

The Swedes speak of hemmablinda (homeblind). We often 
have difficulty seeing clearly the significance of our own cultural 
life and that of our neighbour. Our own historical experience 
eludes thick description. Our personal and local world is taken 
for granted. The work of museum-based scholarship is to uncover 
the significance that resides in the life of local people and places 
at a particular time. The value of such work is in service to three 
things. First, it serves to deepen the understanding of culture and 
the particular historical experience and landscape of meaning of 
a people. When this is done collaboratively with the community it 
deepens their identity. In our world, which is subject to such rapid 
change, this is a service of the first order. Second, it contributes to 
our understanding of the variety of ways human beings build a life 
together. Our sense of place becomes textured with many layers of 
meaning. Human experience, the genius and dilemmas of life, has 
many faces, all particular, and what was previously abstract takes 
on an existential character. Third, our research and documentation 
adds to the picture of the human community. The new sources of 
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knowledge on tradition, memory, experience and place are full of 
stories of particular people, each with particular gifts, dilemmas 
and challenges. To take the local culture seriously requires this 
kind of commitment to field research.

Self and Other in the Exploration of Cultural Identity

The philosopher Martin Heidegger noted: “The humanis-
tic sciences, in contrast, indeed all the sciences concerned 
with life, must necessarily be inexact just in order to remain 
rigorous.”26 Exploring the way others understand the fields of 
meaning in which they walk is always inexact work. Memory, 
tradition, historical experience and a sense of place are 
spheres in which this understanding is shaped. The attempt to 
replace the methods proper to the humanities with the meth-
ods of social science, a struggle that has occupied much of 
the history of these disciplines over the last fifty years, twisted 
attempts to understand the human story. The rigor appropri-
ate to the humanities was replaced by quantitative methods 
in an attempt to ask and answer precise questions. It is not 
that these questions are unworthy. Rather it is that they are 
the wrong questions if one wishes to understand how others 
understand the fields of meaning in which they walk. For that 
we have to turn towards the other out of the depth of our own 
understanding and enter into dialogue. As the anthropologist 
Clifford Geertz has pointed out, here the novelist is a better 
model than the sociologist.27

26. Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology, and Other Essays, translated by William Lovitt (New 
York: Garland Pub., 1977), 120.

27. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973) and Local Knowledge: 
Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1983).
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Pathways to Self-understanding

Work in the fields of meaning places the researcher and 
the subject at the centre of a mutual conversation. In that it dif-
fers from research seeking information about a subject. When 
we seek to understand how another person understands, it is 
the person we seek to understand who invites us to walk his or 
her pathway of meaning. Our primary capacity to walk those 
pathways with others is our knowledge of our own pathways 
of meaning. When subjects take a few steps down a pathway 
of meaning we need to join them with our understanding and 
self-knowledge. Serious exploration and thinking about mean-
ing involves simultaneously walking the pathways of self and 
other. Our capacity to understand the other is an intimate part 
of our self-understanding. Our capacity to speak deeply together 
requires us to open our self-understanding to their self-under-
standing. That is why we come away from such conversations 
challenged, renewed and thinking.

Dialogue as Pathway to the Other

Dialogue is the joint pathway we create with the one who 
has invited us into his or her world of meaning. The most direct 
way to come to some understanding of how other people under-
stand the things most important to them is through conversation. 
Together we explore what is said and, as the ancients put it, the 
murmurs of the heart, or what is intended by what is said, what is 
behind the concern, struggle, idea, image and story. I must seek 
to hear what is intended if I wish to understand what is actually 
said. The layers of meaning and of resonance are as central to 
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serious conversation as they are to a fine novel. I must also seek 
to hear the silence, the unspoken, and discern whether this is the 
moment in which to move towards it. Dialogue requires a turning 
to the other. That turning is grounded in my concern, struggle, 
idea, image and story. Dialogue occurs not from the periphery 
of our being but from its centre. It is deep speaking unto deep.

Memory, Tradition, Experience  
and Place in the Identity of the Museum Worker

Lovers delight in walking the pathways of memory, tradition, 
experience and place with each other. They long to know the 
pathways their beloved has walked and how they have come 
to understand their own life and the life of the world. They 
easily and eagerly open the pathways of their life and their 
understanding. The early season of love is filled with discov-
ery, with speaking of what is most important to the person, 
with speaking of the concerns, tragedy, joy and wonder that 
have shaped and formed the person. As love deepens and 
friendship and knowledge grow, the conversation about ulti-
mate concerns becomes textured and nuanced. That is why 
it is said that old lovers begin to look a little alike and dance 
well together. They have moved down each other’s pathways 
and done so together making all things new, including the 
past. Meaning is perhaps the most dynamic dimension of our 
being and it matures with friendship and affection.

I have long thought it dangerous to study that which one 
despises and that those who do so require special disciplines to 
remain uninfected. We easily begin to mimic what we give our 
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attention to and this is why, in one of his wisest sayings, Jesus 
enjoined his disciples to “love your enemies as yourself.” It was 
not some utopian notion about self-overcoming but rather an 
observation that what we despise we come to ingest. If we wish 
to remain ourselves and grow in the terms fit for our nature, it 
is best to overcome hatred with love. George Grant often spoke 
of “the love of our own” as the ground upon which we could 
and would come to love the other.28 That is why our vocation as 
women and men who work in the fields of meaning at the heart 
of human culture must first cultivate thorough knowledge and 
regard for our own cultural memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place. Self-consciousness and a regard 
for our own way of understanding is the point of departure in 
seeking to understand the other.

My Memory as Ground for Engagement

The significance of my personal memories and the cultural 
memory that has been bequeathed to me are particular and sit 
in a unique way within me. Obviously this is so for each person 
who has walked the earth. Memory and the act of remembering 
is central to cultural ritual. In gatherings as simple as a birth-
day party or as complex as Parastas,29 the past and the future 
are held together. In acts of remembering, the past is brought 
forward and the future highlighted. The fragility and wonder of 

28. The standard method of oral history has taught interviewers to set aside their own perspectives, concerns and 
ultimately their own being. I see the layers of memory, tradition, place and experience that make up our identity 
as central to our capacity to approach the other. The love of one’s own is the ground upon which we may stand, and 
must stand, if we are to open to the other and have their world of meaning and being open to us. The Canadian 
philosopher George Grant has discussed this notion of the “love of one’s own” as the ground upon which we stand 
to love the good in Technology and Empire: Perspectives on North America (Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 1969), 
135-143, and Technology and Justice (Toronto: House of Anansi Press, 1986), 35-77.

29. Parastas is the feast for the ancestor held on the graves in Orthodox Christian graveyards.
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life are made present. That is why memory is powerful. It con-
tains our experience of wisdom, grief, knowledge and sorrow 
and gives joy its warmth. What we share with others, no matter 
how remote the making of their culture may be from our own, 
is the experience of memory and the act of remembering. This 
experience and our thinking about the act of remembering are 
the ground for our engagement with both personal memory and 
the acts of remembering in other cultural communities. Our 
knowledge about national memorials and days of memory, the 
local War Memorial, Terry Fox Day, Thanksgiving or Christmas 
provides avenues of exploration that may lead us into the depth 
of memory as it shapes and reshapes the children, women and 
men within each cultural community. Through an engagement 
with the personal memory and the cultural memory of another, 
our understanding of memory and its place in culture and in our 
own life will grow.

My Tradition as Ground for Engagement

The Latin word traditum, in its barest and most elemental 
sense, is anything that is transmitted or handed down from the 
past to the present. It makes no statement about what is handed 
down, how long it has been handed down, or how it is handed 
down, whether orally or in written form. The degree of ratio-
nal deliberation associated with its creation, presentation and 
reception also have little to do with whether it is a tradition. The 
concept of tradition is silent on whether there is acceptable evi-
dence for the truth of the tradition. Its author or creator is often 
anonymous, but it may be attributed to a named and identified 
person. That makes no difference to whether it is a tradition. 
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What is decisive is that it was created through human actions, 
through thought and imagination, and is handed down from 
one generation to another.

When we work in the fields of meaning of particular cultural 
communities we meet women and men whose lives are shaped 
and animated by what has been handed down from generation 
to generation, by traditions often formed in another time and 
place. In much of the Western world, including Canada, we have 
just lived through a period in which we have been taught that 
what was inherited from the past is largely troublesome and we 
should seek to escape from that past as soon as possible. Our 
civil culture values the present and the future and has militated 
against the moral prestige of the past. My own sense is that this 
period has not ended but the new pluralism has softened the credit 
given to the present and the future and softened the habit of dis-
paraging what is handed on.30

Working in the fields of meaning in particular communi-
ties requires that we open our understanding to tradition and 
seek to understand its presence in us as well. We have entered 
a new stage in which the idea of tradition is viewed with a little 
more ease. First Peoples and the new pluralism in Canada have 
played an important role in this opening, but each of us faces a 
challenge to overcome tradition’s long exile from the substance 
of intellectual discourse that has left the meaning of tradition 
hidden in obscurity. Yet each of us stands here because of a long 
line of ancestors. We stand in a living tradition, known or oth-
erwise. The deeper we know our tradition, the better we recog-
nize, as G.K. Chesterton put it, the votes of the “most obscure 

30. See Edward Shils, Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1981) for a thorough discussion of how 
tradition is in disrepute and his argument for restoring it to our intellectual discourse.
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of all classes, our ancestors.”31 However, even if we do not know, 
but we do care, that too is enough to set upon the path. We will 
come to know. Our ability to extend the franchise will grow 
through the very work itself, for we will meet our own, not in 
the ancestors of the other, but through their ways of regard for 
the love of their own.

My Historical Experience as Ground for Engagement

The discipline of history has been well developed in the twen-
tieth century. Of the four spheres discussed here this one has been 
most adequately addressed both within our scholarly disciplines 
and in museums. Students are taught to give some attention to 
the history of their family, community and country. Many have 
argued it is not enough. Others argue that the formal study of 
history continues to privilege the precincts of power. “We should 
do history from the bottom up” a colleague is fond of saying. No 
sooner has she spoken than others criticize the new social his-
tory and argue that it has been instrumental in diminishing the 
central historical story of nation, politics and war.

Each of us is a historical actor forming decisions, exercising 
judgment and making commitments that unfold in the shaping of 
our time. Often these are humble and hardly noticed. Others are 
significant for a season because they join us to a historical drama 
that is unfolding. Each of us has also come to live and work in 
a particular place because of decisions we made and decisions 
made by parents and grandparents. In the family photograph 
album we may glimpse the pathway, and behind the photographs 
hear the echo of decisions, judgments and concerns. For a few, 

31. G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (Garden City: Image Books, 1959), 48.
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the memory of major historical events is alive because it had a 
direct impact that reshaped life. Canada is deeply marked by the 
many women and men in cultural communities who have come 
to make Canada their home or whose parents did so because of 
the terrors of history. More often, such events have been on the 
periphery of our particular experience and that of our immediate 
family. Nonetheless, cultivating a regard for the historical expe-
rience that has been at work in our family’s life is the ground for 
engagement with the historical experience of others.

My Sense of Place as Ground for Engagement

Of the four large themes which have ordered my work and 
provided a kind of template for my considerations of work in 
the fields of meaning, the theme of place may be the most prob-
lematic. In no previous century has enormous social change and 
geographic mobility been as problematic as the one we have just 
passed through. In Canada, the issue of place is contested and 
troubling, both consciously and unconsciously, from land claims 
to the struggles of refugees and immigrants who belonged to a 
different time and a different place. I can think of no work in 
which the question of place is as complex a matter as in our work, 
and no generation in which it is more fraught. For those very 
reasons we need to think about the places from which we came 
and the places in which we live as the ground for our engage-
ment with the other.

The Canadian man of letters Northrop Frye has pointed 
to our first challenge. He served a small and largely homo-
geneous United Church of Canada congregation as a young 
pastor in Saskatchewan, and went on to become a professor 
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at the University of Toronto writing about William Blake, the 
Great Code, literary theory and Canadian literature. His repu-
tation continues to echo through the world of scholarship. He 
said that Canadians are a colonial people and, as such, think 
that the head office is always somewhere else. In the forma-
tive years of our country, for many English Canadians it was 
located in the United Kingdom. For most Canadians who 
care to think about it now, it is Washington, New York or Los 
Angeles. I, for example am the son of Norwegian immigrants 
and grew up in three places: the Norway of my parents, the 
biblical world of my spiritual ancestors and Alberta, the jewel 
of Canada, as we were taught in school. All three had a place 
within me and I was taught to live out of all three of them. 
Three places are not uncommon for immigrant communities 
and the children of immigrants. The greatest challenge is that 
our education, public discourse and the modern media have 
privileged the civil dimensions of place in Canada and this 
place is, as Northrop Frye points out, not here. There are, of 
course, places in Canada where this is not the case. Quebec and 
Newfoundland, for example, at least until the last few decades, 
have known where they belonged in a primary way.

For many cultural communities the place they have come 
to make their home is a place they work to discover. The place 
they belong to may be 5000 km away. When we walk the fields 
of meaning with them we may discover those places in quite new 
ways, as well as dimensions of the place where we have come to 
live together in ways we never imagined. Our capacity to attend 
to the place to which we and others belong, to the place we are 
endeavouring to make, consciously or otherwise, will grow 
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through our explorations. The landscape of this dimension of 
our conversations will be strewn with broken ties and deep rela-
tionships, strange new worlds and estrangement, and struggles 
to understand “where is here?” The American essayist Wendell 
Berry said: “If you don’t know where you are, you don’t know 
who you are.”32 Knowing where you are involves knowing the 
natural, cultural and social landscape. It involves the memory 
and history of those who have shaped it: “Without an appre-
ciation of ‘where,’ there is confusion as to ‘who’ we are.”33 Since 
most of us who work in museums are children of a highly mobile 
society, the ground for our understanding of the meaning of 
place is thin and our ideas about it mirror our experience. This 
may or may not be true for those whose friendship we seek and 
whose world of meaning we are endeavouring to understand. 
Working to be conscious of what we share and what we do not 
share in our understanding of place and living from a place is 
a discipline of the first order in our new work.

The Art of Conversation and the Art of Listening 34

The conventional methods of scholarship in the humani-
ties and social sciences have proven their value in helping 
us understand the play of power and prestige in history. The 
best among the scholars, even if they are working on ancient 
materials, usher us into a compelling story and we come away 
32. Wallace Stegner attributed this comment to Wendell Berry in Where the Bluebird Sings to the Lemonade Springs: 

Living and Writing in the West (New York: Random House, 1992), 199. Berry also discusses this in the CBC Ideas 
program my colleague David Ridley did with him, “The World of Wendell Berry,” CBC Ideas, January  1996.

33. See David Ridley’s essay, “Identity and a Sense of Place” in Multiculturalism 2001: Reflections on Culture, Identity 
and Public Life, edited by David J. Goa and Zohra Husaini (Edmonton: Muslim Research Foundation and The 
Provincial Museum of Alberta,  1997), 33-40.

34. See David J. Goa, “Modernity’s Priest, Advocate or Friend: On Being a Servant of the Civitas in the Age of Amnesia 
and the Age of Pluralism” in Museums 2000: Confirmation or Challenge, edited by Per-Uno Ågren (Stockholm: 
Swedish Travelling Exhibitions, ICOM Sweden and the Swedish Museums Association, 2002).



72

working in the fields of meaning

73

from their books having been touched by the life and thought 
of those they have sought to understand. The best historians 
and scholars of literature, among others, have mastered their 
field of exploration and become familiar with and accus-
tomed to this world. One of my teachers told a story about 
the historian Theodore Mommsen (1817-1903), who gave us 
the three-volume History of Rome, among many other great 
works. Late in life he could not find his way home from the 
university where he taught for many years, although he had 
walked the pathway almost daily. Yet in his lectures students 
were introduced to every person and side street, the activ-
ity and conversation on couches and in the public squares in 
his beloved Athens and Rome. Students came to know those 
whom Mommsen knew and with whom he continued to 
walk, talk and think. Students tasted the vitality of the times 
in which Mommsen dwelled. I don’t think it is overreaching 
to say Mommsen and other great scholars become friends and 
spiritual citizens of the field into which they enter. Even in 
these historical works it is the conversation and listening the 
scholars enter into that makes their work compelling and 
hard to interrupt once it lays hold of us. The art of conver-
sation moves us below the dates and battles, the signposts of 
historical experience, and into the play of meaning. This is, at 
least arguably, the case in enduring historical studies. In our 
work, primary field research in a living community of women 
and men, the art of conversation and the art of listening is a 
primary method. Here we have particular men and women 
and the life of cultural communities whose world of mean-
ing has never broken into the public sources of knowledge. 



72 73

david j. goa

By thinking and talking together we come to understand the 
other and ourselves in new and deeper ways. The art of con-
versation, of listening and responding, of telling our own 
story and hearing that of the other, is the primary skill for the 
dialogical method that makes it possible to build new sources 
of knowledge reflecting the pluralism of Canada.

Oral History, Self and Other

Central to my work in cultural communities is conversa-
tion. There is something mildly disturbing about saying this, as 
if conversation were somehow exceptional, perhaps even a social 
form bound by the past with little real place in our world today. 
In work I have done with museum professionals in Canada over 
the last decade, I have come to see that indeed this is the case, 
largely because our teaching, including many of the current 
theories and methods for anthropological work, has polluted 
students’ capacity for dialogue and friendship. For example, in 
North America we were infected in mid twentieth century with 
a method for oral history, hatched at Columbia University, that 
refocused the relationship of field researcher and field subject 
in two ways. First, researchers were not to be part of the conver-
sation but neutral listeners and questioners. Second, oral testi-
mony, like documents, was a way of getting at the facts but, as 
all judges know, eyewitness accounts are the least reliable form 
of factual evidence. The art of conversation, on the other hand, 
is a way of understanding the meaning of an event for the per-
son with whom we are talking. Oral history pretended to do 
what documents do, and thus destroyed the purpose of conver-
sation. These notions are deep within our academic culture and 
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are finally being challenged, although not often in ways that lead 
to fruitful encounter.

I recall an incident many years ago when I returned home 
from a week of field research in a conservative Mennonite com-
munity in Duchess, Alberta. This community is engaged in a 
renaissance of spiritual discipline, drawing on the New Testament 
and the teachings of the first generation of their tradition at the 
time of the Reformation. Our marathon conversations moved 
easily from deep dimensions of personal story and the existential 
meaning of spiritual discipline to their stance towards neighbour 
and the state, including a crisis they were facing with founding a 
school outside the definition of Alberta law.35 Since I was seek-
ing to understand how they understood their spiritual life and 
the world in which they live, each conversation was an unfolding 
for each of us. I arrived home from this journey early in the eve-
ning and went straight to a party in my neighbourhood attended 
largely by artists, scholars and journalists, many known to me 
at least slightly. Some four hours later, walking home under the 
northern lights that grace our sky during deep winter, I thought 
of how serious and open the conversations at Duchess had been, 
how revealing of my thought and theirs, and how much had come 
from the encounter itself. We had moments of being together 
even though I was not “in communion” with them. At the party 
that evening, I was largely among friends and colleagues yet, try 
as I might, in four hours I had not managed to touch on any-
thing of significance. It was as if my friends and colleagues were 
ghosts talking to ghosts, were the image of themselves speaking 

35. The court case “Regina versus Elmer Wiebe,” February 1978, exonerated Mr. Wiebe and the Mennonite commu-
nity and led to the rewriting of the Alberta School Act. I worked with the Amicus Curiae, William Pidruchney, 
assisting him in shaping the evidence and argument in this case.
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to their image of the other, and this among friends from a similar 
social class living in the same place.

Dialogical Method and the Ghosts of Semblance

Let me return to Martin Buber, my companion in consider-
ing the “interhuman,” that which is, to paraphrase the title of his 
book, “between person and person.”36 Buber asks us to consider 
two different types of human existence: “The one proceeds from 
what one really is, the other from what one wishes to seem.”37 
What he identifies as the ghosts of semblance and the realities 
of which they are a mere shadow is central to serious and deep 
work within the human community, and most certainly to work 
within communities, like many of those I have come to know in 
Canada, whose religious and cultural life, despite immigration, 
grounds them in being and provides them with a language to 
diagnose the infection of wishing to seem to be something other 
than what they are.

The great Russian novelist Chekhov, in The Cherry Orchard, 
shows us a family in which the only use made of being together 
is to talk past one another. The French philosopher Jean-Paul 
Sartre exemplified the central condition identified by another 
contemporary French thinker, Julia Kristeva, in her brilliant book 
Strangers to Ourselves.38 Sartre raised this condition of estrange-
ment to the level of a principle of existence, arguing that the 
walls between partners in conversation are simply impenetrable.  
The inner existence of the other is his or her own business, Sartre 

36. Martin Buber, Between Man and Man, translated by Ronald Gregor Smith (New York: Macmillan, 1965).

37. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy: Essays, Letters, and Dialogue, edited by Judith Buber Agassi  
(New York: Syracuse University Press, 1999), 76.

38. Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, translated by Leon S. Roudiez (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991).
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says, and there is no way heart may speak unto heart. Many post-
modern thinkers39 have run with Sartre’s fatalism and built a the-
oretical fortress around the notion that all perspectives, being 
equal, are equally unavailable to the other. Instead of recogniz-
ing that other perspectives lead to humility and openness, the 
fortress of relativism they have erected justifies the notion that 
conversation is futile. I oppose this position on the grounds 
that boundaries are also connections or ways cultures have of 
leading us to gates of entry and rivers that parallel our worlds 
and occasionally run through them.

How do we enter into conversation and do so free of the 
ghosts of semblance? I think we know more about this than we 
have been willing to acknowledge, so let me place it on the table 
for consideration. Martin Buber says that the:

…chief presupposition for the rise of genuine dialogue is that 
each should regard his partner as the very one he [or she] is. 
I become aware of him, aware that he is different, essentially 
different from myself, in the definite, unique way which is 
peculiar to him, and I accept who I thus see, so that in full 
earnestness I can direct what I say to him as the person he is. 
Perhaps from time to time I must offer strict opposition to his 
view about the subject of our conversation. But I accept this 
person, the personal bearer of a conviction, in his definite being 
out of which his conviction has grown—even though I must 
try to show, bit by bit, the wrongness of this very conviction. 
I affirm the person I struggle with: I struggle with him as his 

39. The philosophical bias that “we can know nothing of the world—either its existence or nonexistence—except 
our perceptions of it, was the sign of a moral crippling, in that it elevated the depreciation of others and the 
exaltation of self to the sole means of perception.” I join Czesław Miłosz in this consideration. See his The 
Land of Ulro, translated by Louis Iribarne (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984), 35ff.
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partner, I confirm him as creature and as creation, I confirm 
him who is opposed to me as him who is over against me. 
It is true that it now depends on the other whether genuine 
dialogue, mutuality in speech arises between us. But if I thus 
give to the other who confronts me his legitimate standing 
as a man with who I am ready to enter into dialogue, then 
I may trust him and suppose him to be also ready to deal 
with me as his partner.40

To be aware of a person is to seek to experience that person 
as a whole, without reduction or abstraction. One must seek to 
experience the “gift of the spirit” which shapes the personal life, 
“the dynamic center which stamps his every utterance, action, 
and attitude with the recognizable sign of uniqueness.” This 
is impossible if the person remains a separated object of my 
contemplation or observation, if he or she is an informant for 
whatever good purpose because, “wholeness and its center do 
not let themselves be known to contemplation or observation. 
It is only possible when I step into an elemental relation with 
the other, that is, when he [or she] becomes present to me.”41

If we want to do today’s work and prepare tomorrow’s with 
clear sight we must develop in ourselves and within the next 
generation the gift of “imagining the real” in the other. This 
gift is not the observation of the other, nor even the partici-
patory observation of our best anthropologists,42 but rather  

40. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy, 79-80.

41. Ibid., 80.

42. Clifford Geertz has moved anthropological theory onto firmer ground but even here we see the fault lines I am 
endeavouring to point out. See T.M. Luhrmann, “The Touch of the Real,” a provocative review of one of Geertz’s 
new books, Available Light: Anthropological Reflections on Philosophical Topics, in The Times Literary Supplement, 
no. 5102 (January 12, 2001): 3-4.
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“a bold swinging—demanding the most intensive stirring of 
one’s being—into the life of the other. This is the nature of all 
genuine imagining, only that here the realm of my action is not 
the all-possible, but the particular real person who confronts 
me, whom I can attempt to make present to myself … in his 
wholeness, unity, and uniqueness and with his dynamic center 
which realizes all these things ever anew.”43

Genuine Dialogue and the Landscape of Presence

In genuine dialogue the turning of each partner towards 
the other is first and foremost a turning to the being of another. 
If I move towards the other to understand her as the object of 
racism, as immigrant or refugee, as a representative of Iranian 
secularism, Japanese Buddhism or Romanian Orthodoxy, 
or as a Muslim haunted by fundamentalism and patriarchy,  
I have not turned towards a human being. Rather, I have pre-
determined all she has to say and colonized her in my mind 
and heart before we even begin to know each other. The other 
must be welcomed as the whole and unique person she or he 
is. The moment of our coming together is a moment of hos-
pitality, a welcoming, and thus a moment in which the being 
of our partnership is confirmed. All true turning to another 
person bears within it this confirmation and acceptance, 
what the ancients called “blessing.” Curiously, and somewhat 
against the grain of modern thinking, this true turning does 
not mean approval. I may disagree with my dialogue partner 
on many matters, even those of the gravest nature, but in genu-
ine dialogue I have affirmed her as a person, and it really does 

43. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy, 81-82.
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happen in both directions. In my work in communities that 
have experienced racism, in communities of immigrants and 
refugees, I have been received as a partner, confirmed in my 
being, and thus blessed with friendship in and through what 
we have between us. The affirmation is mutual and occurs 
spontaneously when we do not prejudice our turning towards 
each other with presumptions.

Secondly, if genuine dialogue is to arise, each person must 
bring himself or herself into it.44 The method of oral history I 
mentioned earlier trained the field researcher to be a neutral 
interviewer and to see the field subject as informant. As a result, 
nothing is allowed to arise between these two human beings 
except what was imposed by the nature of the subject of their 
inquiry. In dialogue, each partner, on each occasion, must make 
“the contribution of his [her] spirit without reduction and with-
out shifting his ground.”45 In what Martin Buber calls “the great 
faithfulness” of genuine dialogue, we must be prepared to speak 
to what is vital to our mind and heart because of our talking 
together. The conversation itself makes this demand, and if we 
withdraw, for reasons virtuous or otherwise, we spoil the climate 
of the conversation, dim its light, suggest it is not really a conver-
sation between partners, and the dialogue fades from presence 
into propaganda.46 When the dialogical avenues of exploration 
and unveiling are genuine, nothing may be withheld. Often we 
withhold that which calls to be said, telling ourselves it is the 

44. The standard method of oral history taught interviewers to set aside their perspectives, concerns and ultimately 
their own being. I see the layers of memory, tradition, place and experience that make up our identity as central 
to our capacity to approach the other. The love of one’s own is the ground upon which we may stand and must 
stand if we are to open to the other and have the other’s world of meaning and being open to us.

45. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy, 86.

46. See George Steiner, Real Presences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989).
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humble, considerate, proper thing to do, when actually we are 
withdrawing to our own high ground. True dialogue creates a 
larger commons: “To speak is both nature and work, something 
that grows and something that is made, and where it appears dia-
logically, in the climate of great faithfulness, it has to fulfill ever 
anew the unity of the two.”47

When we are ruled by the thought of our own effect as 
speaker, letting that thought govern what we say, we destroy 
the climate of dialogue. If I bring attention to my I, the dialogue 
fails, semblance rises in place of presence, and the authenticity 
of being cannot be seen or experienced for it has been replaced 
with a mask, the meaning of which has not been present in the 
conversation. However, when the dialogue is fulfilled in partners 
who turn towards each other, who express themselves without 
reserve, free of semblance, “there is brought into being a mem-
orable common faithfulness which is to be found nowhere else. 
At such times … the word arises in a substantial way between 
men [and women] who have been seized in their depths and 
opened out by the dynamic of an elemental togetherness. The 
interhuman opens out what otherwise remains unopened.”48

Intellectual, Psychological and Spiritual  
Challenges to the Encounter with the Other

All encounters, all friendships, bear within themselves chal-
lenges and gifts. They are intellectual, psychological and 
spiritual, and usually come hand in hand. Working in the 

47. Martin Buber on Psychology and Psychotherapy, 86.

48. Ibid., 87.
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fields of meaning of other cultural communities means 
we are constantly novices, constantly learning. We cannot 
understand the other without opening in friendship, letting 
the fear of pretense and privilege drop away. Since we are in 
a new cultural world, its ultimate values are going to greet 
us with all their power. How to deepen our own ground and 
open to the new ground is born of each encounter with the 
other and is central to the experience of field research.

Intellectual Challenges and a Culture of Learning

Scholars have a highly developed capacity to learn. Scholars 
shape their lives in order to learn new things systematically and 
constantly. I remember an educational officer in a museum argu-
ing that since curators were experts, they did not know anything 
about how students learn and they simply did not appreciate just 
how little students understood about the subject matter associ-
ated with museum exhibitions. One of my curatorial colleagues 
leaned over and quietly said: “Each of us is a scholar. Learning is 
what we do best. Some of us even understand how we do it and 
how others may learn as well.” As scholars in museums, we seek 
ways to bring our understanding into the public record.

Primary field research requires a working knowledge of the 
cultural map of the community we wish to know. The central 
features on the cultural map are associated with cultural mem-
ory, living tradition, historical experience and sense of place. 
Some elements on this map may be known and discussed in 
the extant scholarship, some are hinted at, some are simply not 
present in written sources and some are part of the self-con-
sciousness of the women and men in the cultural community 
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or are unconscious. It is also often the case that certain features 
on the cultural map of a community occupy a privileged posi-
tion within the community’s sense of who they are. In many 
Canadian cultural communities these privileged features are 
usually associated with the terrors of history, religious life and 
individuals of genius or with singular social status. To begin 
one’s journey into the community’s life it is important to study 
the cultural map, while always remembering that map is not 
territory. Field research also requires a kind of open discourse. 
Being alert to what is said and what is not said, and picking up 
on the pathways the person wishes to explore with us is perhaps 
the greatest intellectual challenge. Doing this well is part of the 
art of our work and our skill grows throughout the work, from 
conversation to conversation, encounter to encounter.

Psychological Challenges and the Loss of the Hermetic Self

The vocation for learning has its particular psychologi-
cal challenges. It is normal for human beings to enjoy being 
known and to have friendships in which being known is taken 
for granted. Entering into friendship in a new community 
requires that the sympathy, usually reserved for a few we have 
known for a long time, moves to the forefront of our being. 
It requires ease in the presence of the unknown, for we are 
constantly moving into unfamiliar landscapes where mem-
ory, tradition and experience of an ultimate character are at 
work. Our work is to understand why and how they animate 
the fields of meaning in a person’s life. This is not the same as 
the work of a psychoanalyst or therapist. Rather it is the work 
of friendship. What separates it from what we normally do in 
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friendship is the intensity and focus shaping the exploration. 
During the first decade of my field research work, largely under-
taken alone, I would find myself exhilarated and exhausted at 
the end of the day. I had glimpsed so much through the open-
ing of the men and women with whom I had spent the day. 
As my understanding of my companions grew the limitations 
of my knowledge of how and why expanded before me. Our 
conversation had deepened my knowledge of my own world of 
meaning and that also required my attention. This is one of the 
gifts and challenges of friendship. The new friendship forged 
in field research is a hothouse of this type of challenge. During 
the second decade of my field research work I was joined by 
colleagues who wanted to walk these pathways as well. During 
our late evening conversations about the day’s conversation 
and observations I saw how exhilarated and exhausted they 
were. It was obvious that exploration of the other was also self- 
exploration, that walking in the fields of meaning of new friends 
opened each of our concerns in the landscape of memory,  
tradition, experience and place. The dialogical method opened 
us to each other and opened us to ourselves.

Spiritual Challenges and Discovering Other Ultimate Realities

A vocation for field research in the fields of meaning is similar 
to the vocation of a mendicant. Members of the mendicant friars 
in the Middle Ages, unlike monastics, were forbidden to own 
property in common, worked for their living and were not bound 
to one monastery by a vow of stability. They were exempt from  
episcopal jurisdiction and were noted for their preaching and hear-
ing of confessions. As a result, many bishops, priests and university 
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professors were hostile to them. In the thirteenth century this 
hostility was particularly virulent in Paris, where William of  
St Amour led the attack and St Thomas Aquinas and St Bonaventure 
wrote in their defence. The dispute was finally settled in favour 
of the mendicant friars in 1256 by Alexander IV.

The field researcher, like the mendicant, has a relationship to 
an authoritative institution but a responsibility that lies beyond 
that institution’s reach. The researcher has a sphere of authority 
in the communities in which he or she works. Like the mendi-
cant, the researcher is also privileged to listen to the struggles 
and deepest longings of the human heart as well as human 
foolishness. As a result, our reputation has more to do with the 
community than with the institution of the museum. Reading 
the account of the dispute over the legitimacy of the mendi-
cant friars in Paris and elsewhere has a familiar ring, because it 
expresses the tension between institutional jurisdiction and the 
institution’s purpose to serve the whole of the community. Field 
researchers are called to serve that purpose whether the institu-
tion’s leadership understands this part of its purpose or not. We 
cannot expect management to lead in this area. Management’s 
mandate, narrowly understood, is focused on in-house order and 
development. However, caring for the museum’s service to the 
community through the building of new sources of knowledge 
is our first concern, no matter where it may stack up in institu-
tional priorities. When we are fortunate there is the equivalent of 
Thomas Aquinas or Bonaventure defending our work. Working 
faithfully and effectively with regard for the spheres of authority 
of the institution and of the community is the first spiritual chal-
lenge. It is a spiritual challenge because it has to do with purpose. 
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It is a spiritual challenge because, like Joseph in Egypt, we wear 
the coat of many colours, and are called upon to interpret the 
pharaoh’s dream and find ways to see that what is life-giving is 
cared for in times of plenty and times of famine.

The second spiritual challenge is in the work itself. Field 
research requires the discipline of presence. To understand the 
play of meaning in memory, tradition, experience and place is 
more than simple observation. Meaning will only be understand-
able on its own terms when we seek to enter into it and engage 
it in a dialogue with our own understanding. Since the centre of 
culture is a web of significance, seeking to understand its dynamic 
character demands our presence. Presence is a quality of being 
in which who we are and how we understand is central. It is not 
absorptive or romantic in nature. It is sympathetic, in the best 
and ancient sense of that word, and compassionate. Compassion 
is the art or gift of entering into the passion of others, into their 
love and loss, their ultimate concerns and struggles. The field of 
meaning is a passionate world. Memory, tradition, experience 
and place are landscapes of passion where the ultimate reality of 
women and men and of whole communities is being shaped and 
reshaped through the encounter with daily life. The singular gift 
we have as field researchers is our vocation for presence.

Leadership as Discernment and Midwifery

Every year I read the Phaedo, Plato’s account of the trial and 
death of Socrates. Recently three colleagues have entered my 
thoughts when I open this text. One is a Druse49 baker I met 

49. A sect of Muslims, part of the Shiite branch of the faith.
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ten years ago, a man born in the Shouf mountains of Lebanon 
who first heard this haunting narrative when his father read it 
to him before he himself could read. He told me how he asked 
his father to read it again and again. He wept when his father 
first read it to him and “I weep now every time I read it.” This 
man’s vocation has been to translate the complete dialogues 
of Plato into Arabic, the language from which the West first 
received Plato. Most of the dialogues were lost to the Arabic 
language with the advent of the modern historical period and 
he set about restoring them to his Druse community and the 
world of Arab scholarship.50 Every night he works as a baker. 
Every day, after six hours of rest, he takes up Plato in memory 
of Socrates and his call to the examined life.

The second person who gently enters my mind as I read of 
this marvelous teacher at the foundations of Western culture is 
the historian and Sterling Professor Emeritus of History at Yale 
University, Jaroslav Pelikan. His five-volume work on the history 
of Christian ideas will stand for two centuries. In fact, it is hard 
to imagine such a work ever being written again, because such 
works require a particular cultural climate. When I pick up the 
Phaedo I hear his words spoken with delight and a sense of privi-
lege at being free to make the claim: “I am a student of Socrates 
and a disciple of Jesus.” The third person is Makio Nishiyama, a 
leader in the Buddhist church in southern Alberta, who loved to 
wrap the Buddha and Socrates together in their common call to 
pay attention to what really is and not make more out of our ideas 
than what is warranted. Medieval Christian painters often put 
Socrates on the path to paradise. Makio had him firmly planted 

50. Translated by Chaouki Daoud Temraz as Al muhawarat alkamilah / Aflatun (Beirut: Al-Ahlia lilnashr wataw-
zia, 1994).
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in the Pure Land of the Buddha of Infinite Compassion. For 
each of these men Socrates was a midwife, and precisely because 
they had encountered him (and others) they were each able to  
discern the gifts and challenges in their community, in the 
various layers of their culture, and in civil society.

Students of Socrates

One of the most haunting stories in Western literature is found 
in the Phaedo,51 Plato’s moving re-creation of the final hours of 
the life of Socrates. Here Socrates’ disciple gives us a treatise on 
the philosophy of life, death and immortality, and then a depic-
tion of the ideal philosophical death. Socrates is the first citizen 
of Athens. Apart from brief military service abroad, he never 
left his city. He was reputed to be a stonemason and may have 
earned his own living. Plato distinguishes him from the philo-
sophical establishment of the day with his emphatic argument 
that Socrates never took payment for his teaching. Initially he 
was keenly interested in natural philosophy, but became disillu-
sioned with its neglect of questions of purpose. His interests seem 
to have shifted to questions of conduct and the foundations of 
our actions and thought. Plato paints a picture of a charismatic 
teacher who attracted students, many of whom were opposed 
to the emerging democratic system in Athens. Socrates was also 
a critic of democracy in theory, but remained a loyal citizen 
throughout his life. He served with distinction on the battlefield, 
and adhered strictly to the legal and justice ideals once democ-
racy was established. He alone, in Plato’s account, opposed an 

51. The Collected Dialogues of Plato, including the Letters, edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1971), 40-98.
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unconstitutional proposal, when democracy was briefly ousted 
by a tyrannical regime at the end of the Peloponnesian War and 
he refused an order to participate in the arrest of an innocent 
man. His association with notorious anti-democratics such as 
Alcibiades and Plato’s relatives Critias and Charmides, led to his 
arrest and trial on charges of impiety and the corruption of the 
young. When he was condemned to die he refused the option of 
escape or exile, choosing rather to drink hemlock and leave this 
world in the presence of his friends.

What makes us students of Socrates, this first great teacher 
in Western literature, is that he claimed to know little or noth-
ing, but he passionately engaged in what was called the method 
of elenchus (a Greek word meaning “examination”). This 
method was similar to that employed by the Sophists, but in 
the mind and heart of Socrates, it was not used for victory in 
argument but to lead both partners to genuine understand-
ing. Conversation was not a contest between opponents, but a 
cooperative inquiry and search for truth and understanding, 
conducted by the spoken word. It is the memory of the power 
of Socrates’ conversations that gave that ideal its enduring 
attractiveness to Western civilization. Socrates embodied per-
sonal and intellectual integrity and, on that basis, called forth 
integrity in others. That is why he always understood himself 
to be a midwife to the new knowledge and understanding that 
was struggling to be born through conversation.

Cultivating the Gift of Discernment

In the first three centuries of the Christian Church the 
local leader, the bishop, abbot or abbess, was chosen, as often 
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as not, for his or her gift of discernment.52 Here was a person 
the community could trust to see the gifts and needs in all of 
them and in the society beyond the church’s boundary. This per-
son was also willing to bring the gifts together with the needs. 
They were not chosen for their vision, planning, administrative 
or fundraising skills. They were not CEOs. They were chosen 
for their discernment and willingness to call forth the gifts of 
others and bring them into relationship with those who would 
benefit. There are obvious lessons in this for museum manage-
ment, as well as for our joint work within cultural communi-
ties. Each community has many women and men with gifts and 
skills. Our ability to discern these, to call them forth in and 
through our work on behalf of the community’s sense of itself 
and in service to knowledge and understanding, will determine 
the scale of our work. If we are able to do this effectively we 
will be able to work at a much larger scale than is normal in 
partnerships and we will be able to do it with modest financial 
resources. Seeing the gifts and skills present in the community 
of our new friends is our first act of discernment.

Curatorial Leadership and Friendship

The gift of spiritual friendship is the care of the soul (custos 
animi). Curatorial leadership is caring for the struggle for 
meaning in the lives of those with whom we work and caring 
for tradition, memory, experience and place as landscapes of 
meaning for a whole community. Tradition and modernity are 

52. This thesis is eloquently argued by Bernard Cooke in Ministry to Word and Sacraments: History and Theology 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976). It was my good fortune to shape a joint research project with Bernard Cooke 
early in my work at the museum. Our conversations focused on the challenge within all institutions, past and pres-
ent, to remain faithful to the vocation for which they were created, despite the preoccupations of current leadership, 
which, after-all, will only be there for a season.
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often a focus of struggle within human culture. Historians have 
examined this theme in many periods of history in many soci-
eties. The twentieth century has been a crucible for this theme 
and, given the pluralism of Canada, it has been vividly so here. 
In a sense our country is a living laboratory of continuity and 
change in tradition as community after community works to 
navigate the pathways of modernity in our liberal democratic 
society. Working in the fields of meaning within particular 
cultural communities and on the margins between these com-
munities and the particular way modernity plays itself out in 
our civil society is to provide a kind of public leadership. Our 
work is at the heart of what many scholars and cultural crit-
ics see as the major issue facing the world in the twenty-first 
century: how can a liberal democratic society accommodate 
pluralism without destroying the integrity of the cultures 
that make up the new landscape of the civil society? Must 
there be privatization of cultural values and forms? Must there 
be abandonment of the civil vision of the Enlightenment and  
re-balkanization of society?

Our work takes place in the midst of these great questions, 
and we have the opportunity to think them through in situ 
with women and men for whom the gravity of the questions 
at least appears ultimate, and may, in fact, be ultimate. For 
example, a few years ago I initiated work in the Muslim com-
munities of Western Canada in a project titled Al-Ilmu Noorun. 
It was a partnership with many different Muslim communi-
ties. I invited women and men from the full range of Muslim 
communities to come to the museum to discuss this proposed 
work. A wide spectrum of people came from many countries 
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of origin, from virtually all wings of the Islamic faith, and 
with various paradigms of interpretation—fundamentalist, 
traditionalist, conservative, liberal, secularist. As people 
arrived I was standing talking with a colleague when she sud-
denly looked with horror at three young women who entered. 
They were modestly dressed and had their heads covered. She 
looked at me and said, “Why have they come? They can’t be 
part of this.” I asked her why not and she said that they repre-
sented a part of the community and a way of understanding 
that needed to be vanquished: “Don’t they know what they 
are doing by adopting this type of dress? Don’t they know 
what we have been fighting for these last fifty years?” She had 
grown up in colonial India and her family and community 
was harmed by the enormous communal conflict that ripped 
India apart as the British withdrew. Her father was a key gov-
ernment official who had worked tirelessly to move beyond 
communalism and establish a civil society. Her own education 
as a sociologist had focused on the gifts of the modern lib-
eral democratic state and how modernity can bring an end to 
oppressive traditions. She is a daughter of the Enlightenment 
with a cultivated knowledge of Muslim, Indian and Western 
culture and her own experience has highlighted the gifts of 
secularism. Later in the evening I talked with the three young 
women and recognized their names as part of Alberta families 
stretching back ninety years when their grandparents came 
from Lebanon. All three were in graduate studies. All three 
were engaged in the recovery of particular spiritual disciplines, 
including those of modesty signaled by the head covering. For 
them, modernity had become a challenge, equal in their view, 
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I suspect, to the challenge communalism was for my colleague. 
The head covering was a symbol for both but its meaning was 
entirely different, because the gifts and challenges of the con-
text were different.

We work in a context where tradition is being re-discovered 
and it is possible to give a progress report on this. We work in a 
context where tradition is being recovered and this was one of 
many case studies that has given texture to my work. We work in 
a context where tradition has a history and those on both sides 
of its evaluation are giving an apology for their claim or aban-
donment of it. We work in a context where tradition is a heritage 
and seeks vindication.
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FOUR

PUbLIC SOURCES  

OF KNOWLED GE & RESEARCH 

Mining, Gathering, Nurturing

Human behaviour defies scientific law. Human nature 
has not yet been tidily analyzed. Beliefs disregard logic 
and reason. The historian must attempt to add to his 
objective study the qualities of intuitive sympathy and 
imaginative perception without which he cannot hope to 
understand the fears and aspirations and convictions that 
have moved past generations. These qualities are, maybe, 
gifts of the spirit, gifts which can be experienced and felt 
but not explained in human terms.53

The teaching of heritage and the teaching of history, though 
related and of mutual interest to the human community, are dis-
tinct tasks. Teaching heritage is teaching the story as known and 
told within a community’s world of meaning. Teaching history is 

53. Sir Steven Runciman, Bridge to the East, an Amaranthos film, 1987
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teaching a critical discourse on the human experience. Personal 
connections, critical issues and judgment occur in both. Both 
are records of how events are understood within these particu-
lar spheres. It is a commonplace to say: “heritage is mine while 
history is shared.” This critical formulation belies the historian’s 
prejudice and the assumption that the sharing only occurs in the 
critical sphere of modern knowledge.

In a pluralistic society development of critical judgment is 
paramount and regard for heritage within the civil sphere must 
become a civil value. Heritage must be freed from its banish-
ment to the private sphere. If this regard does not develop within 
civil society, then the new global village will simply mean that 
the modern mind, freed of tradition and, in my view, a captive 
of modernity, will be the home-owners of this new world. All 
those communities where that dimension of culture consciously 
held as heritage remains central will remain renters. Our new 
scholarship’s civil purpose is to develop analytical skill capable 
of regarding where particular communities have been, what they 
have done and where they are going. This will help us hold together 
the past and the present, and regard the world of culture and the 
canopy of the civil life. It will help children see and value their 
parents’ lives and that understanding will give them a capac-
ity to think about the prejudice, gifts and challenges central 
to both spheres of understanding: their family’s heritage and  
living tradition and the civil canopy of our society.

Sources of Knowledge Within Museum Collections

Museum collections in Canada simply do not reflect the cul-
tural memory, living tradition and historical experience of the 
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Canadian community beyond a few narrow streams. The com-
ing generation of museum workers may begin to widen col-
lections at the scale the task requires, but how it will proceed 
remains unresolved. Will we simply replicate the approach 
taken by many of the great European and North American 
museums, including the major ones in Canada? Will we mine 
communities? Will our approach be less harsh as we gather 
materials deemed of public value? Will we set about our 
work on entirely different grounds and nurture a generation 
of scholars with the love of learning, the capacity for friend-
ship and a will to serve communities and the civil life? If we 
find our way to this new approach, our museums will come 
to be houses of culture(s) and forums for understanding, and 
our habitual role as nurturers of the culture of amnesia, a role 
indigenous peoples have spoken of more eloquently than post-
colonial theorists, will come to an end. Self and other will no 
longer sit as dialectical opposites but come together, as they 
do in the normal course of life, in conversation around what is 
meaningful. Self-colonization as a curious modern virtue will 
end as the pluralism that exists becomes part and parcel of our 
sources of knowledge about who we are and where is here.

Evaluating Museum Collections

At the beginning of my work in The Provincial Museum of 
Alberta (PMA) I received a visit from Michael M. Verigin. He 
was convalescing in Edmonton, following a mining accident in 
which he broke his back. When he was able to walk again he vis-
ited the Provincial Archives of Alberta seeking information on 
his community in government records. There was plenty for him 



96

working in the fields of meaning

97

to look at, because members of the Doukhobor54 community had 
been the object of government concern since shortly after they 
arrived in Canada in 1899. The Alberta records focused on the 
five communes established in 1912, following the Doukhobor 
migration from Saskatchewan to the Slocan Valley of British 
Columbia. The Alberta communes were to grow grain and par-
ticipate in the internal economy linking them with the British 
Columbia communes across the Rocky Mountains. Various gov-
ernment reports prompted by the rise in Nativism in Western 
Canada were available to him. Documents associated with the 
confiscation of all communal Doukhobor lands in 1938, the 
debate in the Legislature recorded in Hansard, and newspaper 
reports and comment were all readily available. Mr. Verigin 
sifted through this material and copied many documents for 
his archive on the community. Then Verigin wanted to know if 
The Provincial Museum of Alberta had any materials associated 
with his community. Had anyone ever talked with his friends, 
relatives or the community leadership? Had photographs been 
taken and documented on the life of the five communes? Had 
artifacts been collected, and their meaning and use documented? 
I met with him, told him no one at PMA had done any work on 
his community and there was nothing to show him. In our first 
conversation we discussed the “richness” of the public record on 
the legal affairs surrounding the state’s interest and participation 
in the destruction of the Doukhobor way of life. The silence of the 
public record when we asked questions on the living tradition, 

54. The Doukhobor (“Spirit Wrestlers”) community was based on oral tradition, lived in communes, practiced pacifism 
and were vegetarian. Their migration to Canada was the result of conversations between Prince Pyotr Alexeyevich 
Kropotkin (1841-1921) and Count Leo Nicolayevich Tolstoy (1828-1910). Kropotkin had crossed Canada shortly 
after the railway was completed and he recommended the Canadian West as an appropriate place for Doukhobors 
to immigrate to escape the persecution of the Tsar. Tolstoy provided support for the journey.
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cultural memory, historical experience and sense of place, 
indeed on the world of meaning of the Doukhobor community 
in Alberta, spoke to both of us that morning.

This was my first encounter with the “museum of the missing” 
eloquently discussed by Fred Wilson.55 Several years ago, shortly 
after beginning work with Muslim communities in Alberta and 
publishing the first newsletter, I received a phone call from a 
woman in the central Alberta city of Red Deer. It was Saturday 
afternoon and she had just returned home from a visit to PMA 
with her daughter. She told me that they had enjoyed the exhibi-
tion on the Red Deer community and had talked together with 
some enthusiasm about what they had learned about the place 
they now called home. She was born in Iraq and had met her 
husband, a Jordanian, while working in Kuwait. Their daughter 
was born there. The invasion of Kuwait and the war with Iraq had 
sent them scurrying for safety, first to Jordan and then, because 
of her husband’s working relationship with a Red Deer-based 
company, to Alberta. She told me that as she was leaving PMA 
her daughter asked why there was nothing in PMA, not a word, 
about their community, faith or civilization. Just as she was try-
ing to offer an explanation and encourage her daughter that some 
day there would be, she passed a rack of pamphlets and brochures 
of interest to tourists about regional museums and historic sites. 
To her astonishment she saw a green newsletter with the Arabic 
words, Al-Ilmu Noorun (Knowledge Illuminates). These words 
from the Glorious Qur’an had crossed her lips earlier that morn-
ing as she prayed with her daughter to begin the day. She picked 
up the newsletter and together they read about the work we had 

55. See his “Mining the Museum” in Museums 2000: Confirmation or Challenge, edited by Per-Uno Ågren (Stockholm: 
Swedish Travelling Exhibitions, ICOM Sweden and the Swedish Museums Association, 2002).
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begun to research and document Muslim communities and the 
meaning of Islam in the life of Alberta. Her daughter was jubi-
lant. So together they decided to call immediately when they got 
home to see if there was a way they might participate in work that 
reflected, as George Grant put it, “the love of one’s own.”

When I work with colleagues in small or large museums we 
often begin by reflecting on who they have cared for in their 
museum and who cares for their museum. Not surprisingly, there 
are many who care for their museum and few cared for by their 
museum. When we open the discussion on the cultural worlds 
that have come to live out of the place their museum is called to 
serve, we enter a rich, complex and varied set of stories. Simply 
walking the periphery of the cultural communities present in 
the smallest town yields a rich set of avenues of exploration. The 
first challenge is to address homeblindness. Even the briefest 
discussion on museum collections and the records associated 
with them quickly opens new possibilities for primary work 
on cultural communities missing from museum collections. 
There is the complementary task of seeing that what already 
exists comes to be a source of knowledge, a touchstone of story 
and idea. Since the records associated with the vast majority 
of collections are skimpy, meaningful knowledge needs to be 
restored to them as well.

The Mining Approach to Collections Development

Many collections have been assembled through mining. The 
large national museums and the provincial museums with pro-
fessional researchers have mined communities of interest over 
the last century and a half. These museums have been capable 
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of deep mining to pull forth artifacts symbolic of the culture,  
classify them according to current standards and see that they are 
preserved for posterity. Regional and local museums strip mine. 
They acquire disparate artifacts deemed by those who run the 
museum and by local citizens to be worthy of saving. Someone 
cares and someone wishes to be remembered but the acquisi-
tion of the artifact does not lead to any work to understand its 
meaning and the story that has made it worthy of preservation. 
During the first generation of professional work in museums, 
both large and small, professional standards were developed on 
this model. Artifacts have been the only type of collection deemed 
appropriate for the museum and the record was concerned with 
legal aspects of provenance, material description, condition and 
location. The record forms developed by professional museum 
associations during this boom period in the development of 
Canadian museums framed artifacts in terms of material cul-
ture. The result, as is always the case with mining, was to treat 
the artifact as a thing in itself to be preserved for its gem-like 
quality or to be used to manufacture memory through exhi-
bitions and educational programs. The particular dimensions 
of story, memory, tradition, experience and place were either 
taken for granted or deliberately discarded.

This has been a harsh chapter in the history of museums. 
A simple survey of collections in large or small museums alike 
shows that the method of collecting used in the imperial and 
colonial period towards indigenous peoples has been used with 
similar effect on other communities. In both cases collections 
simply are not substantive sources of knowledge on living tradi-
tion, cultural memory, historical experience and sense of place. 
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To invert an ancient moral ideal: what is done to the other is 
also done to oneself.

The Gathering Approach to Collection Development

In most, if not all, museums, there are also collections that 
have come about through a process of hunting and gathering. 
These are usually bodies of material associated with the first 
families of the community, a business or industry or some 
noteworthy historical event. Because these are collections of 
artifacts with a particular association, the documentation may 
include more than simple material description. Acquisition files 
may include documents and photographic materials associated 
with the collection. Here, again, there is little attention to story, 
and no account of conversations with either those involved in 
the acquisition or those whose lives are reflected in the collec-
tion. These collections are similar to archival collections. They 
reflect institutional activity but do not move into the fields of 
meaning and have no thick description in which the narrative 
surrounding the collection is documented so they may become 
a source of knowledge.

Sources of Knowledge Based on Friendship

In many museums where a collection has been gathered 
by a diligent and caring person, if we talk with that person we 
will be ushered into the sources of knowledge based on friend-
ship. I have met many women and men working in local and 
regional museums who had substantial local knowledge, yet 
they ignored their local knowledge. In most cases they had 
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been taught, implicitly, that their local knowledge was of little 
significance and what they needed to attend to was the profes-
sional standards of curatorial practice driven by the care and 
management of collections, instead of the unwritten standards 
having to do with developing sources of knowledge. They were 
not encouraged or given the means to add their knowledge to a 
public record attached to the collection. What is significant here 
is that knowledge worthy of the word exists, and that a shift in 
understanding of the purpose of the museum and its collections 
will lead to public sources of knowledge. Where this shift occurs, 
local knowledge is valued, and the means are found to add, in 
an ongoing way, to the public record. Where this shift occurs, 
the artifact is restored to its field of meaning through its asso-
ciation with photographs and recorded conversation exploring 
memory, tradition, experience and place.

In my work with local and regional museums I have sug-
gested that any decision to acquire an artifact that is passively 
offered to the museum be accompanied by a commitment to 
spend several hours in conversation with the donor exploring 
its meaning. Why do they value the artifact and want to place 
it in the public collection? What is the subject of the object? 
How is it a gateway into a world of story and meaning? Are 
we willing to walk through that gateway in friendship and be 
touched by what is hidden in its depth? If they are unwilling 
to do that or if the donor is unwilling to engage in an extended 
conversation then why would they burden the museum with 
another object that is not a subject, but is only another object 
stripped of memory and meaning?
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Museum Sources Based  
on Field Research and Collaborative Work

Our primary research and documentation in cultural communi-
ties will transform museum collections, along with the purpose 
and place of the museum, both as a centre of knowledge and as a 
civil institution. Museums will no longer be houses of artifacts but 
places of knowledge. Collections will grow because they reflect 
our work to understand how our new friends in specific commu-
nities understand themselves, and the play of tradition, memory 
and experience. Collections will no longer be accompanied by 
naked skeletal records with material descriptions and brief notes 
on provenance, as if that were what made them valuable. Rather, 
collections will include recorded conversations which will open 
a world of thinking, experience and the struggle for self-under-
standing. Photographs, audio recordings and artifacts will all add 
to the human story as they give future generations an opportunity 
to understand how researcher and subject worked to under-
stand memory, tradition, experience and place during the period 
in which these new public sources of knowledge entered the pub-
lic domain. These collections will be used by the communities 
that made them and by civil institutions charged with education 
and service to the whole of the citizenry. They will be living col-
lections, not because they were acquired but because they were 
made together in the crucible of mutual learning.

From Artifact Collection to Source of Knowledge

At best, artifacts acquired through mining or cultivation give 
us skeletal information suitable to the management of museum 
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collections as if they were in a warehouse. A knowledge-bearing 
record is of another order. Field research and documentation yields 
various types of collections, each of which is a source for knowl-
edge and understanding. When developed through deep work 
and taken together, they provide a thick description, a landscape 
of story and the record of the researcher’s exploration of mean-
ing within the cultural community. Since most museums have 
no collections reflecting the lives of most of the cultural commu-
nities that form their citizenry, there is no reason to conceive of 
the new work as a collection project or a project through which 
artifacts will enter the museum collection. Rather, we need to 
begin with what it is we wish to know and understand. We need 
to begin as all scholars begin. What are the fields of meaning in 
which we wish to walk? We need to establish our new work on 
a concern for knowledge and the desire to understand aspects of 
memory, tradition, experience and place. All the materials that it 
may be important to acquire in and through this work are part 
of a cultural collection on a living tradition, a living community. 
Perhaps the most important part of the new sources of knowl-
edge is our field notes themselves. It is here that we document 
and reflect on our encounters. It is here our thinking begins to 
take shape. What we are learning and working to understand, our 
sources of knowledge and the way this is being integrated in our 
own mind are the foundation for all the sources of knowledge 
that begin to take shape through our work. If we are working 
in the fields of meaning, the work must be meaningful first to 
us and then, as public servants and scholars, we are obliged to 
articulate this as best we can.
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From Stripping Memory to the Gate of Regard

Each time we are present in the life of the community and 
engage in conversation, the movement towards making a public 
document is underway. Instead of trying to identify artifacts to 
remove from the community and place in public collections, we 
work to understand tradition, memory, experience and place as 
they are at play with us in their midst. Each conversation in a 
home, workplace, temple or walking together in the neighbour-
hood or wilderness is an opportunity to think and talk together 
about how we both understand the unfolding of life. Each ritual 
or artistic performance is a field of meaning that we are called 
to explore. It is an opportunity to begin to understand how it is 
understood by those engaged in the activity. If we begin work 
with acquisition of artifacts in mind, we begin with the legacy 
and compulsion to strip meaning from object, colonize the 
object and use it for purposes for which it was never meant. 
However, if we enter this new world seeking to understand its 
pathways of understanding, its ways of cultivating meaning, we 
enter through the gate of regard.

The Artifact Comes Last

The finest cultural collections in museums include a wide 
range of materials, of which artifacts form a part. They are 
not fine collections because of artifacts, but because they are 
fine sources of knowledge which include richly documented 
artifacts that remain alive with meaning. In my work, arti-
facts have almost always come last. Only when I am well into 
the documentary work within the community, when I have 
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begun to understand its pathways, glimpse its traditions and 
see the play of its memory, have artifacts been offered to the 
museum. Rarely have I expressed interest in acquiring them for 
our collection. They are offered as a result of the exploration 
and thinking we do together and of my companions within 
the community seeing ways that objects speak about the sub-
jects that are dear to them and to me, and significant for the 
public to contemplate. The artifacts then have a place within 
the range of public documents we make together to deepen 
knowledge and understanding. Thus, artifacts are part of the 
world of meaning our sources of knowledge reflect.

Types of Sources of Knowledge

The foundation of our sources of knowledge when we work 
in the fields of meaning is our field notes. Here our understand-
ing, thinking and grappling with ideas is reflected in a docu-
ment. The second source is our recorded conversations with the 
various women, men and children within the community. These 
are primary documents which give others the opportunity to 
listen in on our talking together. Others may follow along as 
we are led into an exploration of the meaning of tradition, the 
landscape of memory, and the terrors of history, as well as the 
less problematic aspects of historical experience. Throughout 
all of these conversations, as well as deliberately when we take 
such a step, others are able to glimpse the sense of place of our 
colleagues within the cultural community. These recordings of 
the deep conversation reflect the thinking and understanding 
of both the researcher and his or her companions. They are at 
the heart of the dialogical method and central to working in the 
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fields of meaning. The third source of knowledge is the recording 
of ritual, ceremony, artistic performances and other community- 
based events. Again, these are primary sources of knowledge 
which add to the museum’s capacity to reflect the life and work 
of a cultural community long into the future. The fourth source 
is the ethnographic photograph. The photographs we take as 
part of the documentary work within a cultural community are 
primary cultural documents which give us an opportunity to 
see (and reflect how we see) and consider action, space and rela-
tionships. Photographs of homes, families, work and play places, 
worship, ritual and pilgrimage, as well as the material culture of 
the community, provide a wonderful occasion for conversation 
as well. We may revisit the experience in a home or temple by 
bringing our photographs and talking back into the occasion, add-
ing another layer to our thinking together. The fifth source is the 
historic photograph that is treasured in every family photograph 
album. Many a long evening may be fruitfully spent over the pho-
tograph album. Here the documentation of the subjects depicted 
is simply an opening. The story that emerges as we look at the 
images of the past is the richest opportunity this body of source 
materials affords. The sixth source is the artifact. Here again the 
documentation of provenance is only one, and not necessarily  
the most important, opening to conversation. The layers of mean-
ing and memory that emerge around the object are what need to 
be documented and placed in records linked to the artifact.

Sources of Knowledge Talk to Each Other

In field research work each one of the six sources of knowl-
edge is potentially linked to each of the other sources. I sometimes 
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think of them, at their best, as forming a kind of post-modern 
novel, each standing alone and meaningfully so, and each con-
nected by some layer of meaning which may not necessarily be 
apparent. Whether they work in concert, in any direct way, is not 
the issue. If we are engaged in the field of meaning within the 
culture then each of these sources will be talking to each other 
through us. If they do it in us they will likely do so in the future 
when others make use of our work as the ground upon which to 
do the next generation of work. Narratives run through each of 
these sources and crisscross them. Together they weave the record 
of our encounter with the cultural community. Thick descrip-
tion, landscape of meaning and the human story are present in 
all of them and they all are part of the telling because they have 
all been part of our listening, hearing and telling.

Fact, Fiction, Truth  
and Personal and Community Perspectives

Knowing what it is we know and what it is we do not understand 
is the gift of the scholar. It is part of our moral formation upon 
which our scholarly disciplines are based. Knowing what it is we 
know and what it is we do not understand is what we bring to 
the exploration of fact, fiction and truth. It informs how we lis-
ten to personal and community perspectives and what we make 
of what we hear. Good field research does not require that we 
share our subjects’ understanding of the good, the true and the 
beautiful or that we share their creed or an interpretive perspec-
tive or school of thought about that creed. What it does require 
is a regard for the ultimate character of questions that the large 
ideas of the good, the true and the beautiful help human beings 
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frame and provide a context for their consideration. Living 
traditions treasure the question of truth and provide an intel-
lectual context in which such questions are addressed in myriad 
ways. The pluralism normal for a living tradition is also the 
norm in the experience of men and women. No two human 
beings who appear to have the same experience understand 
it in the same way. Pluralism is not the exceptional circum-
stance, rather it is the normal and normative.

Knowing What It is We Know

Conversation on the play of meaning in the life of women 
and men in various cultural communities brings us into a protean 
world. What is treasured and how an event is understood may 
bear no reference to how it is understood in public discourse or 
in the standard works on history or culture. If we seek to con-
firm the facts as we know them or as they have been discussed 
in the literature on the subject, we may find ourselves embroiled 
in an argument. It is not that facts cannot be known. It is also 
not a matter of one person’s facts being another person’s fiction. 
This is simply not a very interesting or fruitful occupation when 
we are seeking to understand how another person understands. 
Fact, fiction and truth are strewn about on the field of meaning in 
each of our ways of understanding. What it is that we can come 
to know through conversation is how and why events and cul-
tural forms are understood by our companions. How they under-
stand is what we seek to understand. It is important, however, to 
remember that this does not give us license to back off, to accept 
perspectives that make us cringe. For the conversation to move 
into the deep waters of meaning each of us needs to bring our 
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understanding and concerns to the table and wrestle through 
the sometimes deep differences. Understanding is large, and 
unlike information or knowledge, it is capable of holding and 
honouring profound differences.

The Question of the Good, the True, and the Beautiful

The three “transcendentals”—the good, the true and the 
beautiful—have typically walked hand-in-hand in Western 
Christian culture. Until recently, consideration of those three 
was part of the formation of all men and women given the ben-
efit of a reasonable education. This is no longer so, but when we 
enter specific cultural communities some form or other of these 
three daughters of human thought is likely to greet us. The reli-
gious heart of culture, the cultus, is where our work will often 
brush against these three great ideas. One of the privileges of 
our work is to hear how they echo both within the living tradi-
tion and existentially within the lives of the children, women 
and men in a particular community. The theological and phil-
osophical systems within particular traditions use these three 
ideas in various ways to articulate belief and relationships. All 
living traditions have various systems of meaning at play within 
them. They may exist in harmony or may become the focus of 
competition, even battle, yet still remain part of the living tradi-
tion. If tradition is, as I have said elsewhere, “the living faith of 
the dead,” then tradition is a large landscape of ideas, images 
and relationships that no particular theological or philosophi-
cal system fully expresses. The question of the good, the true 
and the beautiful is protean in nature within the living body  
of a culture and the lived experience of a community.
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The Normative Nature of Pluralism

Pluralism is a normal part of a living tradition. It is part 
of the theological and philosophical perspectives within the 
religious institutions that provide a centre for many cultural 
communities. Various perspectives on history and on the 
meaning of historical experience are constantly at play within 
these communities because common experience does not 
lead directly and inexorably to common and shared mean-
ing about the experiences. It is possible, under conditions of 
duress, to find a broadly shared consensus about the suffering. 
The moment the duress eases or begins to ease a multitude of 
perspectives on what caused the duress and what is to be done 
will emerge. What is normal is pluralism within family, com-
munity, culture and civil life. The lack of it is a symptom of a 
deep disease, not an indication of harmony.

Local Citizenry as Witness to the Twentieth Century

In many parts of Canada are women and men whose lives have 
been transformed by key events in the history of the twentieth 
century. Most Canadians living today have experienced the 
loss of natural community and the fracture of traditional ways 
of living. These are central features of the twentieth century 
and not unique to Canada. Our country is characterized by its 
having become a homeland for peoples and cultural commu-
nities from every continent and most of the world’s countries, 
and they have largely come in the century just past. The depth 
of pluralism is remarkable and has made Canada a living 
laboratory for the study of tradition and modernity, for the 
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experience of the terrors of history and the human genius 
that sometimes is able to put life back together despite all 
odds. Many of our neighbours are witnesses to the terrors of 
history and our work leads us into the world of their loss and 
the genius of their capacity for life.

Witness to the Terrors of History

Canada is, among other things, a nation of immigrants 
and refugees. The scars of the history of the twentieth cen-
tury mark the memory of a substantial number of citizens. 
When we walk the fields of cultural memory we encounter 
the scars of history going back generations and centuries. 
For some these are as lively as yesterday’s tragedy. Yet there 
are great differences in the perception and use of history in 
the communities we study. Our public discourse shows little 
resonance of historical events. People commonly say “that’s 
history” as a way of signaling something is over and of no 
consequence. There are historians who continue to work and 
write large volumes on various periods and events. Indeed, the 
work of scholarship was enormous in the twentieth century, 
but they are not the ones shaping our public discourse. We 
regularly listen to well-educated and even brilliant politi-
cal leaders and their advisors who know everything about 
the current event under consideration but demonstrate an 
astonishing lack of knowledge about historical context and 
no appreciation of the living presence of the past.

During the Iraq and Iran war both sides made constant 
allusions to the events of the seventh century, by dropping a 
name, event or date into the war of propaganda that washed 
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over both nations. They did not go into details but simply 
made a rapid and passing allusion that was never lost on their 
community, villager or intellectual. In 2001 President Bush, 
in one of his initial responses to September 11, 2001, spoke 
of a crusade. Usama bin Laden, in his video messages, also 
spoke of crusade. For President Bush, despite the fact that 
he is a confessing Christian, the word was without histori-
cal resonance. Crusade is commonly used in the media for 
everything from the women’s movement, raising money for 
charitable causes, marshalling support for a justice cause or 
selling soap. The resonance we no longer hear in the word, 
its original meaning as a “war from the cross,” is not lost on 
bin Laden or in the Muslim world, including among Muslims 
in Canada. Indeed, it may be as alive today as it was in 1453, 
when the Ottomans completed their conquest of the Byzantine 
Empire with the taking of Constantinople. When bin Laden 
spoke of al Qaeda’s (“the Base”) war as addressing the shame 
and humiliation that had plagued the Muslim world for eighty 
years, American scholars scurried to their computers or  
reference books to find out what he was referring to. It took 
two days before a few of them noted that 1918 marked the 
final defeat of the Ottoman empire.

Our work in the fields of meaning is work in communities 
where the events of the twentieth century have left fresh scars 
and where the events of the seventh century and all the centuries 
in between may also be as alive in the memory and discourse 
of our neighbours as the evening news is for others in Canada. 
In many cultural communities in which we are called to work,  
the past is very much present.
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Knowing the Loss of My Neighbour

We had just finished the second day of conversation with 
Henry Kazala. He had come to Canada in the early 1960s from 
East Africa. His community of Polish refugees had been settled 
there following the Second World War. The Yalta Conference56 
ostensibly made them persona non grata in their homeland. Poles 
known to be nationalists, and whose families resisted the Russian 
occupation when their country was partitioned by Russia and 
Germany in 1939, were not welcome in the People’s Democracy 
when it was established in 1944 under Soviet influence. Indeed, 
their lives were endangered if they did so. Henry had lost his 
father in 1939 during the initial struggles. He was exiled with 
his mother to northern Russia, where they heard bits and pieces 
about the war and their homeland throughout this period. In 
1944 he and other teenagers and young men were freed from the 
concentration camp as long as they joined Władysław Anders 
(1892-1970), commander of the Polish ex-POW force organized 
in Russia. Henry followed him through Iran and Iraq to fight in 
Italy and capture Monte Cassino. General Anders’ army and the 
new alliance between Russia and the Allies freed him from one 
camp, placed him at the centre of the war and, in the end, did 
not lead him home but into another exile in Africa.

African nationalism in the 1960s forced the Polish commu-
nities out of their British-sponsored place of refuge and many, 
including Henry, came to Canada. When I arrived in the morning 
to begin our thinking and talking together he picked up the 

56. A meeting held February 4-11, 1945, between the Allied leaders Churchill, Stalin and Roosevelt, in which they 
agreed on the disarmament of Germany and Austria, the Russo-Polish frontier, establishment of the United 
Nations, the composition of the Polish government and Soviet control of much of East Poland. They signed a 
secret protocol at Yalta.
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conversation where we had left it the night before, describing the 
sojourn from Russia to the war front, but the past was present as 
he told me that after I had left he watched the 10 o’clock news on 
CBC. He saw the first footage shot of the massacre in Rwanda and 
the horror of the United Nations Peace Keepers under a Canadian 
General, who were unable to act because they were refused the 
necessary instruction from the United Nations. He saw children, 
women and old men fleeing for their lives, hundreds slaughtered 
along roadsides, in churchyards and in the village squares. Our 
talk the day before had refreshed his memory and he was, for 
an otherwise tranquil man, desperate to reach out. He had spent 
much of the night calling his member of Parliament and other 
officials in Ottawa, waking them up and pleading with them to 
respond. “I saw them David. I saw myself fifty years ago. We are 
going to stand by again. I can’t bear it.”

I walked the streets in Lethbridge for some time, lost in our con-
versation. After a time I saw the Hompa Buddhist Church where, 
fifteen years earlier, I had spent many hours. So many of my Japanese 
friends had made this fair place their home, after they were exiled 
to the Canadian concentration camps during the same war that 
had reshaped the life of Henry Kazala. The women and children 
had resettled in the area, hoping that the move inland would lead to 
the return of their husbands and older sons. Mennonites, who had 
come to this part of Canada in flight from the enormous changes 
in Russia and from Stalin’s scourge as the Soviet Union was being 
formed, live a few blocks away. Several of my students and colleagues 
from the Blackfoot Reserve forty kilometers away played across my 
memory along with the images of the Sun Dance where I had wit-
nessed transformations of the first order. My work had been with 
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each of these communities. In each I had been led into the terrors 
of history. In each of the men and women I had come to know, the 
human genius to put the world back together was glimpsed. All of 
them were neighbours.

Pedagogical Value of the Personal Voice

Canada has become home to the witnesses of many of the 
formative historical and cultural events of the twentieth cen-
tury. These witnesses continue to come and their voice joins a 
largely silent chorus. There are three questions for us to consider. 
Would it be of value to each of the cultural communities in which 
we work—Polish, Japanese, Mennonite and Blackfoot from my 
example—for each community to know how their neighbour 
has come to make Canada home? What might it mean for the 
community to know that the Canadian public knew a little of 
their journey and that their stories of exile and terror, of home 
and human genius, were part of the sources of knowledge about 
Canada? What would it mean within the community itself if they 
were to encounter in the public space of our museums, perhaps 
for the first time, the terrors and gifts that led their mother, father, 
grandparent, neighbour or friend to become who they are? The 
personal voice puts a face on historical events that will stick in 
our memory. It adds complexity, value and concreteness to what 
is so often a sound bite or simply dates and battles.

Narratives that Bridge the Silence of Communities

Cultures regard speaking, sound, and silence in distinct ways. 
In many traditional cultures there is plenty of room for silence 
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and appropriate occasions on which to speak about the ultimate 
dimensions of life. Modern society is filled with sound and so 
the modern mind and heart are hard to discover, because the 
cacophony seldom stops. Even museum spaces today are filled 
with sound and we spend enormous energy figuring out how to 
give the complete sensory experience to the public, as if silence 
and space were not part of the complete sensory experience. 
To do our work well, we need to strip away the usual cacoph-
ony and become comfortable and attentive to the silence in the 
lives of the women and men with whom we work. Some silence 
is holy. Some silence speaks of bondage. Both are part of the 
fields of meaning and our work in the midst of silence may well 
open the floodgates of emotion and recognition.

Existential Costs of Enforced Silence

Psychotherapists tell us virtually all we need to know about 
enforced silence, the silence born of fear not mystery. In commu-
nities of immigrants and refugees, in which continuity is stretched 
and context ruptured, there are various layers of silence. Each of 
them has a cost which we may see in parents and their children. 
The price of silence becomes part of the currency between gen-
erations not only for individuals and families, but for whole com-
munities and for civil life. Perhaps the silence easiest to hear is 
the silence around the past. This silence is encouraged in a civil 
culture that privileges the present and future as much as ours 
does. Our work in this area counters this. For many Canadians 
over the last century, immigration was the response to personal, 
community, national or international conflict. Contrary to the 
rich tradition of Canadian propaganda, few have come to make 
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“the best country” their home willingly. Silence is part of the pat-
rimony of the immigrant. Many never again hear the sounds of 
homeland and the vitality of mother tongue spoken in the place 
where it grew, was nurtured, taken for granted and treasured. 
Many never tend the graves of ancestors. They do not hear the 
eternal speaking to them on familiar ground. For some, the events 
surrounding their flight are painful beyond expression and it is 
years later, if ever, that they come to speak about it. I recently 
heard a well- known rabbi talk about visiting congregates in the 
hospital who, in the last moments of their lives, confessed they 
survived the death camps at the expense of their neighbours. He 
held them in his arms and assured them of God’s love and their 
faithfulness and service to the community over the many years 
since ashowa, the horror. There is the silence of parents who 
cannot find words adequate even to describe their childhood in 
another time and another place. Their childhood and the child-
hood of their beloved children are disconnected and it takes so 
long to find the language to move across such different ground. 
Silence has a large place in our work in the fields of meaning. 
Just as in all good friendships, our ears must become attuned to 
hear what is unspoken.

Opening the Floodgates of Emotion and Recognition

Walking the pathways of memory, tradition, historical experi-
ence and sense of place is often poignant. I am sure this has always 
been true for the human family, but it is unmistakable in a society 
shaped by immigrants and refugees. The dialogical method, with 
its deep turning towards the other, invites the floodgates of story 
to open with all its emotion and recognition. There is so much that 
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remains unspoken in the lives of most of us. For men and women 
in the cultural communities that have never been the subject of 
museum work, everything is unspoken and we may be the first 
ones outside the community, the first ones seen to be “Canadian,” 
who inquire and have come to listen. This is, as the ancients put 
it, holy ground, because it is the field of meaning. Our conversa-
tions may open up the story of a lost father, exile and a new life 
or a consideration of what has never been told to children. Our 
conversations may lead to thinking together about how a living 
tradition has been fractured and reshaped by the Canadian con-
text, the personal and community struggle, that occupied a gen-
eration’s life as a consequence. Such conversations are often filled 
with emotion because they are about what is ultimate in life. It is 
for this reason that our work needs to be grounded in friendship. 
All other grounds are inappropriate because they do not share in 
the moral heart of the turning to the being of the other, a turning 
in recognition and compassion.
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FIVE

C ONVERSATION,  

SYMPATHIA & THE ART OF FRIENDSHIP 

Tell me a fact and I’ll learn. Tell me a truth and I’ll believe. 
But tell me a story and it will live in my heart forever. 

(Indian proverb)

Conversation is the golden thread of the dialogical method. 
Conversation, motivated by caring for the meaning in and 
through which another person lives, is what requires most of 
our attention when we do this work. It is the foundation of 
our work and the way we begin to document all our collec-
tions, artifacts, photographs and audio recordings. Our desire 
to understand will open up the floodgates of memory and 
we may even hear a long-buried story told for the first time. 
Our desire to understand will lead us into the living tradition, 
which is a richly textured world of what has been “handed 
on.” Much of this conversation will be in a language we may 
not understand and with a weight of meaning we may need to 
struggle to fathom, but our desire to understand will immerse 
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us in the gifts, accidents and terrors of human experience. We 
will emerge from this and always think of other times and 
other places as significant for us, as having a face. Our desire 
to understand may even turn our sense of the place where we 
live inside out, for we will come to see it through the eyes of 
our neighbour’s memory, tradition and experience. Friendship 
is forged with tears and rejoicing, struggle and resolution, 
ignorance and insight. That is what our work in the fields of 
meaning brings to us, as well as to those with whom we do 
this work, for meaning is itself the dance of dialogue and the 
way culture is made and remade by each of us.

On Cultural Memory

My memory and knowledge of cultural memory and its play 
within my mind and heart is the foundation from which I 
draw to engage the memory of my companion. I bring my 
own memory to the conversation in order to be open to my 
companion’s wellsprings of memory, to come to understand 
its depth and to hear its resonance. I come to the conversa-
tion to learn about the play of memory in my companion’s 
mind and heart. Personal memory and knowledge about the 
cultural memory of the community my companion holds dear 
are valuable. In dialogue we both turn to the other with what 
we have come to know and understand, given our sources of 
memory. Through dialogue these sources take on new tex-
ture and depth, and our self-knowledge grows along with our 
understanding of our companion’s world of meaning.
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The Field of Memory

Memorization—the act of learning and furnishing the 
memory—occurs as a matter of course for human beings, as both 
a deliberate and an unconscious act. A world of traditional gesture, 
speech and knowledge is bequeathed to the young long before 
they know or reflect on its meaning. Taken in this sense, mem-
orization culminates in the acquisition of innumerable actions, 
behaviour, thought and sensibilities that define a social and cul-
tural identity. Names and words are committed to memory and 
associated with feelings and relationships in the earliest stage 
of language acquisition. How we greet people (whether friend 
or stranger), the organization of household space and the shape 
of the day and year with its feasts and fasts leave their traces on 
behaviour that lasts a lifetime. Riddles, proverbs, myths, fables and 
stories depend upon a memory that is more or less shaped by the 
entire community. In this sense we may speak of cultural memory. 
Memorization is also an activity left to the choice of individuals, 
for it is an exercise of the individual’s particular tastes, affinities 
and personal gifts. There are also experiences in the lives of every 
person that leave an indelible mark on memory and reshape both 
thinking and response.

In most cultural communities certain stories are of particu-
lar importance and thus are entrusted to the vigilant memory 
of particular persons. The obligation to remember is taken up 
by an institution central to the life of the community and tech-
niques are taught to ensure memorization across generations. I 
have sat in the homes of elderly Doukhobors who sang dozens of 
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songs, each with dozens of verses speaking of their history and 
struggle, their sensibility and faith, throughout the whole of the 
night. There were no books present. Here was an oral tradition 
in action and over twelve hours they never repeated one song or 
consulted on one word or phrase. During Ramadan, the month 
when Muslims fast from sunrise to sunset, a Qur’an chanter 
from Egypt visited a local mosque. On the evening I attended 
he chanted the whole of the Joseph story, my favourite story in 
the Bible. His chant was slow, penetrating and refined, a deep 
meditation that fixed itself in my dreams. His eyes were closed 
from start to finish. He had committed the whole of the written 
text of the Glorious Qur’an, not only this story, to memory on 
behalf of the community.

Even in literate traditions memory has a special place. Brahmans 
who teach the Vedas are specialists in the techniques of memory, 
even though the Vedas have long been fixed in writing. Homer’s 
epics were recited by specialists at religious festivals long after 
they were written down and, even today, far from Greece, we may 
hear them performed. In Judaism, memorization plays a differ-
ent role in the study of written Torah than it does in the study 
of oral Torah. The study of written Torah requires the presence 
of the book, even though this activity often results in memoriza-
tion of the text and many rabbis do know the text by heart. Oral 
Torah is taught through repetition from memory, even though 
written notes may be used as a mnemonic device. The masters 
of the oral Torah, tannaim (teachers), were like living memo-
ries, capable of reproducing an impressive number of traditions. 
Their knowledge, often mechanical and lacking in reflection, 
was used as a reference source by rabbis. A famous example is 
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Natronai ben Havivai, who wrote down the entire Talmud from 
memory after immigrating to Spain. Christians in various times 
and places have often memorized the Psalms, lengthy passages 
from the discourses of Jesus and the apostles, as well as prayers 
and favoured passages from the Hebrew Bible. For Islam, memo-
rization was essential from the very beginning. The words of the 
Prophet, which repeated the Archangel Gabriel’s reading of the 
archetypal book, were transmitted orally by a group of compan-
ions of the Prophet (of which the Qur’an chanter is a descendant), 
and by specialists in memorization before the Qur’an was finally 
written down. Memory and memorization shape the heart and 
the mind. When we are taken by the hand by a person within a 
cultural community and led into the precincts of memory, into 
a world of personal experience, common story, action, discipline 
and art, a world of terror and grace opens to us.

Pathways for the Exploration of Memory

I begin my exploration by walking through my own house 
of memory and noting people, places and furnishings that 
give it shape and content. The earliest layer, naturally, is made 
up of image, feeling and thought of family and my first home, 
of naive impressions of the small town where I was born and 
of the Norwegian Lutheran Church community into which I 
was born. As I grew, my parents’ memories of their Norwegian 
homeland, immigration with its early struggles and the story 
of their younger life became part of my first canon of story.  
I was raised in three cultures, not unlike the educated English 
or Scot of the nineteenth and early twentieth century. While they 
had the United Kingdom, the Empire and Classical Rome and 
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Greece, I had Canada, Norwegian folk culture and the ancient 
biblical world of my parents and our Lutheran folk church.  
My memory is, in part, shaped by this grand conversation in 
which Canada, Norway and the biblical world had a central 
place in the table-talk in the household of my early memory. 
All three of these spheres of my early experience entered my 
memory as a deliberate and an unconscious act. Story, text, idea, 
image, modes of response and ways of understanding began 
to take shape as I suckled, were nurtured throughout child-
hood and nurtured again with study and through encounter. 
For the Doukhobor community in which I did my first work, 
it was Tsarist Russia, the Doukhobor tradition and experience 
and Canada. A little later I worked in the Japanese commu-
nity and there encountered three worlds of memory as well: 
Meiji Japan, Jodo Shinshu Buddhism and a Canada I had never 
known. The house of memory for Hindu, Sikh, Jew, Muslim, 
Mennonite, Roman Catholic, Orthodox Christian, Slovak, Pole, 
Dane, Tutsi, Somali and all the other communities in which I 
have worked is furnished in ways (but not in content) which 
are surprisingly recognizable to me. Each of them has several 
foundational sources for personal and cultural memory. These 
sources vary enormously but the dialogue taking place between 
them and forming the cultural identity of each person is not 
unlike the dialogue that occurred in my young life.

The pathways for the exploration of memory with women, 
men and children in any cultural community we may be 
privileged to explore are set within us through our child-
hood formation, the nurture of our hearts and minds as 
young people and our more formal education. For each of 
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us there are several sources from which our memory draws. 
We bring each of these to our encounter and dialogue with 
others. They can be called into play in conversation, and may 
spark and encourage our companion to take us along the 
pathways of our companion’s memory to glimpse its sources. 
In my experience working with cultural communities, the 
immigrant experience of my parents and my experience 
as their child has resonated with many first- and second- 
generation Canadians in all the communities I have explored. 
The folk culture world of Norway, one of Europe’s smallest 
countries, has given me a little ground on which to stand to 
explore worlds as far removed from it as Mogul India and 
Kisumu Kenya. These times and places are at least as vivid to 
my companions as Stavanger, Norway, is to me. The ancient 
text of the Bible and its text, ideas, images, rituals, stories, 
struggles and genius that I learned (some by rote) through 
the prism of a Lutheran folk church, prepared me to hear and 
see the play of these dimensions of culture and religion as 
they formed and informed cultural communities all along the 
spectrum from Arab to Ugandan, Buddhist to Zoroastrian. 
I saw the play of cultural memory in each of these commu-
nities because of my own cultural memory. This was the 
ground upon which I stood that made it possible to begin 
understanding the content, genius and struggle in the lives 
and the community I was coming to know.

On Living Tradition

My memory and knowledge of living tradition, and of its play 
within my mind and heart, is the ground from which I draw 
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to engage the living tradition of my companion. Some advance 
knowledge about the living tradition of the community my 
companion holds dear and about my companion’s relation-
ship to this web of significance is of value, but I must talk with 
my companion in order to learn about the actual play of liv-
ing tradition in my companion’s mind and heart. To open the 
wellsprings of my companion’s living tradition and come to 
understand its depth and hear its resonance I bring my own 
living tradition to the conversation. In dialogue we both turn 
to the other with what we have come to know and understand, 
given our sources of living tradition. Through dialogue these 
sources take on new texture and depth, and our self-knowl-
edge grows along with our understanding of our companion’s 
world of meaning.

The Field of Living Tradition

The Jewish writer Sholom Aleichem (1859-1916) worked as a 
rabbi in his native Pereyaslev, Ukraine. The pogroms of 1905 drove 
him to the United States where he devoted the rest of his life to 
writing and Yiddish culture. Through his short stories and plays 
we glimpse Jewish life in late nineteenth-century Ukraine. Most 
non-Jews who have come to know his work were introduced to it 
by the popular musical Fiddler on the Roof, which was based on 
his stories. Richard Altman tells how the work of this delightful 
storyteller came to be made into the Broadway musical:

I don’t know who finally made the discovery that the show 
was really about the disintegration of a whole way of 
life, but I do remember that it was a surprise to all of us.  
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And once we found that out—which was pretty exciting—
[Jerome] Robbins said, “Well, if it’s a show about tradition 
and its dissolution, then the audience should be told 
what that tradition is.” … “Tradition” was the key to 
Fiddler’s meaning.57

Tradition is also the key to much of our work. Most of the 
cultural communities in which we are invited to work would 
respond with deep sympathy to Fiddler because they also fear 
that their story is one of tradition and its dissolution.

There are few places I know of that have been harder on tra-
dition than North America and no time harder on it than the 
twentieth century. When we enter the fields of meaning of a par-
ticular cultural community it is, perhaps, this sphere of consid-
eration that is the most difficult to understand. There are several 
reasons for this. The living tradition is a tightly knit bundle of 
meaning at once ancient and dynamic. It is complex, with lay-
ers of meaning often hidden from the untutored eye. Most of us 
also come to it with both fear of the unknown and the height-
ened prejudice towards tradition that has shaped so much of 
modern intellectual life and the focus of Canadian society on 
the future. When we begin to get inside a living community we 
discover that tradition is often the most deeply contested aspect 
of the culture. Men, women and children grapple with what has 
been handed on to them as they seek to make a new home in a 
context so entirely different from the one in which the tradition 

57. Richard Altman with Mervyn Kaufman, The Making of a Musical: Fiddler on the Roof (New York: Crown Publishers, 
1971), 31. Jaroslav Pelikan was chosen by the National Endowment for the Humanities to deliver the Jefferson 
Lectures in 1983, the highest honour the United States pays to an eminent humanist. He began his consideration 
of tradition with this anecdote. See Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1984), 
3. My consideration of living tradition is deeply indebted to Pelikan’s work.
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initially grew. Some struggle to be free of it. Others struggle for 
its recovery and vindication. For these reasons and others it is 
the sphere of our work that requires the most from us and, in 
my experience, the sphere that is the most fruitful both for our 
work as public scholars and as friends of the community.

The tradition providing each cultural community with its 
glue is composed of “what is handed on,” as the etymology of 
the word suggests. Whatever the origin of a particular tradition, 
or what the community may call “the tradition,” it is dynamic 
and has existential implications for those who hold tightly to it, 
as well as for those who seek to change or abandon what they 
understand it to be. This is a central part of our subject of study 
when we enter the fields of meaning. It has also received the least 
attention in the extant scholarship on Canadian communities. 
Ironically, it is also the central aspect of the life of a culture, and 
consideration of it has the capacity to speak both to questions of 
self-understanding within the community and to cardinal ques-
tions in the minds and hearts of so much of the public in liberal 
democratic societies, including Canada. Why else was Fiddler 
such an extraordinary success? It certainly was not that Americans 
and others craved an understanding of nineteenth-century Jewish 
life. For this reason, the insight of Jerome Robbins is one that 
will also come to guide our work. To paraphrase him, “Well, if 
Canada is, in part, the story about tradition and its dissolution 
within the cultural communities that have made this place their 
home, then we must come to know what the tradition is.”

Tradition is a language of meaning. Through it a newborn 
child is welcomed, the young are initiated into the world of 
meaning and practice within the culture, lovers enter public 
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life through marriage, and, when life is over, the dead are 
ushered into the sanctuary of the cosmos and the memory of 
them is given shape and form. Each initiation joins the subject 
to a world of meaning that includes the past and the future. It 
speaks to the subject’s particular being and opens a place for 
the subject at the centre of the community’s understanding 
of history and the cosmos. Aspects of the living tradition 
are often contested, and these struggles are both practical 
and theoretical. Working in the fields of meaning is working 
for the vindication of tradition, but that is not the work of 
apology, as the word is commonly understood. Rather it is 
work that seeks to be present to the struggle to hold life and 
meaning together with all that is best in the inheritance of a 
people and their aspirations for a healthy unfolding of life. Our 
work may stand as a witness to such “healthy development 
that keeps a tradition both out of the cancer ward and out of 
the fossil museums.”

Ultimately, however, tradition will be vindicated for us, 
for each of us as an individual and for us as communities, 
by how it manages to accord with our own deepest intuitions 
and highest aspirations (intuitions and aspirations which, 
if I am right in what I have been saying, are themselves 
imbedded in the tradition). Those intuitions and aspirations 
tell us that there must be a way of holding together what 
the vicissitudes of our experience have driven apart—
our realism about a fallen world and our hope for what 
the world may still become, our private integrity and our 
public duty, our hunger for community and our yearning 
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for personal fulfillment, what Pascal called “the grandeur 
and the misery” of our common humanity.58

It has been said that “Tradition is the living faith of the dead, 
traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.”59 When we walk the 
fields of meaning with our companions in a cultural community 
we will encounter tradition and traditionalism, since both are 
part of a living culture. Our moral responsibility, and one of the 
gifts of this work, is to seek to understand the “living faith of 
the dead” and distinguish it from the “dead faith of the living.” 
Of all the gifts of our work it is this one that has the potential to 
offer the most, both to the community and to the civil society 
for which we work.

Pathways For the Exploration of Living Tradition

I grew up with tradition and traditionalism because I grew 
up in a home with immigrant parents who had to sort out what 
had been handed on to them in the face of daily life where it was 
abnormal. My parents were also deeply formed by a particular 
religious movement and our local church was central to their 
spiritual, social and cultural life. This was a second dissonance, a 
second aspect of identity and pathways of life that were particular 
in a way that was understood as other. Indeed, they understood 
themselves to be “counter culture,” if you take culture to be that 
of the middle-class world of commerce and entertainment. What 
is apparent after thirty years of work in cultural communities 
in Alberta is that this sense of being counter to the dominant 
58. Pelikan, The Vindication of Tradition, 60.

59. Jaroslav Pelikan used this quotation in both The Vindication of Tradition and volume 1 of his The Christian 
Tradition, but he has been unable to determine who first said it.



130 131

david j. goa

culture is the common experience of immigrants and their 
children. It is the way people who have a layer to their identity 
rooted in a particular culture and a particular faith tradition 
define themselves, as well as the way they may be defined from 
the outside. Most assuredly, this self-understanding and way of 
life is distinct from the culture of commerce and entertainment 
that consumes so much public attention. It is also true that most 
people who have come to make this place their home, or whose 
parents and grandparents did so, have a layer of tradition that 
sets them apart in ways they treasure.

While my documentary work has explored the pathways of 
living tradition broadly, and sometimes deeply, the focus of my 
scholarly study of tradition has largely been on myth, symbol 
and ritual. The religious tradition with its spiritual disciplines 
through which women and men seek, in Pelikan’s words, to 
hold “together what the vicissitudes of our experience have 
driven apart,” captured my attention from the very beginning. 
It proved fortuitous both as subject and as pathway. As subject, 
cultus (care and nourishment of what is ultimate in human 
life) is central to human culture. Even in the modern world, 
much of which may be characterized as a scrap heap of broken 
symbols, lame rituals and shattered myths, we continue to care 
about ultimate questions and explore ideas, images and actions 
that we claim are ultimate. Human beings are homo religiosus.60  

60. This idea received a kick-start in modern scholarship from Rudolf Otto’s groundbreaking work, Das Heilige: über 
das Irrationale in der Idee des Göttlichen und sein Verhältnis zum Rationalen (Breslau: Trewendt und Granier, 1917). 
Instead of studying the ideas of God and religion, Otto analyzed the modalities of the religious experience. This 
book has remained in print in many languages. It was translated into English by John W. Harvey as The Idea of the 
Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the Divine and Its Relation to the Rational (London: 
Oxford University Press, 1923). Mircea Eliade, the pre-eminent scholar of the history of religions, has drawn on 
Otto, and through many studies has explored the various ways the sacred is embodied, acted on and understood. 
For a discussion of his concept of homo religiosus see The Sacred and the Profane: The Nature of Religion, translated 
by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1959) and Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth 
and Rebirth, translated by Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), first published as Birth and Rebirth: 
The Religious Meanings of Initiation in Human Culture (New York: Harper & Brothers, 1958).
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We are creatures of meaning and much of the living tradition 
of the cultural communities that survived the translation to 
Canada is to be found in the religious life. As pathway, religious 
institutions generally made the leap from homeland to our 
new land. They survived the enormous cultural transition of 
immigration and took hold on Canadian soil. Often church, 
synagogue, mosque or temple was the first building erected 
by a community, and within the first year of their coming to 
Canada. Gathering for the cultus had an existential hold second 
to none, and the new world took on a sanctified character 
as the community began to bury its dead in this new soil. 
Because of my attention to the practice and meaning at work 
in these sacred places, the men and women of the cultural 
community opened their homes and their world of meaning 
to me with confidence.

The pathways we walk when we explore and seek to under-
stand the living tradition are many and varied. In my work it has 
led to an encounter with, and conversation about, the myths, 
rituals and symbols that bind the world of meaning together. 
Myths and rites of renewal, along with mythologies of memory 
and forgetting, and the survival and camouflage of these stories 
and acts that transcend the vagaries of experience, have all been 
present in the landscape of the communities where I walked. In 
the presence of ritual I have seen how time is regenerated, and 
how misfortune, history, the normality of suffering, cosmic cycles 
and destiny are at play in what, at first glance, is the most humble 
of circumstances. I have been present when the terrors of his-
tory led to despair and when it led to faith. I have witnessed the 
sanctification of space in the building and blessing of temples 
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and the placing of the ashes of a loved one in a mountain stream.  
I have witnessed the sanctification of the person and many kinds 
of initiation: the newborn with its first breath as the name of God 
was written in honey on its tongue with a golden toothpick; the 
young given the sacred thread; marriage through crowning; and 
the blessing of the grave of a departed lover and ancestors whose 
names remain dear. The sanctification of time itself has occupied 
much of my attention in the living tradition: New Year rituals in 
a dozen calendar cycles, feasts, festivals and periods of fasting, 
and days commemorating saints and sages whose living pres-
ence continues after 100 or 3000 years. The living tradition gives 
shape and form to time, space and the meaning of the person. 
Documenting its presence in virtually any cultural community 
means working in a verdant field of meaning, in which the loam 
is deeper than we are able to fathom.

It is a curious irony that many of our thinkers took from the 
Enlightenment a mandate to abandon tradition and set their sights 
solely on progress, while one of its own greatest sons, Edmund 
Burke (1729-1797), defined the social contract as “a partnership 
not only between those who are living, but between those who 
are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born.”61 
Burke put the concept of tradition in a new light. His definition 
was paraphrased by G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936), who defended 
the thesis that stands at the centre of my argument for working 
in the living tradition. Tradition, he said, is only “democracy 
extended through time … the democracy of the dead.”62 For 
those of us who seek to serve the civitas in the modern liberal 

61. Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France: And on the Proceedings in Certain Societies in London 
Relative to that Event, edited by Conor Cruise O’Brien (New York: Penguin Books, 1986), 194-195.

62. G.K. Chesterton, Orthodoxy (Garden City, New York: Image Books, 1959), 79.
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democratic state, and who have a bias in favour of democracy, 
that bias itself compels us to a bias towards tradition.

On Historical Experience

My historical experience, knowledge of historical experience 
and its play within my mind and heart is the ground from 
which I draw to engage the historical experience of my com-
panion. I talk with my companion in order to learn about the 
play of historical experience in my companion’s mind and 
heart. To open my companion’s wellsprings of historical expe-
rience, come to understand its depth and hear its resonance I 
bring my own historical experience to the conversation. In dia-
logue we both turn to the other with what we have come to 
know and understand. Through dialogue these sources take on 
new texture and depth, and our self-knowledge grows along 
with our understanding of our companion’s world of meaning.

The Field of Historical Experience

An old and, I think, rather naughty, debate has arisen again 
in Canada. It is the debate over what constitutes the proper study 
of history. Most Canadians, the argument goes, know very little 
about the primary events that shaped our country. Our civil heroes, 
the key events, dates and battles that have made our government, 
civil institutions and law, and shaped our relationship to other 
political entities hardly register in the identity of Canadians.63 

63. There are those who feel the study of history has been systematically taken out of the primary and secondary cur-
riculum, and that what is taught is either purely regional or a litany of self hate rather than a recital of patriotic 
respect for the Canadian past. See J.L. Granatstein, Who Killed Canadian History? (Toronto: HarperCollinsPublishers, 
1998), Carl Berger, The Writing of Canadian History: Aspects of English-Canadian Historical Writing Since 1900, 2nd 
edition (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1986) and David Jay Bercuson and Robert Bothwell, The Petrified 
Campus: The Crisis in Canada’s Universities (Toronto: Random Canada, 1997).
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The rise of the new pluralism has accented this problem and there 
is a danger that the teaching of particular heritages will capture 
resources that ought to be used to teach the primary events of the 
history of Canada as a state. The argument goes on to say there is 
a difference between the teaching of heritage and the teaching of 
history. The historians arguing for a return to the traditional content 
of the teaching of history readily admit that these two spheres 
are related and of mutual interest to the human community, but 
that the teaching of history is a task distinct from the teaching of 
heritage, which is teaching the story as known and told within a 
community’s world(s) of meaning, while the teaching of history 
is teaching a critical discourse on the human experience. It is 
the framing of the argument in this dialectical way that I think 
is misleading, for it suggests the new pluralism does not have 
implications for the primary research needed for the proper study 
of Canadian history now.

What is missing in this way of framing the discourse on 
teaching history and heritage is that personal connections, critical 
issues and judgment occur in both. Both are records of events 
as understood within these particular spheres. Both weave these 
events into a larger story of meaning that may or may not be 
clearly stated. Apologists for the recovery of the teaching of history 
repeat the mantra “heritage is mine while history is shared” in 
the fond hope of retrieving the place of privilege for the study of 
Canada’s civil development. This critical formulation belies their 
prejudice and the assumption that the sharing only occurs in the 
critical sphere of modern knowledge. In a pluralistic society the 
development of critical judgment must be extended to include 
the dominant discourse as well as deepened so it has the capacity 
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to account for layers of meaning typically unaccounted for by the 
historians of dates and battles. The regard for heritage, for the world 
of meaning inherited by a community, within the civil sphere is 
essential if the Canadian story is going to reflect Canadian society. 
Just as the dumbing down of the teaching of traditional Canadian 
history makes Granatstein and others uncomfortable, and for 
good reason, the continued ignoring of the historical experience 
of so much of the Canadian citizenry also deepens amnesia. It is 
not that we need to do less on one side and more on the other. 
They are distinct and both need far more attention by scholars. If 
this capacity does not develop within the civil society, and if the 
concerns of Granatstein were to prevail, as unlikely as I think this 
is, the new global village will simply mean that the modern mind 
will remain the homeowner of how we speak about the history 
of our country, while all those communities for whom culture 
remains central, and who have particular historical experience 
that may even run counter to accepted interpretive perspectives, 
will remain renters, at best, in this household of understanding.

We can do better than this, for our new scholarship has a 
civil purpose. We need to develop analytical skill able to regard 
where particular communities have been, what they have done 
and where they are going. This will help us hold together the past 
with the present, and culture with the civil canopy. Public knowl-
edge drawn from such work will help children see and value their 
parents’ lives and understanding and give them a capacity to think 
about the prejudice central to both spheres of understanding. 
Perhaps most importantly, it will begin creating a civil discourse 
that includes the enormous texture of historical experience that 
is in the process of remaking our country.
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There are historians who have used the traditional tools 
of their craft who also have the art of the storyteller from 
whom we may learn and whom we may seek to emulate, 
albeit in the smaller spheres of our research, documentation 
and interpretive work on historical experience. Pre-eminent 
among them is Sir Steven Runciman. In one of those long 
rambling “Profile” conversations in the New Yorker some years 
ago he commented:

I suppose I am considered a rather old-fashioned historian. 
What the Namier historians or the historians of the new 
French style think of me I can only too easily imagine. They 
concentrate on details, and I … well, I know I’m terribly 
in disgrace with the Crusading historians, because I’m not 
interested in things like the detailed legal arrangements, 
although I know roughly what they were. These historians 
are very recondite, I think, and have a snobbish and 
undemocratic view of history. I, in my old-fashioned way, 
am much more democratic. I want to know what made the 
whole story happen. You see, historians are now terrified of 
telling a story, as though that were fiction, and not history. 
They forget that the word “history” means “story.”64

Yet his work is not without rigour and a concern for objectivity. 
It is well for us to consider, as Runciman has noted, that “human 
behaviour defies scientific law. Human nature has not yet been 
tidily analyzed. Beliefs disregard logic and reason. The historian 
must attempt to add to his objective study the qualities of intuitive 

64. Sir Steven Runciman in conversation with David Plante, New Yorker (November 3, 1986): 77.
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sympathy and imaginative perception without which he cannot 
hope to understand the fears, aspirations and convictions that 
have moved past generations. These qualities are, maybe, gifts 
of the spirit, gifts which can be experienced and felt but not 
explained in human terms.”65 Human nature and the vagaries 
of history are a messy business and Runciman is calling, not 
for an abandonment of the struggle for objective study but for a 
deepening of sympathy and perception so that we have a chance to 
understand the human story, with its limitations and genius.

One of the gifts of modern life and one of its singular chal-
lenges to scholarship is that all history participates in world his-
tory, and not just the history of our own or neighbouring peoples. 
Arnold Toynbee’s (1889-1975) twelve-volume A Study of History 
(1934-1961) taught us that, whatever specialist historians may 
say about the details of a given chapter. The events of yesterday 
that occurred in the remote regions of formerly unknown places 
like Afghanistan, echo in the centre of the public square with a 
force never imagined. If my memory serves me it is Tim Judah 
(1962-), the author of Kosovo: War and Revenge, who said about 
that troubled land, “History in Kosovo is more about the future 
than the past.” While Kosovo may be a particular place, Judah’s 
comment also informs us of one of the implications of the new 
pluralism and of our responsibility to seek to understand the 
historical experience of all our neighbours.

Pathways for the Exploration of Historical Experience

The study of historical experience is the most developed of 
the four spheres under consideration. The work of the historians 

65. Sir Steven Runciman in Bridge to the East, an Amaranthos film, 1987 (my transcription).
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of Canadian civil life is important for the understanding of the 
historical experience within particular cultural communities, 
even when these communities did not warrant a footnote. Every 
person who makes this country home, and every person who has 
built this country through labour and thoughtfulness, has done 
so in the context of the civil institutions these historians help us 
understand. These institutions are themselves subject to the push 
and pull of the established political and civil actors and of those 
women and men who may not even know they are exercising 
the power of political and social transformation. I also side with 
the argument of Granatstein and his fellow historians that we 
need to support much more of this type of study and teaching 
of Canadian history. I would add that we need to do this for the 
sake of particular cultural communities as well. Those who are 
new to this country, or for whom its political, social and cul-
tural forms have remained somewhat of a mystery, may come 
to know how it has worked, how it does work and how they may 
work both with it and for its development and transformation. 
Without this knowledge it is not possible for them to begin the 
process of weaving their story into the Canadian story. The work 
of museums on history and culture may also provide sources of 
knowledge to them for an understanding of Canadian historical 
and institutional life.

The extant literature on the historical experience of cultural 
communities has taken several firm, if modest and fledgling, steps 
in recent years. Large publication projects such as The Canadian 
Encyclopedia and the recent Encyclopedia of Canada’s Peoples 
have mapped the immigration and settlement, institutional life 
and the relation to law and the state of many Canadians who 
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previously remained unnamed and in the shadow of civil and 
legal themes. The rare exceptions to this in the first sixty years of 
the twentieth century are those communities where the terrors 
of history and their victimization at the hands of international 
or Canadian law made them a cause célèbre and thus the sub-
ject of doctoral dissertations, accounts by journalists and, finally, 
works by historians. For example, in the 1970s the Department 
of the Secretary of State, Multiculturalism Program, published 
the series Generations: A History of Canada’s Peoples, which was 
made up of historical and sociological studies of various eth-
nic communities, including Portuguese, Polish, Arab, Chinese, 
Greek, Estonian, South Asian, Scottish, Japanese, Ukrainian, 
Norwegian, Hungarian, Croatian and Dutch. These studies pro-
vide a baseline for the study of the historical experience of these 
cultural communities. More recently, a spate of reference works 
such as the Encyclopedia of Music in Canada (1992), Encyclopedia 
of Literature in Canada (2002), Encyclopedia of Theatre Dance in 
Canada (2000), The Encyclopedia of Religions in Canada (2001) 
and Canadian Fantasy and Science-fiction Writers (2002) have 
given us articles on individuals, institutions and movements 
that draw the gifts found in many cultural communities into the 
Canadian story. There are regional exceptions, of course, to a 
lack of historical literature. The most outstanding exceptions are 
Quebec and Newfoundland where, to use the words of George 
Grant “the love of one’s own” has long been the subject of  
considerable and mature attention.

The reason the work of Canadian historians is so thin when 
it comes to particular cultural communities is that the primary 
work of documenting the historical experience of the men and 
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women within these communities remains undone. We know 
far more about the history and culture of Siberian shamanism, 
for example, than we know about the United Church of Canada, 
a unique institution that took shape and form on the Canadian 
prairies in the 1920s. It remains a curiosity to me that we have 
yet to see one solid church history written on a Canadian church, 
even though the church is perhaps the one institution where this 
can be done and would normally be expected. Our work develop-
ing new sources to help us understand the historical experience 
in cultural communities from Arab to Ukrainian also remains 
largely wide open. We need to do field research and documen-
tation work by walking the pathways of historical experience 
with each generation who has come to call this place home. 
One of the remarkable gifts of this aspect of our work is given 
by the rather particular place Canada holds in the history of the 
world. Most of the people who live in Canada have come as a 
result of the trauma of the twentieth century in their homeland 
in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America. Our neighbours are 
living witnesses, or the children of living witnesses, to many of 
the themes the historians of dates and battles privilege when they 
study the twentieth century. Here our work may come together 
with that of the historians who have responded with fear to the 
false dichotomy between heritage and history. The new sources 
of knowledge we are able to place in the public sphere through 
our field research work will serve students in the future. It will 
also serve the communities that are the subject of our work 
now, because it will affirm their struggles and gifts are part of 
the Canadian story.
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On Sense of Place

My sense of place and knowledge of sense of place and its 
play within my mind and heart is the ground from which I draw 
to engage the sense of place of my companion. In dialogue we 
both turn to the other with what we have come to know and 
understand. Through dialogue these sources take on new tex-
ture and depth, and our self-knowledge grows along with our 
understanding of our companion’s world of meaning.

The Field of a Sense of Place

How do we seek to understand those in our midst who have 
carried the ground of their ancestors into the new lands of their 
immigration and settlement? If we wish to understand those with 
ancestral soil in their hearts we will have to look to see what is in 
our hearts and learn to appreciate both what is there and what is 
not there. The gift of this consideration will be the discovery of 
both thickness and thinness in our own experience and in the 
life of the culture we are making together. For most of us with 
thoroughly modern formations, the exploration of the meaning 
of place must begin with a consideration of space and place and 
how the former becomes the latter:

Nobody is capable of living only in “space,” everyone 
lives also in “place.” This is because being human means, 
all attempts to the contrary notwithstanding, to be in a 
physical body, and the body is necessarily tied to a place. 
Human experience, for that reason, evolves in specific 
local places. Some points in space, as a result, are always 
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more important to people than others, since they have been 
the scenes of individual and collective imagination and 
action. Having a memory, relating to others, participating 
in a larger story, calls for involvement, requires presence. 
This presence, naturally, is lived out in particular physical 
settings like piazzas or streets, mountains or seashores. 
And these locations are in turn imbued with experience 
past and present. They become places of density and depth. 
Therefore, certain places have a special “thickness” for 
certain people. It is there that the ancestors walked the 
earth and the relevant memories are at home. It is there 
that one is tied into a web of social bonds and where one 
recognizes and is recognized by others. And it is there that 
people share a particular vantage point and that language, 
habits and outlook combine to constitute a particular style 
of being in the world.66

Where is here? This question has an unusual weight in 
Canada. Northrop Frye discussed it on numerous occasions67 
and some of our artists have given us the first glimpses of the 
places out of which we live.68 Canada was founded as a colony 
by two European nations but, in the last half of the twentieth 
century entered the sphere of influence of the United States 
of America with a thoroughness Frye and many others find 
disturbing. From the seventeenth century, through the nineteenth 

66. Wolfgang Sachs, “One World,” in The Development Dictionary: A Guide to Knowledge as Power, edited by Wolfgang 
Sachs (London: Zed Books, 1992), 110-111.

67. Northrop Frye’s writings on Canadian literature, particularly those collected in The Bush Garden: Essays on 
the Canadian Imagination (Toronto: Anansi, 1971), defined a generation’s understanding of what it was to be 
Canadian.

68. Wallace Stegner, The Big Rock Candy Mountain (New York: Duell Sloan and Pearce, 1943) and Wolf Willow: A 
History, a Story, and a Memory of the Last Plains Frontier (New York: Viking Press, 1962).
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and into the twentieth century, the seat of power and authority, 
the place of so many decisions that shaped and reshaped Canada, 
was located far beyond the boundaries of the country. In more 
recent years the “head office” has shifted, and this time to 
North America, specifically New York and Los Angeles. How 
thorough this may be for the civil society, labour, industry and 
finance, and whether this is a good thing, is a matter of debate. 
That it is largely the case no one would argue. Standing in 
the civil sphere, the answer to the question “Where is here?” 
often has a reference point located somewhere else. It is as 
if the centre is dislocated. This is the source of the hesitance 
many Canadians have when speaking of who they are and 
the source of our reticence at claiming our own with ease 
and quiet confidence.

For the cultural communities we wish to explore, the issue 
of place has an additional wrinkle. The sense of place of most 
human beings is shaped by the pathways of their childhood, that 
is, the people and places they were raised with: smells, tastes, 
appearances, gifts and challenges. Home smells right and all 
other places, no matter how sweet, are never home in quite the 
same way. This primal sense of place is forged in the experience of 
being known by association, because family, relatives and friends 
were our forerunners. The experience of being known because 
your kin were known, normal throughout the world and across 
generations until the last century, no longer prevails in parts of 
suburban Canada from Nova Scotia to Victoria. For many ref-
ugees from Somalia or Rwanda or 100 other places, however, 
being known because my people were known remains normal, 
despite the terrors that required them to take flight to Canada. 
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When they are asked “Where is here?,” as opposed to the type of 
question that opens a conversation on their sense of place, they 
find the question difficult to engage. For some, the discovery of 
how to know this place which is so entirely foreign eludes them. 
They have yet to be known by it, and it may take generations 
before their descendants will come to live out of this particular 
place in Canada. However, if they were to take us by the hand 
and lead us into their known places, and the places out of which 
they have lived, we would discover those landscapes are known to 
them with a thoroughness that would seem uncanny. Suburban 
dwellers in planned, architecturally controlled and gated “com-
munities” may be translated to a similar space, because the only 
concern is for a replicated space. Is this new space like the pre-
vious space? However, refugees and immigrants from cultural 
communities that remain traditional, or are only beginning to 
move into the abstract world of modernity, suffer enormously 
from the move into a new space, precisely because it takes so very 
long for space to become place. We must bear in mind, though, 
that being unable to respond to Frye’s question, “Where is here?,” 
does not mean they have no sense of place. Their sense of the 
place out of which they live continues to be borne in their hearts 
and minds, and it is into this landscape we must seek to jour-
ney with them if we are to begin to understand this dimension 
of their cultural identity.

Pathways for the Exploration of a Sense of Place

Rootlessness and fragmentation are often the implied 
condition of immigrants and refugees who enter new times 
and new places. One of the clearest issues that emerged for me 
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in discussions with professional colleagues was whether this 
diagnosis would have better been applied to those of us who 
have been formed by the suburban experience of space which 
never really became a place out of which we lived. We are often 
the ones manifesting the symptoms of such uneasiness. My own 
work among culturally specific communities of the first and 
second generation suggests that rootlessness is not the central 
question. Many immigrants, refugees and their children within 
culturally specific communities have a highly developed sense 
of place. The issue is that the ground that nurtured them is no 
longer the ground where they live and the place where they 
now live is not yet known in any depth. Their sense of place and 
alienation is of quite a different order from that of museum pro-
fessionals formed in the suburban world of Canada. Thus the first 
pathway museum workers need to examine in order to explore the 
meaning of place is the rootlessness and fragmentation we may 
discover at the centre of our own self-understanding. We need to 
reflect on where place sits in our minds and hearts so that we do 
not project it onto the community of new citizens and strangers 
we wish to engage in our work.

Through our encounter with men and women who have an 
identity rooted in a particular place, and a developed sense of 
place because of their childhood and cultural formation, we may 
also come to discover landscapes of meaning rooted in particu-
lar places that we hardly realized existed for us. Even the most 
suburban formation cannot expunge from the mind the places 
where our parents and grandparents lived. Encounters with those 
for whom place remains a dimension of self-understanding, even 
if it is distant, may provide a context in which to see and hear 
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the places that have been formative for us, places we may only 
have inklings of because we never walked their pathways. Yet 
even if this is not the case, it is imperative that we contemplate 
the emptiness within ourselves because we have so little sense 
of place. That, too, is one of our capacities to work in the sphere 
of place. It highlights the struggle of the modern experience and 
the way this dimension of experience may also be or become part 
of our companion’s experience. Since our various companions 
now make Canada their home, it will likely become a part of the 
experience that is unfolding within their cultural community 
and for their children, as well. The absence of a sense of place 
may not be a common denominator between the researcher and 
a cultural community that has arrived in Canada within the last 
generation, but it will likely become one for the researcher and 
the children of that community.

This issue is, of course, not simply a personal one. Understanding 
the emergence of the dislocation that characterizes our sense 
of place is our second pathway. This was highlighted for me at 
an international conference “Museums 2000: Confirmation or 
Challenge’’ that took place in Stockholm in June 2001. It was the 
summation of a series of regional seminars on the same topic 
arranged at Hörnösand, Lidköping, Norrköping, Uddevalla and 
Helsingborg. I was invited to speak and participate in the con-
siderations. One paper in the regional seminars that had been 
particularly provocative argued that “human beings don’t have 
roots, they have feet.”69 This seemed like an obvious metaphor to 
use when considering the question of deepening pluralism, even 
in a place like Sweden that was almost completely homogeneous 

69. This paper was not distributed at the conference but was the subject of considerable discussion among my 
Swedish colleagues.
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until the 1970s. Having feet and not roots seemed a comforting 
thought for some of the Western European participants at the 
conference. The Africans and Eastern Europeans I discussed this 
idea with found it both hard to understand and disturbing. The 
argument seemed to suggest that the ground we have abandoned 
in the modern world (replaced, at best, with ecological concerns), 
and the places of formation for our parents and ancestors never 
existed. Perhaps that overstates the case and the intent was that 
this ground no longer exists, and that that is largely a good thing. 
It is, the argument continued, precisely that sense of rootedness 
in nation, ethnicity and tribal community that led to much of 
the strife and war between peoples in the past. My impression 
from these discussions is that the European Union has quickly 
had an effect in reframing how the professional classes under-
stand themselves and the question of place. They are European 
and this seems to require that those layers of identity at any level 
more particular than Europe be diminished.

At this conference of museum professionals, charged with 
exploring the implications of the new pluralism, there was a new 
movement stirring, a new way of dealing with the sense of place 
that has framed and continues to frame human communities. 
My own argument was that caring for the rootless in our society 
does not require denial of human ground or the amputation of 
memory. Our capacity to care requires a recovery of regard for 
both the roots and rootlessness of our own experience and that 
of others. It also requires that we attend to the sources of diversity 
deeply embodied in the particular places in which human beings 
have been nurtured. Wolfgang Sachs argued that, “the pursuit of 
space-centered unity is turning into the search for place-centered 
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diversity. After all, it is only from places that variety crops up, 
because it is in places that people weave the present into their 
particular thread of history.”70 Only with such regard may we 
continue that age-old human struggle for common ground that 
develops between those who have the confidence of living out 
of their particular place. The poets of our own time and other 
times, our own places and other places, may help us open to this 
reclaiming of what has been fundamental to human experience 
until our own day.

Through the weeks of deep snow
We walked above the ground
On fallen sky, as though we did
Not come of root and leaf, as though
We had only air and weather
For our difficult home.

But now
As March warms, and the rivulets
Run like birdsong on the slopes,
And the branches of light sing in the hills,
Slowly we return to earth.71

70. Sachs, “One World,” 112.

71. The poet and essayist Wendell Berry has written in the most compelling way about living out of a place, its loss 
and recovery. This poem, “Another Descent,” is from Collected Poems, 1957-1982 (San Francisco: North Point 
Press, 1985), 206.
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THE PLUR ALISTIC L ANDSCAPE:  

TRANSLATION, INTERPRETATION, REPRESENTATION

Every one of us is like a man who sees things in a dream 
and thinks that he knows them perfectly and then wakes 
up to find that he knows nothing.72

Pluralism is our greatest gift when we seek to speak about 
complex issues and difficult questions. Earlier I mentioned 
how historians and curators who did the initial and ultimately 
censored exhibition on Enola Gay at the Smithsonian were 
thought to have reduced the agony and struggle of the 
Second World War to two themes: what happened at ground 
zero when the bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, and the 
Congressional Record and the Presidential Papers that tell us 
the decision to drop the bomb was not militarily necessary.73  

72. Plato, Statesman

73. The director of Smithsonian Air and Space Museum at the time of this controversy, Martin Harwit, has given us 
a fine body of documentation from which to consider an “exhibition no one saw” and its meaning in American 
and Japanese society, as well as for museums. See his An Exhibit Denied: Lobbying the History of Enola Gay (New 
York: Copernicus, 1996). See also “The Postmodern Exhibition: Cut on the Bias, or Is Enola Gay a Verb?,” the 
concluding chapter in Steven C. Dubin, Displays of Power: Memory and Amnesia in the American Museum (New 
York: New York University Press, 1999), 227-245.
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I argued that it was precisely this narrowness and singularity of 
focus that both opened the door for their critics and provided 
the ammunition necessary to execute the project. If they 
had used the opportunity of this exhibition in the centre of 
America’s capital to explore a broad set of themes, including 
the cost of the war in American lives, the plight of some of the 
personnel involved in the making and dropping of the bomb 
and how military propaganda shapes decisions on both sides 
of conflict, they might have been able to include what was 
censored from the exhibition. It is too easy for those of us 
working in museums and responsible for their management 
to blame politicians and interest groups, rather than to reflect 
on how such disputes are first and foremost an indication of 
curatorial failure. The tragedy, of course, is that the narrowness 
of focus and failure of good judgment scuttled an important 
opportunity for public education. Within museums it added 
to the management and curatorial climate of self-censorship, 
a part of museum culture that does a disservice to knowledge, 
public education and the civil life, for diverse perspectives make 
the complex and difficult possible. Ideological narrowness and 
a focus too narrow to include the obvious interests of contesting 
parties in the story or theme when it is considered in a public 
museum are rightfully problematic.

The New World of Multiple Perspectives

Museums are a bellwether in liberal democratic societies. They 
are places where current struggles over self-understanding 
and public knowledge are vividly at play in the public square. 
There are two sources to this new reality. One is the nature of 
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the public itself and the second is Postmodern theory, the lens 
through which many museum professionals view and value 
knowledge. Both of these make demands on us and set forth new 
criteria for the judgment of what we do. Both require a deeper 
working relationship with cultural communities at all levels—
research and documentation, exhibitions and programming, 
management and oversight—and a refined understanding of 
who the public or publics are who come through the door and 
engage with our public work.

The Pluralism of Perspectives in the Public

A number of exhibitions over the last decade or two have 
garnered national attention, in part because of a controversy. 
As a suite they give us a glimpse of the challenges and gifts 
associated with exhibitions exploring history and culture in 
the new context of pluralism. Into the Heart of Africa explored 
European views of Africans and African cultures.74 It explored 
these images in past centuries in Europe and, as a consequence, 
reflected prejudice, stereotyping and the horrors of racism. It 
was somewhat ironic, given what happened, since the exhibition 
was itself motivated by a narrowly conceived concern for social 
justice. What was new for the Royal Ontario Museum (ROM) 
was the public that visited the museum. ROM is not simply 
a tourist destination point for the well-heeled from around 
the world or a showplace for the first families of Ontario.  

74. See Henrietta Riegel, “Into the Heart of Irony: Ethnographic Exhibitions and the Politics of Difference” in 
Theorizing Museums: Representing Identity and Diversity in a Changing World, edited by Sharon Macdonald 
and Gordon Fyfe (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers/The Sociological Review, 1996), 83-104, Shelley Ruth Butler, 
Contested Representations: Revisiting Into the Heart of Africa (Amsterdam: Gordon & Breach, 1999) and Eve 
Mackey, “Postmodernism and Cultural Politics in a Multicultural Nation: Contests over Truth in the Into the 
Heart of Africa Controversy,” Public Culture vol. 7, no. 2 (Winter 1995).
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Instead, it is a public institution, for all intents and purposes, 
that serves the world of scholarship and a public that includes 
all the citizens of Canada. Toronto has a variety of communities 
who have recently come from various countries in Africa, and 
some who trace their roots through the slave trade to Africa. 
There are also many Blacks in Toronto for whom the colour 
of their skin is far from central to their self-understanding. 
Pluralism of perspective is as thorough and complete within 
Black communities and in the minds and hearts of individuals 
who are Black as it is within the overall population of the country. 
Women, men and children from all these communities came 
to the exhibition with lively minds and hearts. The leaders of 
various organizations within Black communities came to see 
the exhibition and to consider how they were represented and 
what opportunity this presented for them to push forward their 
concerns about race and race relations in Canada and enhance 
the profile of their organizations.

When this exhibition was prepared ROM understood itself 
as a world-class museum with important collections reflecting 
other times and places. It had not done any research in the liv-
ing tradition of the various communities that make up Toronto 
nor did it see this as important. There was no track record with 
these communities nor did any of the curators have a working 
relationship within any, much less all, of the various Black com-
munities. ROM suffered from homeblindness. It did not know 
its own backyard or who had entered its front gate. When sev-
eral local political leaders within Black communities took excep-
tion to the exhibition and spoke of being scandalized, ROM 
was only able to say the exhibition had been misunderstood. 
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This was followed by backtracking and cosmetic changes were 
made when the controversy grew. ROM was without both the 
base of local knowledge to help understand the source and 
impetus of the controversy and the connections to the commu-
nity to see that the initial remarks were turned to good effect 
for the local communities and civil society. The lesson in this is 
twofold. First, the past is present in ways we may not imagine. 
The opportunity to do good work on complex and compelling 
themes, which may be deeply troubling in the past and continue 
to resonate in the present, is given to us by the men and women 
in the communities we are called to serve. We no longer work in 
a society where any theme or issue may be explored with tunnel 
vision. The meaning of the past, even when we imagine we are 
setting the historical record straight, may resonate in unantici-
pated ways. The past is prologue at best. This is why the museum 
needs to become a place of regard for the present. Second, the 
gift of the new pluralism is that, with a little effort, we may have 
colleagues and friends within the community where contested 
issues are at work. If we do good work in these quarters, and 
have the friendships that result from such work, we will also 
have the local knowledge necessary when controversy arises as 
well as the colleagues within the community who will provide a 
frame for understanding it. Of course, the exhibition itself will 
have benefited from the partnership and collegiality and may 
well be immune to the attempt to make it an occasion for polit-
ical purposes having nothing to do with the subject or content 
of the exhibition.

Museum exhibitions are also subject to being hijacked in the 
new world of cultural politics. The Glenbow Museum went to 
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enormous effort to create The Spirit Sings: Artistic Traditions of 
Canada’s First Peoples on the occasion of the Winter Olympics 
in Calgary. The exhibition opened on January 14, 1988.75 It is 
an enormous temptation for museums to use an international 
spectacle to drive the creation of a blockbuster exhibition. It is 
equally tempting, as well as more understandable and justifiable, 
for a community without a public voice to use such an occasion 
to bring attention to its cause and lever international pressure. 
When the Lubicon band heard that Glenbow was gathering 
together aboriginal patrimony from Europe and North America 
to show to the visiting public at the Olympics, the opportunity 
to draw international attention to their plight was simply too 
attractive. Here is one of the ironies of our work. Glenbow had 
done more than most to accommodate the Native voice and 
be sensitive to this set of community aspirations. Yet when any 
community is engaged in the process of social closure, in an 
initial step out of a colonial relationship, it is common for that 
community to identify the liberal professionals or social justice 
activists closest to them as problematic. At Glenbow this meant 
those closest to the First Peoples community came to bear the 
brunt of the crisis. While I do not know the details of the work-
ing relationship between Glenbow and the First Peoples com-
munities during this period, I do know they cared and struggled 

75. Over 650 Canadian Native objects, drawn largely from foreign collections, were exhibited as part of the Arts 
Festival of the Olympics. For several perspectives see issues of Windspeaker around the time of the exhibition; 
C.F. Feest, “Glenbow Incident: The Spirit Sinks,” European Review of Native American Studies vol. 1 (1987): 61-63; 
M. Myers, “Glenbow Affair,” Inuit Art Quarterly vol. 3 (Winter 1988): 12-16; Ivan Morin, “Lubicon Indian Protest 
hits Saskatchewan,” Saskatchewan Indian (February 1988): 7-9; John Goddard, “Forked Tongues,” Saturday Night 
(February 1988); Julia Harrison, “The Spirit Sings and the Future of Anthropology,” Anthropology Today vol. 4, no. 
6 (December 1988): 6-9 and a reply by Bruce Trigger immediately following Harrison; T. Nicks, “Partnerships 
in Developing Cultural Resources: Lessons from the Task Force on Museums and First Peoples,” Culture vol. 12, 
no. 1 (1992): 87-94; Assembly of First Nations, Canadian Museums Association and Task Force on Museums and 
First Peoples, Turning the Page: Forging New Partnerships Between Museums and First Peoples: A Report / Tourner 
la page: forger de nouveaux partenariats entre les musées et les Premières nations: un rapport, 2nd edition (Ottawa: 
Task Force on Museums and First Peoples, 1992); and Moira McLoughlin, “Of Boundaries and Borders: First 
Nations’ History in Museums,” Canadian Journal of Communications vol. 18, no. 3 (1993).
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to do what they understood to be right. What does seem clear to 
me is that working relationships forged in terms of social justice 
and ethics, however important and obvious that may be, are not 
enough and do not constitute the proper foundation for working 
with and in cultural communities. As I have argued throughout 
this book, the fields of meaning are deep and powerful and for 
that reason substantial work needs to be grounded in friendship 
forged through dialogue.

Another controversy arose in 1990 associated with The Provincial 
Museum of Alberta acquiring a large collection of Blackfoot 
artifacts from the American collector Robert Scriver.76 Federal 
funds were used to repatriate this collection and negotiating for 
this process was a project of the then director of the museum, 
Philip Stepney. For the unveiling of this collection at the Museum 
various representatives from First Peoples communities were 
invited and a program was shaped around their presence as 
well as that of Robert Scriver, the premier of the province and 
Federal Government representatives. A day or so prior to the 
unveiling, representatives of the American Indian Movement 
(AIM) arrived at the Museum and protested the transfer of this 
body of artifacts to Canada and to the Museum. A whirlwind of 
activity surrounded the protest as various attempts were made 
to “manage the issue” and ensure it did not harm the various 
institutions involved in its acquisition. The director as well as 
a senior official of the government quickly drew a firm circle 
around the controversy and, as is often the case in such matters, 
a curious silence washed over the Museum. Two things were 
apparent to me from my position on the boundary line of that 

76. A catalogue of this collection was published: The Scriver Blackfoot Collection: Repatriation of Canada’s Heritage 
edited by Philip H.R. Stepney and David J. Goa (Edmonton: Provincial Museum of Alberta, 1990).
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circle of management. First, the issue was deemed a managerial 
matter and the key, if not the only issue, was how to protect the 
various institutional interests. Larger issues were simply not 
on the agenda and AIM was deemed an adversary. The local 
representatives of First Peoples communities were seen as an 
instrument to be used to protect and ameliorate the challenge 
to the various government institutions on the firing line. The 
controversy was seen in dialectical terms and, as in all such cases, 
dialogue was simply not part of the process. From my somewhat 
distant vantage point I glimpsed a second issue that set me to 
pondering. There were various perspectives on a number of the 
issues surrounding both the collection and the protest expressed 
by the Native people who showed an interest in the controversy. 
What seemed to be lacking was a deep relationship that could 
be called upon and a substantive discussion with them on what 
the best course of action might be. In the end, the management 
voice was the only voice allowed to be heard. The drawback of 
this perspective is witnessed by the fact this controversy and 
the issues and themes associated with it remains, to this day, 
and unlike the two previous cases I have discussed, without 
any literature in which second thought has taken place. As a 
result the issues continue to fester and command significant 
managerial resources while little substantive work is done 
either with the collection or with the communities for which 
this collection is patrimony.

Almost any exhibition that may be identified with a cultural 
community or theme is subject to being appropriated by the 
political or ideological interests of one group or another. The 
fact that this is possible gives us a pedagogical opportunity, 
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because it speaks to the play and power of ideas and images 
within the living tradition and current ideology. Where 
our work is grounded in the contemporary life of cultural 
communities, we will have already encountered and come to 
understand the dynamism of these competing political and 
ideological interests. When we do our public work—exhibitions, 
educational programs or forums—it will be in part to address 
the play and power of these ideas and images as well as to 
move the discussion to what may be deeper levels of concern 
and engagement. The working relationship with First Peoples 
communities and museums across the country has been deeply 
fractured and the current configuration of any work that does 
take place is largely anchored in the politics of culture. Perhaps 
this has, itself, become a factor in why this discussion never 
gets below the discourse of victimization and the horrors of 
imperialism and colonialism. Indeed, in most of the western 
Canadian museums of any size, as well as at the Musée de la 
civilisation in Quebec and the Museum of Civilization in Hull, 
there have been large new exhibitions on First Peoples built 
over the last decade. Reading these exhibitions certainly gives 
one a glimpse into the politics of culture currently working its 
way through museums and First Peoples communities. It is 
remarkable that none of them addresses the issue of modernity 
and tradition, even though virtually all of them include some 
form of consultation process with the political representatives of 
various First Peoples communities. The Postcolonial discourse, 
that seems to inform the curators who have made these 
exhibitions, curiously masks the deeper questions of modernity 
and modernization, which are obviously central to the current 
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crisis both in First Peoples communities and in the Canadian 
state’s relationship to them.

Any of us who have thought about the enormous struggle 
First Peoples are engaged in also see that the deeper questions 
have to do with modernity and tradition, about which we hardly 
hear a whimper from anthropologists or other museum profes-
sionals. Postcolonial perspectives are of obvious value, but they 
are not large enough to help us do anything but understand a 
period of horror and tragedy.77 They do not open us to the living 
tradition of a culture or to its current struggle to make sense out 
of the present. Postcolonialism, as well as other forms of social 
justice ideology, are to culture what triage is to health. They are 
necessary when the terrors of history or a serious accident has 
wrought its horror, but they are not appropriate ground upon 
which to base the engagement with a cultural community any 
more than disease defines health. The friendship I propose as 
the ground for working with cultural communities will obviously 
engage the terrors of history, but it will not itself become colo-
nized by them or reduce the community to the status of victim 
or take comfort and pride in having done so.

Postmodern Theory and Pluralism

In public museums in modern liberal democracies the age 
of pluralism and Postmodern theory provides an opportunity to 
explore various aspects of culture, including the cultural patri-
mony of what may have been the dominant tradition. Modernism 
largely expunged any attempt to hold the past and present together 

77. There is a large discussion beginning in this area. See the recent book by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A Critique 
of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing Present (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999).
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through a consideration of tradition and human experience, in 
favour of a new universalism mediated by a new priesthood of 
professionals, curators, critics and art historians. The universalism 
of Modernism was shattered by Postmodern thinkers with the 
argument that all perspectives are equally acceptable because all 
are based on the particular ground on which particular human 
beings stand, each plot being privileged equally with each other 
plot. Many such thinkers go on to argue that, given such her-
metic isolation, we have little possibility of reaching into each 
other’s world of meaning. Each person lives and understands 
life in an atomized way, they argue. This is the most problem-
atic and muddled aspect of Postmodern thought and needs to be 
taken on, although that task is beyond my purview here. Czesław 
Miłosz, arguing the point with a proponent of this perspective, 
has said: “Even his [Witold Gombrowicz] philosophical bias, the 
persistence with which he argues that we can know nothing of 
the world—either its existence or nonexistence—except our per-
ceptions of it, was the sign of a moral crippling, in that it elevated 
the deprecation of others and the exaltation of self to the sole 
means of perception.”78 The dialogical perspective I have adopted 
throughout this consideration, anchored as it is in the philosophi-
cal arguments of Martin Buber, are echoed by Miłosz. If we do 
not take this final step in the Postmodern argument, the step into 
solipsism, then the door is open, at least theoretically, to all sorts 
of exhibitions grounded in particular worlds of meaning.

The Modernists colonized many galleries and museums 
around their universal claim, but it contained within itself, 

78. Czesław Miłosz, The Land of Ulro, translated by Louis Iribarne (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1984), 35.
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as Arthur Danto elegantly argues, the seeds of its own demise.79 
Those who bemoan the loss of this overarching set of criteria 
and values are having a hard time making their case in the new 
discourse of museums throughout the Western world. Thus the 
way is now clear to argue for exhibitions that recognize the ful-
crums of meaning and honour the subject, presence and purpose 
of artworks and other cultural objects as founts of that meaning. 
I had never stood in the Modernist camp, since I had acquired 
a critical perspective on it rather early in my education. As a 
result, my work in the various cultural communities, from Arab 
to Ukrainian, Anabaptist to Zoroastrian, was undertaken with 
the assumption that we could talk and understand each other and 
that any public exhibition I might do related to our work together, 
if done well, could touch the heart of their world of meaning in 
ways many of the public could understand. I also harboured the 
view that in this new world that museums and galleries have 
entered, aspects of Christian self-understanding and tradi-
tion, the cultural patrimony of the dominant tradition, are 
as legitimate as the self-understanding and tradition of any 
other particular group with its particular gospel.

After almost thirty years of field research work and doing 
many and varied exhibitions, I tested this possibility in the year 
2000, the millennium year for Christians around the world. I 
made the argument that Postmodernism opens the door so that 
specific meaning rooted in specific cultural forms and in the lives 
of particular people can be explored so effectively I was able to 
borrow artistic works from fifty-eight museums and galleries 

79. Arthur C. Danto, After the End of Art: Contemporary Art and the Pale of History (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 1997). While Danto develops this argument throughout the book, it is in chapter 10, “Museums 
and the Thirsting Millions,” where he is most compelling and makes the case for our new possibilities.
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around the world, as well as from nineteen named individuals 
and several others who wished to remain anonymous, in order 
to do Anno Domini: Jesus Through the Centuries. The world of 
Christian meaning is perhaps the most universally censored theme 
in the public institutions of modern liberal democratic society,80 
but there is another dimension to this matter. The public char-
acter of cultural exploration of traditions perhaps reveals where 
we have stumbled, when it comes to considering the dominant 
place the Christian tradition has had in the framing of the West 
and modern culture. Christianity is understood as an evangeli-
cal faith, whatever its significance may be for human culture and 
civilization. The same argument, of course, could be made for 
Islam and Buddhism, as well as the various evangelical visions 
of secular society, including democracy, human rights, universal 
literacy, health care and capitalism. Within the Christian family 
there are Evangelicals who want the public discourse associated 
with the faith to be their discourse with their particular genius of 
understanding to be front and centre. Likewise, among many of 
the cultural guardians of our public institutions there are profes-
sionals who reject any consideration of Christianity in the public 
square, precisely because they also believe its significance is only 
and always as an evangelical (and virulent) faith.

There were several lessons in Anno Domini on this matter.  
I have long argued that the cultural pluralism of modern North 
America opens wonderful opportunities for museums and makes 
remarkable demands on them as part of the public square. One 
of my guiding principles in selecting artistic works and shaping 

80. Museums and art galleries in many parts of the world remain full of works reflecting Christian tradition, history 
and culture. Historic sites associated with this tradition abound. The censorship I refer to is directed towards 
any serious consideration of the meaning of this tradition, particularly for the development and shape of the 
modern West.
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the text and programming for this exhibition was that Christians 
from each of the major streams of this enormous tradition have 
the opportunity to encounter that which they claim and hold 
dear in the exhibition. I have little interest in glib ecumenism 
and see it as antithetical to an encounter with the deep world of 
meaning at the heart of the life of faith and its various paradigms. 
Instead of gathering people around what G.K. Chesterton, when 
speaking of ecumenism, called shared unbelief, I was interested 
in seeing that each Christian would have an opportunity to be 
touched by the heart of her or his particular dimension of the 
faith. I was also cognizant that the confidence that comes from 
“the love of one’s own” is the ground from which to glimpse 
different ways these ideas, images and stories are present in other 
times and in other very different communities that also claim 
Christianity. Christianity, after all, has a very long history and has 
taken root in more cultures around the world than virtually any 
other worldview. Its earliest apologist, the Apostle Paul, curiously 
saw his vocation to be “all things to all people” and, whatever 
this may have meant for him, it has certainly become a mark of 
the tradition over two millennia. One might even be tempted 
to argue that Paul, at the height of another modernism (that of 
Imperial Rome in colonized Judea), was himself giving expression 
to what we have come to call the Postmodern vision.

The enormously favourable response of a great variety of 
Christians, from churches including Orthodox, Roman Catholic, 
and the churches of the Reformation, Holiness and Pentecostal 
movements, bears witness to how this unfolded. Not only 
did they come as individuals and as church groups, but they 
came again and brought their children to talk together about 
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“the love of one’s own” as it was present in the public square 
during those 100 days in Edmonton.81 Because it was present, 
they also reflected on “how large and significant the Galilean 
master has been over 2000 years.” That is how a teacher from a 
Bible college of the Church of God put it when speaking of his 
own experience in Anno Domini.82 Because he and others within 
his fellowship saw what they recognized as “their own,” they 
were opened to consideration of the other, even forms of the 
other that historically they saw as deeply flawed and heretical. 
So beyond these issues of institutional interest they engaged the 
thesis of the exhibition on the meaning of the theme for culture 
and civilization. There is a profound pluralism of experience 
and understanding within traditions and communities of faith. 
One does not honour it through the presumed safety of glib 
universals, but by holding up the core of meaning as it is and 
has been at play in the mind and heart of the human family. 
Culture is a web of significance, as the anthropologist Clifford 
Geertz has made eminently clear in his work.83 Museums, 
galleries and many of the guardians of culture claim they want 
to honour this when they consider minorities, particularly if 
they are deemed victims. Yet for public life to mature, and the 
public square to become properly furnished, it must include the 
world of meaning, the fount of cultural sources, that makes all 
of us who we are. In the age of amnesia and the age of pluralism 
this challenges those of us who work in museums to hold up the 

81. See Karen L. Mulder, “Specifying Sacred Space: The Anno Domini Experience” and I.S. MacLaren, “One Hundred 
Days in Edmonton: A Review Essay,” in Religious Studies and Theology, vol. 21, no. 1 (2002).

82. I have drawn these quotations from the diary I kept on Anno Domini throughout its preparation and exhibition. 
This gentleman is from a church that defines itself as “Evangelical-Fundamentist.”

83. Clifford Geertz, The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (New York: Basic Books, 1973) and Local Knowledge: 
Further Essays in Interpretive Anthropology (New York: Basic Books, 1983).
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cultural sources that shaped what has been the dominant culture 
and the cultural sources that shaped the mind, heart and life of 
each cultural community that now makes its home in Canada, 
and by so doing is engaged in its transformation.

The Museum as Public Forum

The public square is hard to find in our modern liberal dem-
ocratic society, so various forums have vied to fill the breach. 
Some would argue that the formal debates that occasionally 
take place in universities are the new public forum. The 
public may be invited and may even have the opportunity to ask 
a discreet question or two. Others would say that talk radio 
and television public affairs programming fulfill this function. 
Here, of course, one may sample opinions and get the word 
from the street in “real time.” Still others state the obvious 
and say that elected officials, councils, legislatures and par-
liaments are the public forums of our society. Consider what 
it means for a society to have its ability to reflect on the gifts 
and challenges central to this particular historical moment 
framed, digested and regurgitated by the paladins from vari-
ous fields (experts we usually call them), political and cultural 
pundits and politicians. Then consider the self-understanding 
of a society when it accepts the notion these women and men 
“re-present” the public to itself. They also are responsible for 
representing the public interest in the face of concerns any 
minority or particular interest group may have. This notion 
of public life and discussion has crept up on us and become 
normal throughout the last several decades. Looking around 
in our society it is hard to find other examples of public 
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discussion and other places of reflection on the day’s issues and 
how we should then live. We have no agora and relatively few 
people gather with their neighbours on the porch (or stoa, as 
the Greeks would say) to debate and deepen their understand-
ing of their life together. However, universities are preoccupied 
with expertise, and rightly so. The media is largely devoured 
with immediacy, and this also may be rightly so. Councils,  
legislatures and parliaments which work to implement pol-
icy and law in the face of current circumstance, have a kind 
of domestic orientation that precludes a wide range of matters 
that require public discussion long before they rise to the point 
of requiring the framing of policy or law.

The Museum and the Life of the Public Mind 84

It seems to me that one of a museum’s unborn civil purposes 
is that they are (or may be) places of knowledge and learning. 
They are built (or ought to be) on growing sources of knowledge 
on cultural memory, living tradition, historical experience and 
sense of place. Both the knowledge of the curators, researchers 
and other museum partners and the sources of knowledge on 
“who we are and where is here” form the museum’s ontological 
basement.85 In this way museums are like the university. In their 
public work, however, these institutions differ. While the univer-
sity engages in the teaching of the young, the museum engages 

84. One of the last half century’s brilliant and wise thinkers, who may yet help us recover our ability to think about the 
necessities of public life, is Hannah Arendt. Her major study at mid century on the disease of our age, The Origins 
of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1951), was followed at the end of her life by the Gifford Lectures 
at the University of Aberdeen in 1973-1974. She died before completing the work and thus we have her longtime 
friend and colleague, Mary McCarthy, to thank for their presence in print: The Life of the Mind (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1977-1978. The two volumes have the respective subtitles Thinking and Willing.

85. I am indebted to Jane Roland Martin, Reclaiming a Conversation: The Ideal of the Educated Woman (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1985) for this idea.
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in the teaching of the public. The university-based scholar has 
two faces: one as researcher seeking to understand and the other 
as teacher (and judge) of the young. We who are based in the 
museum also have two faces. Like our university colleagues we 
are researchers seeking to know and understand. The other face 
of our work is as public scholars working with others to provide 
a learning environment, not for students, but for a diverse and 
largely adult public and for children in an informal learning  
setting. We are a kind of Janus figure with two faces: knowledge/
public learning, past/future, object/subject, private/public, 
and the list goes on.

The museum worker active in the fields of meaning within 
various cultural communities has, if not directly then implic-
itly, the opportunity to engage in contemporary public debate, 
to engage the public mind and to make a modest contribution 
to its refinement. Take almost any exhibition having to do with 
history and culture that you know of in the last twenty years 
and reflect on the opportunities, taken or ignored, to enlarge the 
public discussion on meaning, culture and public life. All the 
exhibitions on First Peoples history and culture have provided 
a welter of opportunities to think and discuss issues of memory 
and modernity, tradition and change, culture and civil life, to 
say nothing about how we are going to come to terms with a 
part of the foundation of Canadian society rooted in the terror 
of history for the First Peoples. How have these exhibitions,  
as well as the programming associated with them, contributed 
to public discussion? How have they deepened our consider-
ations? How have they textured our rush to easy answers to 
resolve questions that have plagued several generations?
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My own recent experience is perhaps as instructive as any-
one’s. Over the last five years I have watched as the museum with 
which I am associated has acquired various cultural exhibitions 
and poured substantial marketing dollars into making them “pay 
off ” with visitors. Considerable care was always taken to see that 
there was no controversy around any possible issue or theme that 
the exhibition might conjure up. The way it works is that during 
the planning process a meeting or two is devoted to preparing a 
document (“talking points”) for the ministry that flags difficult 
questions and provides a response that everyone who may be 
called upon to speak will uphold. In and of itself this is entirely 
appropriate for a mature institution, since one must be prepared 
for issues that journalists, lobby groups or the culture of politics 
may bring forth. This is understood to be a management issue 
and the issues need to be managed. The issues or themes of the 
exhibition are not considered nor is their any tolerance of con-
sidering them as pedagogical occasions around which we may 
plan compelling programming in order to contribute to the life 
of the public mind.

One example several years ago was an exhibition on an 
aspect of ancient Chinese culture which was followed by an 
exhibition on Tibetan religious culture. Considerable effort was 
made to ensure the Chinese were not “offended” by the presence 
of anything Tibetan or by our preparatory advertising on the 
upcoming exhibition before our Chinese colleagues returned 
to China. There certainly could be no consideration of national 
aspirations and the traditional monastic culture of pre-modern 
Tibet. A singularly managerial approach demands that issues 
of public significance be worked around, at best, and censored,  
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at worst. A curatorial approach, on the other hand, is an approach 
that holds public education as central to its mandate, and sees 
the curator as a public scholar working with and through the 
various communities of interest. Management is, and rightly 
so, oriented towards institutional concerns and reputation. 
Curators are, and rightly so, oriented towards public discourse. 
Our museums will mature and take their place at the centre 
of the public square to the extent they begin to hold together 
management’s preoccupation with institutional interest and 
the museum’s singular place as a public forum serving public 
knowledge and the development of public discourse. As many 
of us are keenly aware, there are two spheres of authority in 
museums: the institutional authority of management and the 
curatorial authority of knowledge and public discourse.

Curator as Public Scholar

On the evening of September 11, 2001, I listened to several 
important and influential American pundits call for a re-evalua-
tion of the doctrine of tolerance in the modern, liberal, democratic 
West. These men and women, who had been speaking for some 
time about the culture wars, argued that the current horror was 
a manifestation of the war of ideas central to the heart of the 
modern West. Within the hour I talked with several friends and 
colleagues in various Muslim communities, as well as the local 
Hindu priest. They were hearing these arguments as well, and 
their concern was palpable. We had worked together over the 
past few years and had often talked of the presence of fundamen-
talism and militant movements in the Levant, Asia and Canada. 
The terrors of history and the genius of their respective faiths, 
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the integrity of culture and the fledgling gifts of civil life were 
part and parcel of our conversations as we explored the field of 
meaning in which they walked and into which I was taken. The 
festering wounds of the past and the almost daily new wounds in 
many of their homelands seemed to combine with the spiritual 
anorexia of modern life in ways that have long suggested to me 
that the fields of fascism may be advancing instead of shrinking. 
Almost immediately, and over the next three months with great 
regularity, I was asked to come to speak in mosque and temple, 
in forums held by various social justice, interfaith and peace 
organizations. The fear gripping the people in the mosques and 
temples was deeply disturbing. There was nothing abstract about 
the beating of the war drums and their communities were faced 
with two enormous challenges, one from inside and the other 
from outside. There has been, within many of these communi-
ties, a struggle about who defines the faith and how the faith is 
used in the face of the terrors of history. The process of modern-
ization and the struggle around modernity and tradition in their 
ancestral land, along with the festering wars so many of them 
have faced and continue to face, has them off balance within 
their own cultural household. The lack of a public face for the 
community (and the faith) in Canadian public life and the way 
religious radicals and secular fundamentalists constantly define 
the public discourse on their faith and historical struggles have 
put them off balance within the public sphere, as well.

This two-pronged challenge was in danger of paralyzing the 
community, making it impossible for anyone to speak. We had 
worked together over the past few years and developed the new 
sources of knowledge about cultural memory, living tradition, 
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historical experience and sense of place. We had discussed 
various ways of making these sources available to the pub-
lic, including doing exhibitions and developing educational 
resources. The research and documentation we had done was 
rich and varied, giving us wonderful opportunities to begin the 
public part of our work, but we had yet to do it in any substan-
tial way. On many of these occasions I was troubled that we had 
not been able to find ways to move our rich work together into 
the public sphere. Now that a crisis was upon us, all I could do 
was stand with them in friendship and make personal, and what 
could only appear to be meager, assurances that I would do so in 
the midst of the struggle they feared was about to descend upon 
them. The words of Henry James, writing over a century ago, on 
the rise of the professional intellectual rang in my ears: “Well, 
they want to feel earnest … but it seems as if they took it out in 
theories mostly. Their radical views are a kind of amusement; 
they got to have some amusement, and they might have coarser 
tastes than that. You see they’re very luxurious, and these progres-
sive ideas are about their biggest luxury. They make them feel 
moral and yet don’t damage their position.”86 Our responsibility as 
public scholars, intellectuals and critics places us in a privileged 
position that makes demands on us inside our museums, inside 
the communities in and through which we have come to know 
what we know, and in the public square. We serve the civitas in 
our research and documentation work, but that is not enough. 
When crisis seizes the public imagination, the meagerness of the 
work done even by the best museums in the country becomes 
painfully obvious. As public scholars we have the opportunity 

86. Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981), 77-78 (emphasis in original).



172

working in the fields of meaning

173

to participate in how the issues and themes of the day are being 
framed. As knowledgeable friends of communities under pres-
sure we are responsible to do so. We need to do this work because 
we have come to know who is at risk when prejudice rings out 
in the public square. We need to do this work for the sake of the 
civil life, to moderate the compulsions of the moment and put a 
face on what is only seen through the eyes of fear.

Exhibition as Dialogue

Exhibitions that draw on primary research work or on secondary 
sources have benefited from the thinking and conversation 
that makes up the work of scholarship. Conversation stands 
at the heart of the study of history and culture, so it is rather 
commonplace to suggest that dialogue is foundational to our 
work. Where the conversation has been rich and the scholar 
or curator remains consciously indebted to it and artistically 
capable of communicating from it, the exhibition will have a 
personal and compelling narrative. Entering such an exhibition 
makes us feel that we have not been forced to consider some 
particular matter or way of understanding but simply taken 
by the hand and encouraged to exercise our own knowledge, 
memory, imagination and experience, just as the maker of the 
exhibition has been engaged on all these levels. Exhibitions are 
landscapes of meaning, conscious or otherwise. Whether they 
encourage the public to think about meaning or not, the public 
will bring its understanding into conversation with what we 
do. Perhaps it is the better part of wisdom to approach these 
matters conscious of the new pluralism and to build on their 
pedagogical potential.
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Unintended Dialogue

I was walking back from the PMA cafeteria, past the open-
ing of a feature exhibition that bore the words “Genghis Khan” 
in its title. A tall, gaunt looking man in a clean but tattered 
suit and a neatly appointed tie was standing outside the door 
of the exhibition looking in at the Mongolian warrior figure, 
the marquee image of the exhibition. He seemed slightly ner-
vous, as if he were looking for someone to talk to. I enquired. 
As he took my measure the thought crossed my mind that he 
might have come from the Levant and thus might be troubled 
by what he had just seen. Perhaps he was hesitating to enter 
the exhibition because he knew who Genghis Khan was and 
what lay in the wake of the Great Khan’s conquests. After a few 
moments he marshaled his English and spoke with consider-
able passion: “Genghis Khan! Genghis Khan! His grandson, 
Hülegü, came to my country and slaughtered thousands. The 
bones were piled high as a mountain. My river Tigris ran red 
with blood for weeks. He slaughtered my people. He laid my 
city, Baghdad, to waste. Then came Suleiman the Magnificent, 
a follower of the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him. He 
was the Kanuni, the great law-giver, and the leaders of Europe 
came to learn law from him. Genghis Khan! Hülegü! Suleiman 
the Magnificent!” The events of 1258 seemed as fresh in his 
mind as yesterday’s news. Hülegü had executed the last of the 
Abbasid caliphs along with much of the city’s population. For 
this man, these events formed a seamless stream of events lead-
ing back to the heart of his own faith, culture and civilization. 
He needed to tell someone what it all meant, where it led and 
that his people were a part of the story.
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This exhibition was largely the work of Chinese colleagues and 
our archeologists. It was presented as a blockbuster, with several 
precious artifacts highlighted as if their beauty were enough to 
draw the crowds and meet the projections for gate receipts. The 
interpretive story line was deliberately neutral and the Great Khan 
was painted as a hero simply because of the size of the empire he 
managed to establish. Size, it seemed, matters. Since there were 
few ideas expressed in the exhibition, and since the colleagues 
from China and the PMA archeologists portrayed it as a neu-
tral story of the past with no consequences for the present, the 
exhibition drew modest attention and came and went without 
much note. No consideration was given to the terror of history 
that swept across Asia as the Great Khan advanced, to the death 
of hundreds of thousands or to its implications for the history 
of culture. There was no inner dialogue in the exhibition and, as 
such, no shaping of text and story to invite dialogue within the 
mind and heart of the public. Despite this deliberate (or simply 
unrecognized) neutrality, the son of Baghdad whom I met that 
early afternoon responded from his own landscape of memory 
and meaning. Virtually any exhibition that touches on history 
or culture will call forth the world of meaning within those who 
encounter it, whether or not we wish to have such meaning pres-
ent. An unintended dialogue is implicit and presumed neutrality 
or deliberate thinness of interpretive perspective is not going to 
prevent it from occurring.

Open Text, Porous Text, Expert’s Text, Political Text

Neutral text is implicitly political text, while it often masquerades 
as expert’s text. The expertise, of course, is manifest in simply 
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getting the facts right and identifying them with appropriate 
objects in such a way that presumably no one can take exception 
to what is said. Expertise ensures there will be no political fallout 
and that no feathers will be ruffled. In the new landscape of 
pluralism, however, this goal becomes much more difficult. 
People such as the gentleman with whom I talked in front of the 
Mongol warrior see with particular eyes because their identity is 
linked to events the museum has shaped as if they were neutral. 
Yet they are anything but neutral and their echo rings down 
through the ages, even if we choose not to hear it or are ignorant 
of its meaning. An exhibition that purported to be neutral and 
confined to the past was an act of translation and interpretation 
that touched the living tradition of this son of Baghdad. It 
represented aspects of his memory in ways that cried out for 
expression. If this exhibition had been done with an open text, 
it would have been anything but neutral. It would have evoked 
the living tradition that flowed from the events of the Mongol 
advance through Asia, raised questions about its terrors and 
pointed to the transformation in culture that occurred. Perhaps 
it would even have held together the death of one Muslim society 
with the rise of another extraordinary one under Suleiman the 
Magnificent. If the text had been a porous text, it would have 
provided room for the memory and meaning of those who came to 
the exhibition asking the large questions of the terrors of history, 
ancient and modern. This kind of dialogue occurs for the public 
in an exhibition when it has been part of the dialogue taking 
place in the minds of the curators who make the exhibition. Our 
conversation and thinking about implications and connections, 
as well as the play of meaning that prompts us to do exhibitions, 
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can shape the exhibition text in ways that open and welcome 
the dialogue on the play of meaning both past and present, and 
are porous enough to host differing views and perspectives and 
enlarge the thinking of all those who engage our work.

A Dialogical Landscape

I learned about the dialogical landscape of museum exhibitions 
from the communities whose culture I featured in exhibitions and 
from the public’s encounter with them, but this was long after my 
dialogue with the community and walking their fields of mean-
ing was well established. Exhibitions have followed my primary 
research work for I have never done the field research work in order 
to do the exhibition. When I became aware of the power of exhibi-
tions I began to think about them as another way of deepening my 
conversation with the traditions and themes foundational to the 
exhibition and learned a little about how to shape the exhibition 
as a landscape of meaning. Here we need to be careful. My con-
cern was not first and foremost with a particular set of meanings, 
although there are many such sets and I sought to be faithful to 
them. Rather, I was concerned that the play of meaning at work in 
so much of culture be at work in the exhibition, just as it had been 
at work in my mind and heart doing field research work and in 
the preparations for the exhibition. Perhaps the most recent of my 
large exhibitions may serve to illustrate how this may come about 
and what some of its implications seem to be for the public.

I did Anno Domini: Jesus Through the Centuries out of my 
affection for the Christian tradition, a regard for the illuminating 
power of art and my confidence that a forthright consideration of 
a world of meaning at the heart of Western civilization continues 
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to speak, even in our age of amnesia. I read Jaroslav Pelikan’s won-
derful book, Jesus Through the Centuries: His Place in the History 
of Culture, discussed the exhibition idea with him and eventually 
invited him to be the Honorary Curator of the exhibition. Since 
no consideration of Jesus can be faithful without being grounded 
in incarnation, I spent time in the extraordinary houses of reli-
gious women in Quebec, and in Orthodox monasteries in Serbia 
(in Kosovo just before all hell broke loose) and Greece, includ-
ing Mount Athos and Meteora. I walked the pathways of my 
Pietist ancestors in Scandinavia and the road to Nicea. I sat on 
the Synthronon in the church at Nike (Nicea, Isnik) where Arius 
was taken on by Athanasius, incarnation was affirmed as the heart 
of the fledgling Christian faith and the first creed was drafted.  
I chanted a portion of the Great Litany quietly in the shadows of 
the Hagia Sophia in Constantinople and contemplated, as the great 
historian Steven Runciman put it, “the abomination of desolation 
spoken of by Daniel the Prophet.”87 I walked from the women’s 
Cistercian monastery in the lovely town of Dijon to the public 
square, the same walk taken by forty-two women, young and old, 
who were arrested on a Tuesday at the height of the Terror during 
the French Revolution, taken the following Sunday at 3 o’clock to 
be introduced to Madame Guillotine, given a last word (“Forgive 
them Father, for they know not what they do”) and ushered into 
the Eternal. I talked with curators and historians about doing an 
exhibition on Jesus through the centuries, spent time with artists 
and negotiated with the guardians of various nations’ cultural pat-
rimony. If the exhibition had never reached the light of day this 

87. Runciman begins his monumental 3-volume work, A History of the Crusades (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1951-1954) by quoting these words spoken by Patriarch Sophronius on that February day in 638 when he 
turned over the keys to the defeated city of Jerusalem to the Caliph Omar.
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brief and sketchy account of my research and documentation path 
would still give the broad outline of the dialogue at the foundations 
of this work. I wanted to understand this theme in the past and in 
the living tradition. For that reason the work began in conversa-
tion with those who continued to live out of the faith and living 
tradition at the heart of Anno Domini.

The first challenge, of course, was the theme of the exhibition 
itself: “How can you possibly contemplate doing an exhibition on 
Jesus?” The second was: “What right do you have to do an exhi-
bition that uses artistic works to speak of cultural meaning?” We 
are concerned with aesthetics and history. That is what “proper” 
museums do. “We have just purged ourselves of this heinous story 
and all the harm it has visited on human culture” one French intel-
lectual and cultural guardian said to me. Our discussion was on 
my mind the next day in Dijon as I listened to a historian tell me 
about the Sisters taken from the very house in which we were sit-
ting (now a regional museum) to the executioner who had set up 
in the city square. The Terror had arrived in Dijon.

I did Anno Domini as a small way of pouring oil (the “oil 
of gladness,” I hope) on our civil discourse. I hoped it would 
make our considerations of the complex questions we face in 
this historical moment a bit more supple by opening up the 
sources of our culture. It was humbling to watch so many women, 
men and children move slowly, back and forth, again and again 
thinking, pondering and talking together as they found themselves 
along that walk with Jesus through the centuries. Many wept, 
and although I am not always sure why, it did strike me that 
the invitation to ponder and to let their own conversation and 
the movement of their heart and mind rise to the surface and 
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join the choir of that great cloud of witnesses from Jesus, the 
Jew to Jesus, the Man Who Belongs to the World (the themes 
that bracketed the exhibition), was a welcome relief. Many of 
the people who came to the exhibition saw its many themes, 
texts, images and narratives as a kind of choir, a great cloud of 
witnesses, that for over twenty centuries provided the melody 
line for their particular counterpoint. So it was for believers 
from various and often competing perspectives, for skeptics and 
those whose ultimate concern rests in another field of meaning 
far from that of the Christian tradition.

The exhibition used Pelikan’s eighteen epochs, showing Jesus’ 
place in the history of culture with the gifts and challenges that 
have formed much of society and culture in the West over 2000 
years. In each of these themes I endeavoured to hold present 
and past together. In each of them I endeavoured to let the 
incarnation speak and not dull or divert its presence. Day in 
and day out, from October 2000 to January 2001, I talked with 
women and men visiting the exhibition, and received notes, 
letters and phone calls from friends and strangers. They simply 
wanted to speak, like the son of Baghdad I mentioned earlier, on 
what they had come to consider in Anno Domini. Dominique 
Dendraël, a curator working in France at the museum which 
now occupies the house of the Cistercian women in Dijon, 
brought many of the French works to the exhibition. On the 
second day of the exhibition she spoke of how taken aback 
she was to see the works she diligently sought out from many 
regional museums in France, because the guardians of the French 
national collections would not let the works they controlled 
go into an exhibition about Jesus: “Despite all our discussions 



180

working in the fields of meaning

181

I am astonished to see these works I have come to love shown 
in the context of the world of meaning which gave them birth.” 
A self-described exile from the Christian tradition, she had 
glimpsed the artists’ work as part of a landscape of meaning 
far richer than what she was normally accustomed to. The 
last works we hung in the gallery were brought by Roberto 
Fontanari from the Galleria dell’Accademia in Venice. An art 
historian of some note and friend of Umberto Eco, he came 
to me after twenty minutes in Anno Domini and said: “David, 
what have you done here? For twenty years at Saint Marco I 
have thought about how it is we always reduce our wonderful 
works simply to history and aesthetics. We swim in such art 
works but we never speak of their meaning. I see here that it 
can be done. It is a third way and I see how deeply it engages 
us.” The Keeper of a portion of the treasures at the National 
Museums of Scotland, Godfrey Evans, brought works by Phoebe 
Anna Traquair (1852-1936), the magnificent Trinity College 
Communion Bread Plate by Thomas Kirkwood (fl.1621-1636), 
gilded terracotta bozzetti Virgin Mary and Christ Holding 
the Cross by Giuseppe Mazzuoli (1644-1725), and an early 
thirteenth-century Limoges reliquary. He spoke about how his 
museum simply would not think of doing an exhibition that so 
explicitly addressed the meaning of the Christian tradition for 
human culture: “We simply could not do such an exhibition. 
But now that I see it, perhaps there are ways.”

With all my colleagues who came from the United Kingdom, 
Italy, France and Greece our discussion over the few days we 
were together turned on our culture of amnesia and the presence 
of meaning reflected in the artistic works of Western culture.  
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We spoke about how our museums and galleries that preserve 
and value the gifts of human culture have come to colonize their 
meaning and feed the disease of amnesia we so often bemoan. 
Yet, when we see these works brought together in a landscape 
of meaning and see the singular response of the public it is clear 
that the dialogue between past and present and across partic-
ular cultures, and the dialogue of tradition with the personal 
dimensions of experience remain a vital part of people’s lives. 
Exhibitions may be shaped to force this conversation under-
ground or they may be shaped to call it forth. When they are 
shaped to call it forth the exhibition will do its work, not only 
at the box office88, but in each particular community and in the 
public square as well.

88 The Gifts and Challenges of Anno Domini,” David J. Goa, Material Religion, volume 8, issue 1, pp.76-95
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MUSEUM C OLLECTION  

AS SOURCE OF KNOWLED GE

Jaroslav Pelikan, Sterling Professor of History at Yale University 
and the foremost scholar on the history of Christian ideas in the 
twentieth century, turned from his work to the dinner placed 
in front of him. It was two hours into the flight and he spoke 
to the gentleman sitting next to him. After the usual exchange 
of pleasantries he was asked about his work. Since Pelikan 
wrote a book honouring the centennial of the University of 
Chicago, The Idea of the University: A Reexamination (1992), 
he hit his stride quickly making the case for the teaching of 
the humanities to the young. After perhaps twenty minutes the 
gentleman said it sounded like they pretty much did the same 
thing. Pelikan was as close to flummoxed as he has perhaps 
ever been. Johnny Unitas, the “greatest there ever was,” the 
quarterback who remade a city, Baltimore, who remade a team, 
the Colts, and remade football itself, thought they pretty much 
did the same thing? “When I go back to pass,” Unitas said,  
“I don’t throw the ball to where the receiver is. If I do that the 
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receiver won’t be there when the ball arrives. I throw the ball to 
where he is going to be when he gets there. You’ve been telling 
me you throw the tradition to the students in such a way that 
when they are all grown up and in important positions they 
will look up and catch what you’ve thrown to them.”

When Pelikan first told me this story he asked why it is that 
an NFL quarterback understood the purpose of our work with 
the sources of knowledge on culture, but so many university 
professors simply don’t get it? I have often asked the same question 
when reflecting on the shape and form given by curators in the 
history and cultural area to their work and by directors to their 
museums. In both museums and universities, which are key 
institutions of knowledge in a liberal democratic society, it is easy 
to forget the civil vocation of scholarship. There are those who 
love learning for its own sake, which is a laudable way of shaping 
one’s life as a scholar, in my view. There are those who see their 
scholarship as being in service to a corporate interest, political 
party, knowledge industry or advocacy on behalf of what may 
often be a laudable cause. Of course there are also always those 
colleagues who have lost their way and assume their career is 
the only thing that ultimately matters.

The new pluralism, the public space of the museum and 
the opportunity to establish the first generation of sources of 
knowledge on most of the cultural communities in Canada 
through primary research and documentation place service 
to both communities and civil life squarely in front of us. 
Reorienting our work and our understanding of its purpose will 
place us on the seat between the eminent humanist scholar and 
the great quarterback. It will most assuredly find us working in 
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the present with vigor precisely because the future is unfolding 
in ways that make our work necessary. Without it, civil life will 
wither as it did in the Dark Ages and as it does in those places 
where retribalization has been seen as the only way to preserve 
identity. Without our work, cultural life will wither as it did in 
the age of imperial and colonial domination, and as it does in 
those places where modernity has been seen as the only way 
to preserve the appetite of a few for the products of a narrowly 
conceived market.

Artifact Collection as Source of Knowledge

Most of us working in museums in Canada readily admit, at least 
in private, that we have been colonized by our collections. These 
collections are far too numerous and we have been injudicious 
in accepting most of what has been offered. Many collections 
have been acquired passively and the documentation, both on 
collections and on individual artifacts, runs the narrow gamut 
from scant to nil. Consequently, exhibitions tend to be abstract 
and collections are used simply to illustrate themes and periods. 
They rarely tell us a memorable story about the joys and struggles 
of real people in particular places. Rather than being sources of 
knowledge, our collections illustrate elementary knowledge that 
already exists and does so, at best, on the level of the general 
encyclopedia article. While this may be said about history 
collections in general, it is also the case that there is very little 
in these collections that reflects the cultural communities which 
make up much of the Canadian public. Here we begin with a 
fresh slate and have the opportunity to engage the opportunity 
on new ground.
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Documenting Provenance, Context and Use

The thorough documentation of who made an artifact, when 
and where it was made, and who owned it down through the 
years is covered in the standard manuals of museum practice. All 
these questions are starting points to explore what I like to call 
the “subject of the object.” Is the artifact part of an immigrant 
or refugee family’s settlement effects? Why and how did it come 
to accompany the family on the journey? Why has a common 
practical item of everyday life in the homeland come to occupy 
an iconic place in the living room in the new land or to be tucked 
away and now deemed appropriate to be placed in a museum? 
The context and use of objects, as it changes from homeland to 
new land, or the object’s lack of context and use are often rich 
avenues for exploration. Context and use are not only about the 
physical place of the object in everyday life, but often include 
the deeper worlds of memory and tradition. Documenting the 
current context and use of the artifact is standard practice in 
developing cultural collections, and this includes discussions that 
readily move into the field of meaning for the owner. We need 
to explore the perennial museum questions who, what, when 
and where, and then spend far more time on why and how as 
we work with cultural artifacts.

The Subject of the Object: Documenting Meaning and Story

We only get to the subject of the object when we are  
willing to walk into the landscape of meaning and story. Objects, 
even of the most practical kind, may open the doors of memory, 
lead to a discussion on the historical experience of the family or 



186

working in the fields of meaning

187

unfold an aspect of living tradition. When I first came to work 
in a museum I was asked to catalogue a collection of Norwegian 
artifacts recently acquired from a family in the hinterlands of 
northern Alberta.89 The collection consisted of clothing, jewelry, 
textiles, tools, furnishings, treen, books and photographs. All 
the wooden and textile artifacts were handmade, most of them 
between 1870 and 1900. There were a few pieces from the early 
nineteenth century and one or two from the eighteenth. I was told 
they were settler’s effects brought by a family that immigrated in 
stages throughout the 1920s from the area around Skien in the 
province of Telemark, Norway. The published documentation of 
Norwegian material culture is very good, so I spent several months 
combing publications and writing about design, construction and 
decorative pattern originating in the folk culture of Telemark.  
I learned a great deal through my study and prepared a reason-
ably rich material culture record, yet it was a secondary source 
drawn from secondary sources. Then I went to visit the family 
in St. Lina, in the scrub bush country north of St. Paul, Alberta. 
This area was largely settled by French and Ukrainian farmers.  
I knew a fair bit about Norwegian settlement on the prairies and 
wondered, as I drove the dirt road leading to the Farvolden farm, 
how it happened that a family from the rich and lush valleys of 
Telemark had come to settle in such an isolated place without 
any Norwegian community within 150 miles. Why had they not 
settled around Camrose or Provost or Valhalla in the Peace River 
country along with hundreds of other Norwegians, many of whom 
came during the same period? How had this rich collection of 

89. Norwegian Immigrant Clothing and Textiles, edited by Catherine C. Cole (Edmonton: Prairie Costume Society, 
1990). The Farvolden collection prompted several colleagues to hold a conference which resulted in this publica-
tion. Several essays in this book discuss the Farvolden collection.
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traditional handmade Norwegian material come to find a home 
in The Provincial Museum of Alberta? While I did not know 
it at the time, this collection was the finest body of material 
from one family in any North American collection.

My material culture research and the knowledge I gleaned 
from growing up in Alberta’s Norwegian community, as well 
as my study of aspects of its history and culture, gave me a 
foundation for what I encountered. However, I was not prepared 
for the affective kernels and pathos of this story. As I sat in 
the cold farmhouse built by the father, when he first came 
in 1920, a story of immigration, failure and despair slowly 
unfolded. The father and his eldest son had come to Alberta 
aspiring to a new life. Every two years or so they were joined 
in this new land by another son until, in 1928, just before the 
Depression, the mother and sister completed the migration. 
Sitting around the wood stove talking with Nona, the daughter, 
guardian of the family patrimony and the only person left who 
was able to talk, I slowly learned about the hopes and dreams 
of the father and the reluctance of the mother to start again, 
so far from family, friends and all that was known. I learned 
of the adventures of the five young brothers as they hunted 
and fished in the wilderness and the despair of the sister, 
who was never able to continue her studies, visit museums 
in her native Norway or live out her ambition to teach. It was 
a wrenching story set in motion by the unspoken reasons 
for their coming: flight from a family quarrel and tragedy. 
Nona had spent most of her nights over the previous twenty 
years awake, tending the wood stove, fearful that the house 
would burn down and take the Norwegian patrimony with it.  
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She had carefully tucked each piece away in the basement many 
years before, when she realized that the primitive conditions 
of their life were not going to change and that these conditions 
damaged the only thing she had come to treasure. Finally she 
had mustered the courage to find a home for them, set a price 
on the collection (itself a deeply disturbing act), and place 
the collection beyond the reach of those who might sell it to  
the first bidder when she died.

We walked the pathways of despair and through them found 
the pathways into the local knowledge of which she was the 
only guardian. I learned of grandparents and great-grandpar-
ents, folk artists who had spent the winter in Telemark in the 
nineteenth century building cabinets and chairs and paint-
ing them with the rosemaling designs for which this region 
of her homeland was known. As we talked and her confidence 
grew, she began to show me what she had made on the loom 
reconstructed in Alberta with local timber and the metal 
parts brought in 1928. Her prized textile was a baptismal 
blanket modeled on a medieval textile hanging in the Norsk 
Folkemuseum in Oslo she had seen the day before departing 
for Canada. This blanket wrapped the sole grandchild. She 
brought out the bentwood box her brother had made from 
Alberta spruce, a primitive model of one made in Norway and 
now in the PMA collection, as well as the chairs and table he 
had made from locally milled spruce. Despair and the little 
pleasures of life mingled as we talked, and over my various 
visits until she died, the collection grew along with the world 
of meaning which was the subject of all these objects.
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A Knowledge-Bearing Record

Field research work with cultural communities gives us the 
opportunity to share in rich accounts of local knowledge. The 
historical and cultural context of a person, family and community 
all add texture to the standard works of history touching on 
Canada and the many other places from which our citizens 
have come. Immigration policy and the economic conditions of 
Canada have been well studied, but they take on new meaning 
and a living face when we listen to Nona Farvolden or any of 
the thousands of men and women who have come to make this 
place their home. Even in cases like the Farvolden collection, 
which came to PMA without the benefit of initial field research 
work, the record and knowledge of the material culture grew 
into something very different from a simple material description 
with carefully recorded provenance. Layer upon layer of story 
was added with each visit and conversation. My thinking about 
the Canadian experience, folk culture and modernity, ambition, 
aspiration and lost dreams took place in the context of the life 
experience of a family. The new public sources of knowledge 
grew as Nona and I talked. They grew over the better part of 
twenty years and the circle of understanding came to include a 
relative in Telemark she had never again seen after the sojourn 
in the 1920s, a niece of Nona’s, as well as Aagot Noss, Norway’s 
leading scholar of textiles, from the Norsk Folkemuseum in Oslo, 
who came to study the collection. Some of this documentation 
is in the artifact database, some in field notes linked to the 
database and some in the documentation accompanying 
photographs and the audio recordings of a portion of our 
conversations. I began this work before computers were 
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commonly available. With the advent of their use in museums, 
making the links between the various sources of knowledge—
artifact, photograph and audio collections, and field notes—is 
simple and straightforward. We now also have the opportunity 
to add a historical and cultural note every time we discuss the 
collection with a relative, friend or scholar and, of course, every 
time we revisit the material and think again about its meaning 
and place in the life of a family and the life of Alberta.

Ethical Responsibility, Judgment and Saying No

It is a revealing exercise to consider the ethical responsibility 
for collections discussed in the standard museum manuals. 
The discussion originates in law and often ends in law. Law 
is important, obviously, but it is only the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to our responsibility for collections and to 
the communities which are the subject of the collections. 
Even with artifacts acquired passively I have a rule of thumb: 
don’t accept anything I am not willing to spend three hours 
talking about with the donor. This simple discipline is helpful 
in judging my own commitment to what is offered. It is also 
the point of departure for the initial discussion with the donor. 
Is the donor interested and willing to spend time thinking 
about what it is they want in the public collection? When we 
consider the time, effort and resources required to care for each 
artifact over time, it is not too much to ask that artifacts only 
be acquired where there is real interest on the part of both the 
donor and the museum worker. Are we interested enough to 
create a knowledge-bearing record? Or, are we simply adding 
another item to the inventory? The latter attitude reflects a lack 
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of responsibility and our ethical standards need to mature to 
include the exercise of such judgment. If we fail to exercise 
this judgment, we continue the process whereby museums 
are colonized by their collections and curatorial time is 
colonized by the necessary but elementary tasks of collections 
management. Without this exercise of judgment there will be 
neither the time nor the will to do the substantial field research 
work necessary to build knowledge-bearing collections and 
prepare the accompanying records and sources of knowledge 
that constitute a mature museum. Work in the fields of meaning 
is of a different order and seats responsibility firmly in the 
place of friendship and scholarship. Where collections grow 
from such work, their knowledge-bearing capacity is the 
primary point and, consequently, our ethical responsibility 
may be carried lightly.

Photograph Collection as Source of Knowledge

The making of images is as old as the pictures in the huge 
Paleolithic temple-cave known as Les Trois-Frères in the 
Pyrenees. Someone made images out of a wish to remember, 
communicate and act. Those images are cultural documents 
of the first order. We make images to remember, communi-
cate and act 30,000 years ago, and in doing so we also make 
cultural documents. When we sit for an afternoon with a pho-
tograph album on our knees facing the person who treasures 
it, we are also ushered into a world of meaning, just as Henri 
Édouard Prosper Breuil, the world’s chief authority on the art 
of the French caves, was through his work. We are both seek-
ing to understand another time and another place and to think 
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again about what it may say to us now. Unlike Abbé Breuil, we 
often have the benefit of the living witness and the opportu-
nity to glimpse the meaning of the images in the past as well 
as the present. Our own photographic work places us closer 
than we may care to imagine to the people who made the 
images 30,000 years ago. Like them, we have a way of viewing,  
seeing, showing and hiding. Our reading of the photographs 
and the photograph album and our listening to the story and 
play of meaning it calls forth may also shed light on what 
exists in the caves of the heart and mind.

An Afternoon with the Photograph Albums

Marie, the daughter of Zofia Maria Skarzynska (d. November 
3, 1999), told me that her mother was a fine photographer and 
that she had several photograph albums dating from the 1920s 
and 1930s. Her mother had refused to show them to anyone, 
and Marie thought it would be lovely if I could see them. Zofia 
had grown up on one of the great Polish estates, and was courted 
on horseback and during family and group hunting adventures 
by the man who became Marie’s father. I had visited Zofia sev-
eral times and our conversations had moved from the activity 
and thought of Karol Wojtyla (Pope John Paul II, the first son of 
Poland to many) to her husband’s work for the League of Nations 
that documented the Katyn Forest massacre. There 4,254 Polish 
army officers were killed and buried in a mass grave in May 1940. 
When this was discovered the Soviets blamed it on the Nazi 
occupation of Poland but Mr. Skarzynska’s report had shown 
it was the work of Soviet military and secret service units. His 
work on this horrific event forced the family to flee from their 



192 193

david j. goa

native country in which they were so well rooted and occupied 
so prestigious a place. They sought refuge working for a French 
corporate farm in southern Saskatchewan, far from those who 
were hunting him. We talked of Zofia’s first days on the prairies 
and of her delight in hunting. On my last visit with her, before 
her death at 91, she served the last duck she had shot during 
her final hunting trip east of Calgary. After lunch Zofia, rather 
abruptly and without warning, told her daughter where the 
photograph albums were and sent her to get them. We spent 
our afternoon walking through the memory of life on the great 
estate, including the hunting parties and her amorous encoun-
ters. The photographs were brilliant, beautiful and showed so 
much of Zofia’s sensibility and culture. The albums themselves 
and the way the suites of photographs were presented were 
also rich cultural documents.90

The time with the photograph album is not primarily about 
documenting the provenance, date, location, subject and people 
in the photograph and acquiring another print for our col-
lections. While this is obviously necessary it is not the genius 
of such occasions. Photographs lead us into the world of cul-
tural memory, living tradition, historical experience and sense 
of place. As we talk and think together, a landscape of story 
opens and we have an opportunity to hear the affective kernel 
of story. It is the hearing of these kernels that is the heart of the 
work. Following the narrative and exploring its meaning for 
our companion gives us a rich and textured cultural document. 
The photograph and the photograph album resonate with story.  

90. Photographs, as well as the way photographs are presented in a family album, are cultural documents. Yet often 
museums have removed historical photographs from the album for safekeeping and preservation. In this act a 
cultural document is destroyed and a source of knowledge, the album, removed from the record so it is no longer 
possible to read it as part of our growth in understanding the person, family, historical period and culture.
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Our recorded conversations about the photograph album are 
sources of knowledge as vital as the photographs themselves and 
allow others an opportunity to share our exploration in the field 
of meaning that the conversation afforded.

Photography in the Living Tradition

In most cultural communities photography may catch a 
moment of memory, tradition, experience and place.91 Thus 
photography has been a substantial part of my work in various 
communities. The documentation of ritual, work, home, meeting 
place, temple, pilgrimage site, gardens, fields, schools and pastry 
shops form a large collection of new sources of knowledge asso-
ciated with various cultural communities. Through photography 
I have documented the cultural character of space, particularly 
homes, as well as the material culture commonly found in a par-
ticular community. Only when my confidence grew did I begin 
to photograph the women, men and children with whom I was 
talking. I have come to treasure the distinct expressions on their 
lovely faces that seemed, in the words of the ancients, to reveal 
their souls. This is what I wanted the lens to capture so that I 
might linger with the memory of our time together.

Photographic documentation requires a relationship, and the 
photographs tell us as much, perhaps, about the photographer as 
they do about the subject. Photographs reveal the relationship 
and that is why a very similar image may be either holy or por-
nographic. The former is a moment of wonder and regard while 

91. Photography is taboo in some communities, the Hutterian Brethren for example, and it is inappropriate in particu-
lar places and times within all communities. The more I learned and experienced the code surrounding the act of 
image making, the less comfortable I became in saying what was acceptable and what was inappropriate. This will 
be clear in the working relationship and will shift along with the growth and change in the relationship.
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the latter captures the subject for the purpose of desire. It seems 
to me that this may be as true for portraiture and human activity 
as it is for spaces and the things of the world. The moral sensi-
bilities of the ethnographic gaze run through our work and are 
vivid every time we take up the camera.92 We are image makers 
and our images reveal, hide and remake the way others see and 
the way the subjects may come to see the meaning and value of 
their world as a result of seeing our photographs.

The finest photographic work I have encountered in a museum 
is the sustained work of Sune Jonsson, winner of the international 
Hasselblad prize for photography in 1993. He began his work 
in 1960 in the Västerbottens Museum, Umeå, Sweden, doing 
documentary projects on a contract basis. Per-Uno Ågren, director 
of the Museum, saw the enormous potential for this type of work 
and brought him on board as an ethnological fieldworker in 1968. 
From then on he regularly published books of photographic essays 
through the 1990s. His work is wide ranging.93 He has studied the 
flora and fields of his native Västerbotten on the Gulf of Bothnia 
and commented to me on one occasion that “the fields are the 
witness to who we are and what we have made of our home.” He 
has given us a haunting consideration of the abandoned villages 
of the region, including his home village, which is a study that 
contemplates emptiness and loneliness in landscape, household 

92. There is a growing literature on the ethnographic gaze, guardianship of the eyes and our super-heated culture of 
images. Ronald Silvers, anthropologist and photographer, reflects on the liminal place between outsider and par-
ticipant he experienced during his encounter with villages and monastic life in Buddhist Ladakh. See his travel 
diary, A Pause on the Path (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1988) published in the series, Visual Studies, 
edited by Douglas Harper. Barbara Duden, Ivan Illich and Mother Jerome, O.S.B., have written a provocative 
consideration of the history of the gaze in human culture and modern spectacle, “The Scopic Past and the Ethics 
of the Gaze: A Plea for the Historical Study of Ocular Perception,” Working Paper No. 6, Science and Technology, 
and Society Studies, Pennsylvania State University, November 1995.

93. Album: fotografier från fem decennier, edited by Per-Uno Ågren (Umeå: Västerbottens läns hembygdsförbund, 
2000) is a retrospective of Sune Jonsson’s work.
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and the hearts of those who remain.94 It is this work that brought 
us together. The Swedish government encouraged the settlement 
of the north over 200 years ago. Swedes took up homesteads in 
the region, established families and lived through a mixture of 
farming, forestry, fishing and hunting. In the mid 19th century the 
Swedish government became concerned about the rights of the 
Sami peoples who used these lands for the herding of reindeer 
and in other ways in their nomadic economy. A new law giving 
them preference and restricting the use of local resources by 
Swedes led to the clearance of the area. A group from the region 
of Vilhelmina came to Alberta and started a new life. Sune 
Jonsson’s study of those few who remained in their homeland and 
the Swedish community in North America brought us together. 
He studied several important religious movements in the region 
and their missionary activity in Africa,95 as well as craftspeople, 
farmers, artists and authors.

Contemplative regard, friendship and deep sympathy Sune 
Jonsson brought to his work. He lingered in the presence of the 
subjects, and sought to understand them through his quiet and 
unassuming conversation. He spent time and they became part 
of his life. The work took shape and form through the deepen-
ing of the friendship. His work is not so much a documentation 
of life as it is a contemplation of living. Perhaps because it is a 
contemplative engagement, it is a superb documentation touch-
ing the deeper layers of life. Like so many artists, Sune Jonsson 
is present to the men and women, interior spaces and landscape 
that are the subjects in his work. It is this quality of presence that 
94. Sune Jonsson, Bilder av nådens barn: en miljöstudie (Stockholm: LT, 1963).

95. See his book on the Swedish mission movement in Congo, Bilder av Kongo: från en mission (Stockholm: LT, 1965); 
on the Pentecostal movement in his home region, Sammankomst i elden (Stockholm: LT, 1966); and a retrospective 
on his various studies of Pietism, Husen vid himlastigen (Stockholm: Natur och kultur/LT, 1998).
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is the ground from which he sees and this is what his artistic gift 
draws us to see as well.

Few museums have considered supporting a photographer 
for the better part of fifty years and few photographers have the 
vision and presence, the skill and sensibility, seen in Sune Jonsson’s 
work. It was perhaps a special set of circumstances that led to 
his work and its singular legacy. We learn from the best, even if 
we are unable to proceed the way they did. We may be inspired 
by the lesson that photographs reflect a relationship and that 
where there is real presence and regard the image speaks across 
time and place. Relationship takes time and has its own rhythm. 
Photographs reflect our way of seeing and of being present. 
They are an engagement, and when they are made out of deep 
sympathy they speak of the play and struggle of meaning in 
the lives of human beings They speak of cultural sensibilities 
shaping interior spaces and the way space is turned into place 
by human presence.

Documenting the Work

There are also uses for photographs of our fieldwork itself. 
We should ensure there are photographic materials that reflect 
the work as we engage in it, walking along the pathways of the 
community’s life, documenting a ritual, or pondering the ter-
rors of history central to the story that unfolds through our  
conversation. Our place in the work is an important part of what 
is being done and it should be reflected in the photographic 
documents. This can only be done if there are additional mem-
bers in the research team who give the documentation of the 
work itself, the relationship of researcher to subject, the same 
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consideration we seek to give all aspects of the community’s life. 
When this is done it is likely our host will want photographs to 
add to the family album. If we need any assurance that we have 
reached an appropriate depth in our relationship, this request 
will affirm that indeed we have. In addition, in both publications 
drawing on the work with a community and publications on the 
museum’s work over the years, the photographs of the work itself 
are valuable. Photographs also remind us that we are central to 
the work and that the work is born of our relationship and not 
simply the arbitrary gathering of information.

Documenting and Cataloguing the Image

Historical photographs are cultural documents made by 
someone else, in another time and another place, for reasons 
we may or may not come to know. The ethnographic photo-
graphs we make in the course of our work are made by us, in a 
particular place and for reasons we know and need to record. 
Recording the provenance of photographs and of photograph 
collections as collections is fundamental, but it is only the 
beginning of what the conversation over the photograph album 
may yield and what our photography within the community is 
all about. The stories told and ideas and experience pondered 
as a result of our time with the photograph album need to be 
recorded, worked with and placed in the record of the photo-
graph or linked to it through the record. Similarly, we need to 
place in that record our ideas, experiences and stories that led to 
the work, our considerations during the work and our consid-
erations after the photography was completed. Our work is not 
completed until we record, for others to read, the world of story 
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and idea that surrounds the photograph and the collection of 
photographs. Both historic and ethnographic photographs are 
pathways to cultural memory, living tradition, historical expe-
rience and sense of place. They all bear within themselves the 
affective kernel of the human story. Our work both as midwife, 
in the case of historic photographs, and as progenitor, in the 
case of ethnographic photographs, provides a rich and textured 
record of our considerations prompted by these images. A pic-
ture is worth 1,000 words and if we are not willing or able to give 
it 1,000 words then we are engaged in stripping meaning instead 
of ensuring that the fields of meaning are present in our work.

Techniques

Technical considerations are important primarily because 
our choice of equipment will affect what it is we do and how we 
do it. Film and video are what I call second-take media. They 
are detrimental to the initial and primary engagement with the 
fields of meaning because they require too much set-up time, 
too much intervention in the normal course of conversation 
and action and are too expensive. Photography needs to be as 
simple and straightforward as possible so that attention to the 
subject, engagement in the conversation, thinking together and 
being present to each other remains at the centre of the work. 
Primary field research and documentation is about learning and 
deepening our understanding. It is about thinking together. We 
record stories, our discussion of ideas and the pathways of human 
experience and our thinking together in the course of our work. 
All of this becomes part of the record, but the record will only 
be rich and textured if we are engaged in seeking to understand 
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how our companion in the exploration understands it all. Thus, 
if we wish to make a documentary for use in the public media 
this must be based on the primary work. It is a second look 
with a distinct purpose and story line drawn from the primary 
work and the body of story that emerged through our primary 
explorations. The primary work and the documentary are not 
the same and cannot be done simultaneously. If we try to do 
so we will do a second-rate job of the latter and will never get 
to the former.

Audio Collection as Source of Knowledge

The modern possibility of recording conversation, ritual, 
ceremony and artistic performance opens up a whole new 
way of working within the museum. Its chief gift is as a new 
primary record. While scholars not so long ago wrote down 
their account of conversations, ritual and performance, we 
may record them as they occur. These new cultural documents 
give others the opportunity to hear ritual and performance. 
Others far into the future will have the opportunity to listen 
in on what is said in our conversations and on how we 
engage what is being said. They will be able to hear us work 
at understanding and what we make of what is said. These 
conversations have the capacity to reveal the act of thinking 
together, and in doing so place both the researcher and the 
subject where they have always been. Long before audio 
recordings were possible, dialogue was a primary way of 
coming to know and understand. Now the act itself is part of 
the new cultural document.
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Talking Together Along the Pathways of Meaning

Some years ago I was consulted briefly on an oral history 
project within the Italian community in Western Canada. It 
was well funded and headed up by several professionals and 
academics. They invited me to come and talk with them at the 
outset of the project. We had a vigorous conversation well into 
the evening and that is the last I heard of their work until I 
received a phone call a year later asking if I would come and talk 
with them again. They had interviewed many people within the 
community, recorded the interviews and prepared transcripts 
of each recording. Now they were approaching the end of the 
work and some people were having misgivings. The interviews 
were dull and, in most of them, the response to questions was a 
simple “yes” or “no.” They asked if I might come and talk with 
them and try to find out what was missing and why they were 
no longer as excited about what they were doing as they were 
when I had talked with them a year before.

To prepare for our second discussion I asked for and received a 
transcript of one of the conversations. It was the recorded exchange 
between one of the researchers and an elderly Italian poet. The 
researcher was a sociologist, politician and author of consider-
able reputation. He had studied racism within Canadian society, 
particularly as it was expressed towards Italians. The transcript 
ran for twenty or thirty pages and I read it with care. At the Italian 
community meeting place various members of the research team 
had gathered. They were eager to find out what I thought of the 
transcript and explore what was happening in their recorded 
interviews. Here was a group of capable and interested men and 
women eager to do good work and I hesitated to address their 
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question directly. I asked them to tell me how they were going 
about the work and to think about what they thought they were 
doing. They talked freely and told me how they hammered out 
questionnaires that could be used with the various people selected 
to be interviewed. They talked about their objectivity and sev-
eral technical difficulties making recordings. I then asked each of 
them to go back to the formative meetings of the project, when 
they became interested, and speak a little about why they were 
interested. With a little help they recovered their passion and a 
number of them spoke about themselves and their families. They 
told stories that touched on memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place bridging Calabria and Alberta. Our 
conversation was in stark contrast to the transcript I had read and 
they all recognized it, although they had not thought of them-
selves as part of the subject of the work.

We had talked for the better part of two hours when we 
returned to consider the transcript. I opened our discussion by 
asking about the gentleman who had been interviewed. Perhaps 
he was present or, perhaps, he was the father of one of the 
researchers. I also asked about the interviewer and discovered that 
he was unable to attend. The transcript mapped a conversation 
that never happened. The interviewer never stepped into the 
landscape of story and meaning that the gentleman wanted to 
talk about. Over and over again, throughout the whole of the 
transcript, the gentleman tried to tell the interviewer about his 
poems and songs, some of which he had written and others that 
were part of his childhood formation in the village of his dreams. 
The interviewer did not wish to hear about this but rather kept 
insisting on the interview questions, particularly those that 
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asked about racism, prejudice and the struggles on the margin 
from the 1930s through the 1950s between Canadian society 
and the Italian community. I suggested one of them return to 
this gentleman’s home without the questionnaire and listen to 
the poems and songs. Then they may actually do what ought to 
be done in this conversation, by touching the particular genius 
of this person and learning something about who they were 
through their relationship with him. Could they do this? There 
was a quiet collective gasp when I asked the question. They said 
they had buried the poet ten days ago. The poems and songs and 
how they were at play in this man’s mind and heart will never be 
known. The frustration of the elderly gentleman, evident in the 
transcript, was felt by each person around the table that evening. 
This false step diminished the community’s memory.

There are various issues illustrated in this example which 
show us how to have recorded conversations that are sources of 
knowledge. The first is that questionnaires are about information. 
They are not about knowledge and do not open a conversation 
that leads us into the fields of meaning for human beings. The 
preparation for dialogue requires that we study those aspects 
of memory, tradition, experience and place that are part of 
a community’s identity. It is important to know what we can 
about the markings along these pathways. Dialogue is not 
about marshaling information to prove what we already assume 
we know. That may be left to sociologists in service to policy 
makers or marketers of one sort or another. Dialogue is about 
the affective kernel at the heart of the understanding and world 
of meaning of the particular person with whom we are talking. 
To enter without false steps requires that we have various 
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themes and avenues of exploration in mind as we prepare for 
our conversation. However, avenues of exploration are not 
questionnaires. They have entirely different purposes.

The second lesson is that ideological concerns, no matter how 
important, are always in danger of colonizing the world of mean-
ing of the other. The interviewer was preoccupied with seeking 
more evidence that bore witness to his self-understanding as 
victim. That is why the transcript tells us a good deal about his 
frame of mind and nothing about the mind and heart of the poet. 
The poet never got into the conversation because the frame had 
no entry points and the interviewer was guarding its boundar-
ies with vigor. This is not to say that ideological concerns are not 
part of our identity as persons and that they do not have a place 
at the table of conversation. Obviously they are and they do, but 
in the transcript and recorded conversation we were considering 
it was obvious that there was no table of hospitality. All we had 
was a platform for the interviewer. At the table of hospitality and 
in the midst of the turning towards the other, as we listen for the 
meaning at the heart of what is expressed and what is not said, 
there is room for all our concerns. The key is what we are seeking 
from expressing them. Are we simply endeavouring to confirm 
what we already think we know? Or, are we engaged in think-
ing again about what we care about with another human being 
in order to hear our own understanding in a new way because 
of the other’s understanding, and to hear and engage the other 
at the heart of the other’s concerns? This may only happen when 
we listen and hear what is said by our companion, and when 
we begin to understand the world of meaning out of which the 
companion speaks.
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This dialogue is not an interview. We are not trying to enter in 
order to view. Rather we are opening up a conversation in order to 
understand both the fields of meaning of the other and our own 
fields of meaning. The lead in this conversation is always in the 
hands of our companion. That is why Socrates is our teacher and 
midwifery our gift. It is the other’s conversation with us not ours 
with the other. Indeed, this type of dialectical framing disappears 
in dialogue. The avenues of exploration our companion wishes 
to walk with us are the point of our being together with the com-
panion seeking to understand his or her mind and heart. What is 
remarkable in dialogue is that in the course of our talking together 
our mind and heart are also illuminated.

Recording the Living Tradition

There are various aspects of living tradition that we may 
record and add to the sources of knowledge in our museum. 
An obvious and large area of consideration, and one in which 
I have particularly worked, is ritual and ceremony, the cultus 
at the heart of culture. This is a wide-ranging aspect of a 
community’s life, as a review of it within virtually any culture will 
show. The communities in Canada from India, whether Hindu, 
Muslim or Sikh, have a rich layer of their identity grounded 
in and cultivated through the ritual life. To show the range I 
will take one of these communities, the Hindu, and review the 
rituals I have recorded. Each of these recordings is a primary 
document. Some help us to understand the living tradition as 
it has been received from what Hindus like to call, “the 10,000 
generations upon whose shoulders we stand.” Others map the 
vibrant character of ritual and its shifting meaning and shape. 
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Still others open us to the debate within the community and 
the many ways these citizens work to understand this time, 
their place in it and their local responsibility.

The major change in religious practice from Vedic (ca.1200–
200 bce) to late Puranic (ca.200 bce–900 ace) and modern times 
was the gradual replacement of yajûa (“sacrifice”) by pūjā in 
popular worship. The first record of this type of worship is from 
the second century bce.96 I first recorded the ancient practice of 
pūjā in several homes in the early 1970s and then in a classroom 
overlooking the Saskatchewan River valley at the University of 
Alberta. The Hindu community in Calgary gathered for many 
years in St. Barnabas Anglican Church Hall and their worship 
was formed by Dr. F.C. Sood, a lay priest influenced by the Arya 
Samaj tradition, a Vedic renaissance movement that began in 
the nineteenth century. Their worship was conducted through 
the Agnihotra, a ritual involving a series of purifications, the 
chanting of mantras and scripture, along with offerings to Agni, 
the god-fire who bears all sacrifices to the Eternal Absolute. 
The community in Edmonton, on the other hand, led by Sushil 
Kalia, stood firmly in the Sanatanist tradition and worshipped 
the deities Ganesa, Visnu, Siva, Suryanarayan and Devi.97 This 
was a much more elaborate form of worship than the Arya Samaj 
and was typical of Hindu temples in India. Hindu temples were 
eventually built in both Alberta cities and the nature of worship 
and the pūjā took on new and varied forms as a result. This one 
simple ritual, ancient and seemingly stable, has a distinct shape 
and distinct layers of meaning when it is performed in home, 

96. Thomas J. Hopkins, The Hindu Religious Tradition (Encino: Dickenson Publishing Company, 1971), 110-112.

97. David J. Goa and Harold G. Coward, “Hinduism,” in The Canadian Encyclopedia, 2nd edition (Edmonton: Hurtig 
Publishers, 1988), 988-989.
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hall and temple. There were various rituals associated with the 
preparation of the ground for the temple, the installation of the 
deities that arrived from India and, through the Prāna-pratisthā, 
the mantra used to breathe the vital energy of the cosmos into 
them.98 There is a rich cycle of feasts and festival in Hinduism, 
with their particular forms of worship taking place in home and 
temple. Visits from itinerant gurus and pundits afford the oppor-
tunity to record their teaching and dialogue with the commu-
nity, along with forms of guru worship and its accompanying 
mantra. Initiation ritual is another elaborate layer of the ritual 
tradition. Rituals animate conception, birth, naming, various 
coming-of-age ceremonies, marriage and death. Special ser-
vices with their own mantras are used for the blessing of homes, 
businesses and objects, and on the occasion of personal and 
common crisis and joy. The community gathered after Indira 
Gandhi was assassinated in 1984 and when the crisis developed 
in 2002 around the building of a temple in Ayodhya on the site 
of a mosque which was destroyed in 1992 by supporters of the 
Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP), Shiv Sena party and Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP), signaling to the world the rise of Hindu and 
Muslim fundamentalism. On these occasions the ritual is of inter-
est, along with the various talks, lectures and debates within the 
community. Ritual may be perceived as simply a matter of the 
living tradition, but the terrors of history place civil life at the 
centre of community and the struggle to come to terms with its 
horrors takes centre stage.

Various members of the Hindu community have played a 
significant role in the civil life of Edmonton, and the recording 

98. I discuss this ritual at length in Harold G. Coward and David J. Goa, Mantra: Hearing the Divine in India 
(Chambersburg: Anima, 1991), 22-29.
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of these events is also part of working in the fields of meaning. 
For example, they were central to the founding of a local Gandhi 
Association with annual programs for peace education. A sculp-
ture of the Mahatma was commissioned to grace the public 
square surrounding the central public library in Edmonton and 
an annual celebration takes place around it, commemorating 
Gandhi’s remarkable contribution to civil life. Hindus have also 
played an important role in interfaith organizations by hosting 
events in their temple, speaking at forums and participating in 
public prayers. Ten days after the events of September 11, 2001, 
they gathered various religious communities together at the temple 
to pray and discuss their fears and concerns for their community, 
for Muslims and for modern civil life.

Ethical Responsibility for the Other’s Words

I am responsible for my conversation partner’s words when 
I am making a public document such as a recorded conversation 
to play a role in a museum collection in perpetuity. This 
responsibility is to ensure that what is said, is said in such a 
way that its intention and context are understood when others 
listen to it, without the benefit of being able to ask us to explain 
the intention or context. We must listen to what is said as well 
as to what is intended. We also need to listen to how others in 
the future may hear what is said, without the benefit of knowing 
the person we are talking with as we do. This is not a question 
of protecting our conversation partner or explaining what 
was said. Those matters are separate from the way a person 
may express ideas in the context of a particular conversation 
and the way that person’s immediate circumstances or recent 
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encounters may bleed into what is said and colour the emphases 
given to the issue.

Some years ago I was discussing a range of issues with a 
priest who had served his parishes faithfully and with skill over 
the better part of sixty years. He was at the end of his life and 
suffered from the onset of Alzheimer’s, yet he remained a superb 
storyteller, had a singular range of experience and continued to 
be thoughtful about a range of compelling and troubling issues 
within community, church and society. I had known him for 
some years and this was the second of our lengthy recorded 
conversations. We had just begun to pick up where we had left off 
a week earlier when he broached the subject of a recent article in 
a newsmagazine about gay priests. He became quite exercised 
as he told me about the article and about the link being drawn to 
the deeply disturbing issue of child abuse in residential schools. 
I was taken aback by some of what he said about gay men and 
about fellow priests. It ran counter to my perspective and counter 
to what I would argue is the teaching of the Church to which he 
belonged. When he had finished I did two things. First, I talked 
about my understanding of the matter that had troubled him so 
much. In the course of this I made several obvious distinctions 
that he may have simply overlooked or taken for granted. It was 
also possible that he disagreed with these distinctions. I did 
not know which. Then I began to explore the Church’s teaching 
about homosexuality and the priesthood, and together we walked 
back through a substantial portion of what he had said. As we 
did this, his point took on quite a different character from that 
contained in his first sortie into the theme. The carelessness and 
ignorance of the news report came to the forefront and we had an 
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illuminating conversation on Church teaching as he understood 
it. If I had failed to challenge and revisit his initial diatribe, the 
future listener would draw a very different set of conclusions 
from those to be drawn from the enlarged conversation, and 
justly so, given what was recorded. We are responsible, not to 
correct or protect our conversation partner, but to ensure, as 
best we may, that the intention surrounding recorded comments 
and discussion are clear. This, in part, is what separates us from 
journalists and propagandists. Friendship means we care for the 
fields of meaning in which what is spoken is located and that 
we challenge in order to build on this meaning, whether or not 
we agree with it. I would go further to say that the fundamental 
ethical challenge is to enter into the conversation with the 
intention of creating clarity, deepening understanding and 
enlarging the texture of what is said. Most often this will mean 
a shift, both in the expression of what may initially be heard as 
a common prejudice, and in the way our friend will be heard 
in the future. The world of meaning is the primary antidote to 
prejudice and understanding what is in the heart is the primary 
antidote to misspeaking.

Documenting and Cataloguing the Recording

Our documentation of the recording needs to include names 
of all the participants, date and place, the project that prompted 
the recording, a biographical sketch of the key subject and an 
index to the themes and issues that emerged from the conver-
sation. Citing the project and providing the biographical sketch 
and index will provide other researchers with the necessary 
information to judge whether the pathway we explored in the 
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recording is what they wish to consider. Cross-referencing the 
recording with photographic materials, artifacts, and field notes 
completes a full record.

Techniques

A similar set of issues governs our choice of both audio 
recording equipment and photographic equipment. All too 
easily the equipment may come to dominate and we will not 
be able to do what it is we are there to do. In recent years, 
many projects have opted to use video to record conversations. 
The arguments for doing so are compelling. It is important to 
the documentary process to see the person, reaction, style, 
affective movement and presentation. Yet the use of video to 
capture these elements may be detrimental to the initial point 
of the conversation. Video, in my view, is a second-take media, 
precisely because it demands particular production values that 
are detrimental to good conversation that must be allowed 
to move according to the conversation’s momentum. Video 
intervenes and becomes a dominant presence, robbing the 
conversation of its primary purpose of following the pathways 
of thinking and meaning. Video makes the conversation into 
the art of performance, which says exactly the wrong thing to 
the conversational partner.

Using a good audio recorder with good microphones attached 
to each person’s lapel makes it easy to forget the recorder is there. 
The equipment should play as small a role and occupy as little 
attention as possible, so we are free to talk together without 
having our attention distracted by any thought of the recording. 
The audio is in service to our primary research: conversations 
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that walk into the fields of meaning and explore how each of 
us understands.

Collections as Sources for a Community’s Identity

When we acquire and make new sources of knowledge 
through field research based on friendship these collections 
remain part of the community’s patrimony long after the 
project is completed. The community may want to draw on 
these collections for education work. The community may also 
wish to use them during times of celebration and times of crisis. 
The community will also take it as a matter of course that the 
collections should grow and new artifacts, photographs and 
audio recordings be added. The collection may even become a 
bit of a pilgrimage site for some of the community, who wish 
to take their relatives, friends and dignitaries there when they 
visit. Such collections are in service to the community’s identity 
as well as to public knowledge.

Pluralism Within Community

One of the great challenges that comes from working in  
cultural communities is the desire on the part of the various 
groups and organizations that shape its institutional life to partic-
ipate in the work. When the project becomes known and people 
begin to consider its ramifications, many will want to be part of 
it and have their life story, organization and activity recorded so 
it can become part of the new sources of knowledge within the 
museum. However, getting the scale of our work right is para-
mount. What are our intellectual resources and where may they 
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be best used in the work of understanding? What pathways of 
meaning within the community are we best able to walk down 
and with whom do we wish to do that? It is a difficult but nec-
essary judgment which is essential for the work and for clarity 
about the work within the community. “Models for Working with 
Communities” (Appendix 1) is a way that I have used to develop 
my research plan in partnership with the community and iden-
tify those pathways and those people with whom I may like to 
talk and explore one avenue of meaning or another.

Every community in which I have worked has been a sea of 
pluralism. Only the prejudice and ignorance of those who see the 
community from the outside would claim a cultural community 
has one or another quality, characteristic or value. Each community, 
no matter how small, is made up of human beings, each with a 
particular formation of mind, heart and experience. This is surely 
why the philosopher Martin Heidegger argued that, “The humanistic 
sciences, in contrast, indeed all the sciences concerned with life, 
must necessarily be inexact just in order to remain rigorous.”99 
Ultimate values may be clearly articulated by the living tradition 
in the Muslim community, for example, but the way they are 
understood and how they are at play in the mind and heart varies 
enormously. The formation of each person in these ultimate values 
is particular and each person’s understanding of them and how 
these values have and do shed light or shadow on each person’s 
experience and understanding of the world cannot be understood 
without walking into a world of meaning. The world of meaning is 
more like a rhizome than a tuber, for it is an underground root-
like stem bearing both roots and shoot.

99. Martin Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, translated by William Lovitt (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1977), 120.
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It is important that we understand which particular path-
ways of meaning we are walking and documenting and that 
there are other ways of understanding at play in the community 
as well. All our work in the fields of meaning is only a glimpse 
of an enormous ocean of meaning. We do have a responsibility 
when we work with particular cultural communities to glimpse 
the pluralism present in its life and to see that our new sources 
of knowledge are multi-dimensional, even when we can only do 
that in a partial way. The failure to attend to pluralism endangers 
our work and we may contribute to a one-dimensional under-
standing of the community and its culture. This is deleterious to 
the community and to civil life, for it suggests something that is 
not. In my work on the religious life of Muslims, for example, 
I worked in various cultural communities of Muslims (Arabs 
to Sudanese), in various wings of Islam (Sunni to a range of 
Shia), and with women and men who have different paradigms 
of interpretation of the Glorious Qur’an and the theological and 
legal tradition. Secular and traditional Muslims, as well as those 
who understand themselves as recovering the fundamentals of 
the faith, have all been part of this work. The new pluralism not 
only applies to the diversity of cultural communities. It applies 
to the diversity within each and every cultural community in 
the spheres of both experience and of understanding.

Collections as Sources for Civil Life

The community’s interest and our responsibility does not 
end with the conclusion of the formal project. Where new 
sources of knowledge are added to the public collections of 
museums through work in the fields of meaning, and where 
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this is done in friendship, the community continues to be a 
partner in public use of the collections. This partnership may 
be formal or informal. Collections that are deeply rooted in 
the particular life and self-understanding of a community 
will be full of stories. Our documentation of the life 
experience of living people, their struggles with the terrors 
of history and the genius of their living tradition, remains 
of considerable interest to the community. As public sources 
of knowledge, the community may play a singular role in 
both putting a face to contemporary issues and illuminating 
cultural forms that are poorly understood, if not completely 
misunderstood, by the public.

Public Use of Community Collections

The use of the collection in the public sphere requires 
sensitivity to the personal and community interests of all 
those who have been our partners. That is why a continuing 
relationship with the community is imperative for proper use 
of these collections. This relationship is best achieved through 
curatorial continuity. Involving our partners in all levels of the 
institutional life of the museum, from working on interpretive 
projects as staff and volunteers to serving on consultation 
committees and museum boards is both a natural outgrowth 
of our work as well as politically savvy. The possibility of 
educational projects, exhibitions and publications is enormous 
with these new sources of knowledge. In each of them the 
community has a primary stake and our work building the 
collections with them makes us primarily responsible for their 
proper use within the public sphere. Doing so also requires a 
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partnership deeper than simple political self-interest on behalf 
of our institution.

Collections Building Knowledge on the Pluralism of Society

Historians of the development of the modern state have 
noted that four institutions are usually the first to be formed: 
national military, national airline, national museum and public 
education system. Museums are seen, for better or worse, as the 
means to establish an image of the state, of how those involved 
in its formation wish to understand the cultural and historical 
patrimony of the past. This is part of the history of the national 
museum. The lesson I draw from this is the role of museums in 
the framing of national identity. What the new pluralism offers 
to regional and local museums is the opportunity to work in the 
fields of meaning of all its citizenry and to make the sources of 
knowledge about each community and its relationship to the 
modern world and local life part of how we understand ourselves 
as a civil society. In many regions and cities of Canada there have 
been various cultural communities since the settlement period. 
Throughout the past half century, and in an intense way from 
the 1970s to the present, peoples from most of the nations of the 
world have come to make Canada their home. Our museums are 
no longer able to serve regional or local identity without engag-
ing with each of these communities and establishing sources of 
knowledge appropriate to them.

Imagine the transformation in self-understanding that we 
as citizens will have as a result of vibrant collections that reflect 
the worlds of meaning that shape and reshape the lives of all our 
neighbours. Think about what it will mean to popular education 
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for the local and regional museums to be a place of knowledge 
on the cultural memory, living tradition, historical experience 
and sense of place of each of the communities that makes our 
region, city or town its home. A set of transformations result 
from this vocation. First, cultural communities will come to claim 
their place among the citizenry with increased comfort. Second, 
civil institutions will have sources of knowledge to draw on in 
their work to deepen our common life. Third, museums will be 
a place of presence for all communities and a popular “univer-
sity” actively engaged in the love of learning. Fourth, our sense 
of Canada will draw closer to the reality of the country.

Museum and Academic Collaboration

Museums working with cultural communities to establish new 
sources of knowledge, whether small and largely volunteer or 
professional, are centres of research and documentation. Most 
field research work has always required various sorts of collab-
oration. Field research projects based in museums may involve 
museum professionals, academics and the bearers of local 
knowledge within the community at the centre of the work, as 
well as students and others seeking to understand the cultural 
life. Larger museums have often anchored field research in the 
sciences, which provides a model for how this may be done for 
the study of culture.

Mentoring Students in Field Research

There are various opportunities to bring students into research, 
documentation and exhibition projects on cultural communities. 
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Summer and part-time positions and post-graduate internships 
are among the obvious.100 There are also many students who seek 
volunteer positions and, given the proper orientation and shape to 
their work, they may contribute substantially to our work in the 
fields of meaning. Any student whom we take into a field research 
project will begin to learn the art of field research work and its 
connection to the standard practice of library-based research in 
the humanities and social sciences. The deep resonance of the 
past and its presence in a living community will open up for the 
student in the conversations and documentation of living tra-
dition. Similarly, the student will also hear and have to grapple 
with the echo in the local community of contemporary issues 
and experiences in our conversation partner’s homeland.

The dialogical method central to our discussion will perhaps 
be the finest gift we pass on through our mentoring of students. 
Dialogue requires a turning to the other that is grounded in our 
concern, struggle, idea, image and story. Being present when deep 
and serious conversation opens up the wellsprings of meaning 
will affirm the student at the heart of her or his being. If dia-
logue occurs, not from the periphery of our being but from its 
centre, then those being mentored in its gentle art will come to 
a deeper self-understanding. If they become scholars or public 
servants of another sort, their perspective on questions of mean-
ing, on the other and on public service will be enlarged through 
the experience spent walking with us in the pathways of meaning 
in a living tradition. They will have witnessed and reflected on 

100. Projects offered through the Young Canada Works program and through the brokering of virtual exhibitions and 
other virtual museum projects by the Canadian Heritage Information Network are particularly noteworthy. The 
challenge for museums that use these programs is to see that each of them adds new knowledge to our museum 
collections, as well as public access to the knowledge base of our museums. Both of these current programs may 
assist museums in returning to their vocation as institutions of knowledge.
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the complex nature of modern identity, the fragility and genius 
of culture and the gift of the civil life as well as its historically 
troubled relationship to culture and community. Through each 
of these pathways of encounter and thought students grow and 
mature. Their capacity for service to both community and the 
civil life is also enlarged.

Central to mentoring students is to immerse them in the 
subject of the work, to have them join in the primary research, 
both the field documentation and the conversations in the fields 
of meaning. They may have little to say at times, and that is fine, 
but they should always be encouraged to participate as full and 
complete companions and colleagues in the circle of friend-
ship that is being forged by the work. They need to explore the 
extant literature on various themes that are at work in the proj-
ect and prepare briefing papers on these for the project. In my 
own work, I routinely have both formal and informal seminars. 
There is ample time for our considerations together of the extant 
literature, the demanding pathways we walk down in our field 
documentation and conversations, the methodological and the-
oretical issues each of us brings to the work and how the work 
itself challenges some of these. Just as the field work in the com-
munity is a praxis for all participants since we are all subjects, so 
it is a praxis for the research team.

Research Colleagues

For museums, large or small, professional or volunteer, to 
begin work to deepen their sources of knowledge, they simply 
have to bring the appropriate people to the table. Very few mid-
size or small museums in Canada have research staff experienced 
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in this type of work. For that matter, most researchers in Canadian 
museums are not accustomed to this work or the methods appro-
priate to it, since little has been done. Thus the field is open for 
all those who have the will and inclination. How then do we find 
the appropriate colleagues for this work? Some may be drawn 
from the cultural community in which the work is centred. If we 
do not have a scholar in our museum who wants to engage this 
new work then we need to find such a person either in another 
museum in the region or from a college or university. There may 
also be scholars living in the community or the region who are 
no longer fully engaged by their academic commitments and are 
eager to join in good work. Shaping this new work in a regional 
way, involving several museums and the local academy, may be 
a useful way to proceed and may also add resources to the proj-
ect. Appendices 1 and 3 give the broad outline of workshops that 
may be useful in the preparation of the team to engage new work. 
That is one technique that may be used to establish the ways of 
working and the methods that bring the fruit of our work into 
the public sources of knowledge in our museum.

We must always consider, however, that there is a major dif-
ference between field research grounded in a museum and field 
research grounded in the academy. Museum-based research 
results in new sources of knowledge within the public sphere: 
recorded conversations, photographs, artifacts and a large body 
of accompanying documentation. Scholars based in the academy 
are usually concerned with their specific research publications. 
The documentation that leads to the publications is often buried 
in their personal files and may never find a home in a publicly 
accessible collection. For this reason alone it is important that 
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our new work be well anchored in the museum, with established 
ways of adding new sources of knowledge, that is, the primary 
documentation, to our public collections. The documentation 
some university-based scholars do in order to understand and 
write is not necessarily different from what is necessary in our 
work. It may even share in our primary purpose. What is at 
issue, and requires that museum-based work be rooted in the 
museum and not the academy, is the competing destinies for the 
fruit of the work: public sources of primary knowledge versus 
academic publication. It is important to understand at the outset 
that an appropriate body of primary documentation will become 
a public source of knowledge on memory, tradition, experience 
and sense of place.

Public Sources of Knowledge and Research Collections

Research in cultural communities establishes a body of new 
primary documents. For the academic researcher there is rarely 
any requirement that this body of primary work serve any but 
his or her own understanding and publications. Since muse-
ums have a public purpose to provide the means for learning it 
is important that the primary research work, where appropriate, 
be documented in such a way that it may be placed in the public 
record. Our catalogue resulting from primary research—recorded 
conversations, ritual, celebration and artistic performance, his-
torical and ethnographic photographs, and artifacts—may also 
become a public source of knowledge. This is the primary way 
museums become places of knowledge and institutions in ser-
vice to communities and to public life. Each new work in the 
fields of meaning of a particular cultural community will add 
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a rich and textured body of primary materials to the public 
record. The community that is the context for this new work—
museum researchers, educational staff and our university-based 
colleagues—will all draw on this work for publications and pro-
grams beyond our imagining. The new sources of knowledge will 
not only serve those who have done the work establishing them 
but will be of service long into the future as they are drawn on 
by generations to come.

The institutional culture of our museums is changing rap-
idly around this part of its vocation. One driving force in this 
change, and instrument for it, is the new electronic tools at our 
disposal. For the first time in the history of museums we are 
able to make our sources of knowledge broadly available. We 
are also able to explore the landscape of meaning we have been 
privileged to walk in the cultural community through virtual 
exhibitions and publications. This new set of tools restores to 
the centre of museum work both primary knowledge and the 
ability to articulate for the public our encounter with the knowl-
edge and understanding present at the heart of a community’s 
self-understanding. That is why the twenty-first century and the 
instruments for globalization contain within them the seeds of 
the local and the particular. That is also why the museum has an 
opportunity to recover its vocation for knowledge in service to 
the new pluralism and move beyond the sensibilities and habits 
that were formed in the imperial and colonial period and have 
only now been exhausted.     
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EIGHT 

THE MUSEUM OF PRESENCE

When Jonas meets The Giver for the first time, and 
tries to comprehend what lies before him, he says, in 
confusion, “I thought there was only us. I thought there 
was only now.”
 In beginning to write The Giver, I created—as I 
always do, in every book—a world that existed only in my 
imagination—the world of “only us, only now.” I tried to 
make Jonas’s world seem familiar, comfortable, and safe, 
and I tried to seduce the reader. I seduced myself along the 
way. It did feel good, that world. I got rid of all the things 
I fear and dislike: all the violence, prejudice, poverty, and 
injustice; and I even threw in good manners as a way of 
life because I liked the idea of it. …
 It was very, very tempting to leave it at that.
 But I’ve never been a writer of fairy tales. And if I’ve 
learned anything through that river of memories, it is that 
we can’t live in a walled world in an “only us, only now” 
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world, where we are all the same and feel safe. We would 
have to sacrifice too much. The richness of color and diversity 
would disappear. Feelings for other humans would no longer 
be necessary. Choices would be obsolete.101

In her acceptance speech for the Newbery Medal in 1994 
Lowry speaks to a question novelists are often asked: where 
did the idea for the novel come from? She gives us a series of 
fragments, her own memory, as a way of leading us to consider 
how the past flows into the present and frames the future, how 
memory and imagination hold together and how dependent self 
and other are in this life. This was her second Newbery Medal, 
given for the young adult book The Giver,102 a story about a uto-
pia (the word literally means “no where”) in which one person, 
The Giver, holds the community’s memory. You cannot have the 
joy of memory without the pain and all things that differentiate 
set up this dialectical challenge. If The Giver dies before pass-
ing on the memory to The Receiver, the memories flood in on 
the community and the pain is unbearable. It is a story about 
the initiation of the twelve-year-old Jonas, The Receiver, to the 
community’s memory and the journey beyond the boundaries 
of “only us, only now” to a place called Elsewhere. The reader 
considers the destination of such a journey. Lowry dedicates the 
book, “For all the children to whom we entrust the future.” In 
her acceptance speech she refers to the response of many chil-
dren to The Giver. Novels, like all art, are a dialogue between 
the work and the reader, and Lowry gives us a glimpse into the 

101. Lois Lowry, “Newbery Medal Acceptance,” The Horn Book Magazine (July-August 1994): 414-422.

102. Lois Lowry, The Giver (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1993).



224 225

david j. goa

children’s response as they provide their own particular ending 
to the novel:

From a sixth grader: “I think that when they were traveling 
they were traveling in a circle. When they came to ‘Elsewhere’ 
it was their old community, but they had accepted the 
memories and all the feelings that go along with it.”
 From another: “… Jonas was kind of like Jesus because 
he took the pain for everyone else in the community so 
they wouldn’t have to suffer. And, at the very end of 
the book, when Jonas and Gabe reached the place that 
they knew as Elsewhere, you described Elsewhere as if it  
were Heaven.”
 And one more: “A lot of people I know would hate 
that ending, but not me. I loved it. Mainly because I got to 
make the book happy. I decided they made it. They made 
it to the past. I decided the past was our world, and the 
future was their world. It was parallel worlds.”
 Finally, from one seventh grade boy: “I was really 
surprised that they just died at the end. That was a bummer. 
You could of made them stay alive, I thought.”103

Lowry concludes her speech by drawing attention to The 
Giver who passed along “knowledge, history, memories, color, 
pain, laughter, love, and truth”104 to Jonas, the Receiver. The book 
explored the dangerous character of being The Giver and The 
Receiver and she extends her remarks to say: “each time a child 

103. Lowry, “Newbery Medal Acceptance,” 420-421.

100. Ibid., 422.
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opens a book, he pushes open the gate that separates him from 
Elsewhere. It gives him choice. It gives him freedom. Those are 
magnificent, wonderful unsafe things.”

Those of us who work in the fields of meaning that shape 
the cultural communities of Canada seek to pass along what is 
often forgotten, buried or denied, as well as what is privileged 
and treasured. We work in the precincts of memory and tradi-
tion, historical experience and sense of place, in which there are 
competing perspectives and a complex play of past, present and 
future. We do this work in public institutions that have a voca-
tion, at least by implication, to care for the “knowledge, history, 
memories, color, pain, laughter, love, and truth” that is the tex-
ture of life for the whole of the citizenry. Perhaps that is why it 
is difficult to mature in this work and have it bear fruit in our 
museums. It has a dangerous character to it, just as in Lowry’s 
novel. It is also magnificent and wonderful. Lowry invites us to 
listen to the children she quotes and I think they tell us some-
thing important about the work we also do when we receive 
the memory and narratives of a cultural community.

Children have an amazing ability to point to the obvious. 
When we explore, in friendship, the worlds of meaning that 
begin as a kind of Elsewhere for us, these worlds of unfamiliar 
memory, tradition and historical experience may be remote, 
curious or frightening. However, we also find echoes of our old 
community and we may find that we accept those memories and 
feelings for the first time. This is one of the gifts of the dialogical 
method central to how we do our work, but it requires a turning 
to the other. That turning is grounded in our concern, struggle, 
idea, image and story. Dialogue occurs, not from the periphery 
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of our being but from its centre. It is deep speaking unto deep 
and when it occurs we, like the young person Lowry mentioned, 
may also discover Elsewhere as a place of real presence. There is 
the child who recognizes that many of her (I think she is a girl) 
peers would hate the ending or lack of it in the novel. We, too, 
in and through our work listening to the narrative of women 
and men, must learn to live with the untidiness of the human 
story, with its lack of resolution or the way life may be cut off 
in seeming full flower. The child writing to Lowry who loved 
the ending because she glimpsed the “past was our world and 
the future was their world,” makes an inversion that speaks of 
the dance of past and present, self and other. The simple glimpse 
of what she calls “parallel worlds” gives her delight, the satis-
faction of how life unfolds and life’s surprising play that opens 
new possibilities both for ourselves and for others. It is such 
parallel worlds of meaning that unfold within us and between 
us as we explore the fields of meaning and may come to share 
in the delight she expresses as our understanding and insight 
deepens. Then there is the boy who is surprised that “they just 
died” in the end. Although the book does not say they die, this 
is the ending he brings to its final pages. It is unsatisfactory for 
him. He wants more than the tragic sense of life. Perhaps, when 
he is older, he will read it again or read it to his own children 
and realize, not that the ending he saw when young was really 
not there in the text but that his glimpse, when he first read the 
book, of the tragic sense of life has now grown to contain death 
when earlier it was bounded by death. So often when we walk 
the pathways of a community’s life we are led into its graveyards, 
the places of death and dying, loss and grief. It is part and parcel 
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of a nation of immigrants and refugees and of so much of the 
twentieth century. I have occasionally thought that one reason 
many professionals fear our work is their instinctive knowledge 
that it will lead them down these pathways and that they, like 
this grade seven boy, have provided an ending to the stories they 
may hear, and that their ending like his is bounded by death. It 
is hard to provide an antidote to the inherent pessimism of the 
twentieth century since it has been an age of sorrow and death 
like few others. For my own part, I have made it an annual habit 
to read the Spanish philosopher Miguel de Unamuno’s (1864-
1936) extraordinary reflection on this theme as a way of sharp-
ening my regard for this age and my appreciation of Unamuno’s 
confrere Don Quixote, who is a tragicomic model for how we 
might live in the midst of such overwhelming tragedy.105

Our museums are singularly positioned as a public space 
where we may come to consider memory, tradition, historical 
experience and our sense of place. The extraordinary pluralism 
of our society calls us to do deeper and broader work in each of 
these spheres of identity and to do it in each of the communities. 
Each of them, obviously, is making its particular contribution to 
the making and remaking of our life together, so understanding 
them has a practical importance. A museum of presence begins 
when, like Jonas, we meet The Giver: “I thought there was only 
us. I thought there was only now.” It begins when the past is 
recognized as part of the present and not an abstraction. It is 
often part of the cultural memory of a community and has shaped 
living tradition of those whom we seek as friends when we come 
to our new work. A museum of presence begins in dialogue, 

105.  Miguel de Unamuno, The Tragic Sense of Life in Men and Nations, translated by Anthony Kerrigan, Bollingen 
Series LXXXV:4 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972).
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turning towards the other in order to understand how the other 
understands the world and our shared world. Its foundation is 
the friendship that grows from conversation. The museum of 
presence begins when we place knowledge and understanding 
back in the centre of our work and recognize that the struggle for 
meaning shapes memory and forgetting, tradition and modernity. 
The museum of presence distinguishes between nostalgia and 
memory, living tradition and traditionalism. It recognizes that 
all of us participate in the making and remaking of the story 
of who we are. In caring for the world of cultural meaning the 
museum will be a place not simply of memory or fantasy. It will, 
instead, be a forum for the human mind and the dialogue of 
the past and present. It will be a place of encounter and regard 
for the integrity and boundaries of the other. It will not seek to 
collapse difference or to privilege power or victimization. The 
museum of presence will be a people’s house of living culture 
within the context of a growing and changing civil society. Our 
work will serve both the integrity of each cultural community 
and the civil canopy, because both are fragile and both speak 
to a meaningful human life. Our work will serve culture to 
the depth and texture of who we are and the civil canopy to 
how we will live well together. Those of us who do the primary 
work reforming our museums and establishing their capacity 
as places of knowledge and learning on culture will be able to 
do so precisely because of our friendships and regard for the 
meaning at work in the lives of the children, women and men 
in each cultural community. We will be able to do so because 
of our thinking on the place of community and culture in the 
reshaping of civil society. If we are faithful, to paraphrase Lowry, 
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the richness of colour will reappear, the feeling for other human 
beings will deepen and become a source of more joy and more 
pain, and our choices about how we live and our capacity to 
make those choices will flourish.
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Models for Working with Communities

Here are three ways to nurture the capacity of museum workers 
to work with cultural communities to establish new sources of 
knowledge and address the need for public knowledge on the 
various communities that make up the Canadian citizenry. The 
first, “The Dialogical Model and the Call of Story,” is reflected 
throughout this book. The second, “Cultural Triage Team,” 
suggests how we might build on the growing work of museums 
and the knowledge born of field work in cultural communities 
to address pressing issues that arise in public discourse. The 
third, “Centres of Excellence and Apprenticeship,” suggests 
ways of bringing the capacity of museum professionals up to 
speed somewhat more quickly than can be done solely through 
academic programs.
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The Dialogical Model and the Call of Story

The people who have invited me into their lives want me to 
hear their stories. They hope they tell them well enough so that 
I understand the truth of their lives. They hope I will know how 
to interpret their stories with fidelity to their sense of their truth. 
In this work what I seek to hear is their story. I am not interested 
in mining their lives in order to get a fix on them and fit their 
story into a favoured ideological framework or thematic concern. 
This is not the recording of personal, family or social history, as 
important as it may be to know those layers, for we may have a 
masterful account of each of these layers of a person’s life and 
never touch the affective kernel of story.

What we hear in story is, to some considerable extent, a func-
tion of our presence listening. The story is made jointly by our 
hearing and understanding and our friend’s telling and under-
standing. Chronicle and the facts of a narrative may be told and 
retold, and it matters little who is listening or who is telling. Story, 
however, is always told differently, because it enters the landscape 
of meaning that is created by teller and listener, by the intimate 
world of dialogue. Story is not oral history, but grows from the 
encounter and coming to know that is the fruit of our capacity 
to tell and to hear. “Tell me your story and I’ll tell you mine” is 
the point of departure for this work, precisely because it breaks 
the burden of professional power and professional vocabulary 
and turns interview into conversation.

When we are in pursuit of le mot juste we are interested in 
our systems of classification which are rooted in finding a fitting 
diagnosis to satisfy our ideological preoccupation. The treasure 
for our work, however, is not in le mot juste but in hearing the 
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story as it keeps unfolding. In this sense, our adopted methods 
and techniques for critical diagnosis need to give way to the 
hallowed ground of theory. The root of the word “theory” is the 
Greek word theamai, “I behold,” as in what we see and encounter 
when we go to the theatre. We enter the theatre with something 
in our mind and our understanding. Our mind is enlarged, 
or perhaps transformed, by the encounter with the story. The 
theory that informs our work needs to move from being a badge 
of membership in a professional elite to being a visually astute, 
eagle-eyed seeing and savoring of the human particularity of our 
companion along the pathways of new meaning. However, the 
structured interview disallows the kind of verbal self-presentation 
that is the art of self-understanding and the landscape of story. 
That is why I argue that our work in the landscape of meaning 
with women, men and children is informed by literature and 
has been deformed by the techniques of sociology and, until 
recently, anthropology. These techniques have given us oral 
histories and other documentary records so banal that we are 
forced to hide behind the number of them we acquire in order 
to justify the work.

To enter into the world of meaning and walk its pathways 
requires us to bring our stories, and thus our understanding, 
into the conversation with those we wish to know. We carry our 
stories into these encounters and new friendships. Our stories 
are a large part of our capacity to engage in this important type 
of work, but of course our stories are affected by the stories of 
those with whom we talk. It seems to me that this may be one 
of the unconscious reasons that such work is so rarely engaged. 
William Carlos Williams, the novelist and medical doctor, 
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pointed out that “their story, yours and mine—it’s what we all 
carry with us on this trip, and we owe it to each other to respect 
our stories and learn from them.” My point of departure has 
been to understand how my new friends understand their lives, 
and the landscape of cultural memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place provided us with pathways to walk. 
Artifact collections may have come, but they were never the point 
of our work together. They also were acquired together because 
we understood them as sources of knowledge and a way to speak 
about what is called “intangible heritage” and what I prefer to 
call “living tradition.”

Reflections on Shaping the Dialogical Model

•  My relationship with someone within a community or group with 
which I came to work was often formed before the work began.  
I was knowledgeable about their history and culture through 
reading the extant literature and thinking about it before 
the work began. I was not an expert in these matters, but 
rather a scholar wanting to enter into conversation about 
meaningful matters.

•  Some foreknowledge of the political landscape of the com-
munity and group, as well as of the play of contemporary 
politics and issues locally and in their homeland, was a pre-
requisite. Again, it was some knowledge of these matters 
so that I knew enough of the fields in which I was about 
to walk so I would not scuttle the project at the outset.

•  Persons within the community or group who also wanted 
to explore these world(s) of meaning were my friends.  



234 235

david j. goa

They often, though not always, became the co-chair of 
the steering committee. Mutual confidence and a sense 
of common ground made it possible to grow together 
through the work.

•  Workshops with the bearers of local knowledge through 
which my knowledge of the community’s life grew established 
a preliminary set of pathways through which my friends 
and companions came to know me and my researchers 
and the purposes of the work we wished to do together.

•  The community controls the funding sources they raised 
for the work.

•  We were working within the community and its tradi-
tions, so they established the rhythms of the work, not the 
museum or my personal schedule.

•  Spiritual friendship, custos animi, is the gift of our work 
together in the fields of meaning and, from my side,  
a central discipline of the work.

•  Since our work is in the fields of meaning, it seeks to hold 
past and present together. It never seeks to mine knowl-
edge but rather to cultivate understanding (with all its 
ambiguities) of both particular cultural forms and our life 
together in the civil world.

Cultural Triage Team

The terrors of history present pluralistic, liberal, democratic 
societies with particular challenges. When events at home or 



236

working in the fields of meaning

237

abroad affect particular cultural communities or communities of 
interest there is an immediate need to provide knowledge about 
Canadians and Canadian communities directly affected by the 
event. For example, following the attacks of September 11, 2001, 
many in Canada wanted to know about Islam and Muslims in 
Canada. Many of my Muslim friends (and others considered 
“look-alikes”) suddenly felt vulnerable and questioned their place 
within Canadian civil society. Often the only readily available 
sources of information are those run by the media and sponsored 
by organizations with deep vested interests in particular perspec-
tives. Public sources of knowledge, rooted in sound scholarship 
and healthy working relationships with communities of interest, 
provide sources of knowledge with depth, texture and balance, 
which ameliorates fanaticism and ignorance. It is both useful to 
the public and helpful to communities of interest to see that they 
are a part of the Canadian landscape in ways that ease their fear 
in the face of history’s terrors. We can establish a cultural triage 
team by setting up a standing committee and a working team 
that can tap sources of knowledge about culture and communi-
ties reflected in museum work. The committee and team would 
develop an appropriate website using these sources of knowledge 
and put a face on the culture and communities that are in danger 
of being understood only through the lens of terror.

Centres of Excellence and Apprenticeship

The few places in Canada where there is mature field research 
work taking place with cultural communities should be estab-
lished as centres of excellence and apprenticeship, where young 
museum workers may learn the art of conversation and other 
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field research and documentation skills, so they are able to work 
with new communities and groups on new knowledge. There is 
a model for this in the Centres of Excellence the Department of 
Canadian Heritage has established in other areas.
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 APPENDIx:  T WO

Syllabus For Learners: an Exploration of Dialogue,  
Field Research, the Self and Other

I developed the workshop that follows for museum profes-
sionals who were interested in beginning to work with cul-
tural communities. It is an initial step in beginning to think 
about the nature of dialogue and its place at the centre of field 
research work. In this I seek to hold together the question of 
self and other. That is, that our own story, our own cultural 
formation, is the foundation we stand upon in approaching 
women and men in the cultural community we are inter-
ested in exploring. I have chosen to illustrate this workshop 
with a particular example in which I took the participants 
into the Sikh community’s morning worship service, where 
they awaken the Guru and begin the day’s prayer. Using this 
workshop format with professionals and students in various 
places has been a useful initial step for learning to work in 
and with cultural communities. However, it only opens the 
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process, and some form of apprenticeship would prepare 
museum workers to move forward with confidence.

All of us have various layers to our identity, shaped and 
informed by living tradition, cultural memory, historical 
experience and sense of place. These layers of identity include 
occupation, religion, ethnicity and the regions in which we 
live, as well as the obvious provincial and national aspects of 
identity. Through this introduction to field research we will 
begin to explore the layers of identity that inform our life and 
self-understanding and that of friends, neighbours and the 
many communities we are called to serve through our museums 
and galleries. This course will include seminars on the nature 
of culture, tradition, memory and place; an introduction to 
the dialogical method that I have developed through my field 
research work; and an introduction to the use of historical and 
ethnographic photographs, the art of recording conversation 
and the place of artifacts in this work. A short field experience 
in a Sikh cultural context is included.

session 1

Moving towards quality documentation:

•  the service and work of museums in society;

•  quality documentation as exploration of self and other;

•  building and broadening sources of knowledge; and

•  matters of technique and critical method.
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Who am I? Who is the other?:

•  dialogue as method—how we do what we do;

•  who I am as part of my capacity to engage the other, biog-
raphy and exploration; and

•  who is the other—research, biography and exploration.

The art of conversation:

•  in the sphere of cultural memory; and

•  in the sphere of living tradition.

Participant conversation on story, object, photograph.

session 2

The subject of the object:

•  fieldnotes and moving from information to knowledge; 
and

•  tools of documentation—audio, photography, indexing, 
transcribing, documentation.

The art of conversation:

•  in the sphere of historical experience; and

•  in the sphere of place.
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The fault lines of identity:

•  walking into the landscape of meaning—biography, 
culture, tradition, memory experience and the “stink 
of history”; and

•  the capacities and challenges of working in the living 
tradition.

session 3: 

a field experience and  
conversation with the communit y

The Guru Granth Sahib: Into the Sikh World of Meaning  
(5 a.m. worship):

•  waking up the True Guru and taking the Hokum; and

•  martyrs and the terrors of history.

session 4: 

reflection on the encounter

Memory, tradition, experience and place: Sikh temple and 
the art of conversation:

•  encounter and dialogue in the Sikh community;

•  who am I, who is the other in the Sikh community?;
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•  knowledge and art of orienting yourself in the Sikh 

•  landscape; and

•  memory, tradition, experience and place.

Your memory, tradition, experience and place: Dialogue 
in the Sikh community.

session 5

Conversation, echoes and images from the Sikh Temple:

•  my tradition, memory, experience and place in dialogue 
with Sikhs;

•  fault lines of identity; and

•  capacity and challenge to field research and dialogue.

Foreground and background:

•  on what ground do I stand in meeting the other?; and

•  what are my capacities for seeing, listening, conversing 
and understanding?

Pre-workshop Readings

The following readings are study material to be considered 
before the workshop. I have selected these writings to move us 
into the subject at hand and into the larger conversation that 
comes as museums and museum workers engage the cultural 
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memory, living tradition, historical experience and place of their 
many publics and communities. These writings are not intended 
to give precise definitions or technical information about how 
to go about this sort of work. We will be able to speak more 
about this when we meet. More importantly, the writings move 
us into the landscape of ideas and concerns encountered in this 
approach to museum field work.

Kindly reflect on how the concerns and issues reflected in 
these texts are present in your life and community and in the lives 
and communities in which you work or wish to work. Consider 
your neighbours, family and friends, and most of all, consider 
your own self-understanding. Listen and engage each text from 
the ground on which you stand.

•  “The Record,” a poem by Wendell Berry

•  “The Story Teller” in George MacKay Brown, A Time to 
Keep, and Other Stories (London: Hogarth, 1969)

•  Chapter 1 “Method,” in Robert Coles, The Call of Service: 

• A Witness to Idealism (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1993), 
51-53

•  Psalm 78, The New English Bible

•  “Introduction” and Chapter 4 “Quebec” in Michael Ignatieff, 
Blood and Belonging: Journeys into the New Nationalism 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1994)

•  “The Serbs: The Sweet and Rotten Smell of History” by Tim 
Judah, Daedalus, volume 126, number 3, Summer 1997
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•  “Working Together for Our Cultural Memory” by David J. 
Goa, Alberta Museums Review, Fall/Winter 1993, 22-26

•  “Cultural Imagination and the Challenge of Pluralism” 
by Henriette Kelker, presented at SIEF Conference

•  “In the Fields of Meaning?” by David J. Goa, Alberta 
Museums Review, Fall 1995, 41-44

•  “Do the Aspen Still Tremble?” by Ian MacLaren, Alberta 
Museums Review, Fall 1995, 37-40

•  “A Sense of Place” by Wallace Stegner, in Where the Bluebird 
Sings to the Lemonade Springs: Living and Writing in the 
West (New York: Random House, 1992)

•  “Belonging to a Place: Museums and Local Life” by David 
Ridley, Alberta Museums Review 

•  “The Work of Local Culture” by Wendell Berry, What are 
People For?: Essays (San Francisco: North Point Press, 
1990)

Your Example

Each participant should come prepared with at least one story, 
photograph, artifact or memory which is personally precious 
and meaningful. It might reflect an aspect of personal, family, 
cultural, religious or geographical experience, some of the 
many layers that make up our self-understanding. This will 
help us in seeing and articulating the conversation in our 
lives, which is an important capacity in this work.
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Sample Proposal for Working With a Cultural Community 

This sample proposal for working with a cultural community 
is one of many ways we may approach organizing this type of 
work. In this model the cultural community and the museum 
share responsibility at virtually all stages. The project is under 
the governance of the cultural community and all communi-
ty-based funding remains within the designated community 
organization’s control.

The use of this type of model requires some previous 
knowledge of the community and is best implemented when 
a good working relationship with various members of the 
community already exists. It assumes much of what is said in 
the body of this book. The key to the depth of the project is 
not the artifact collections, despite their place in the proposal. 
Since cultural communities see museums as places of objects, 
which is an idea the project itself will change within both the 
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community and the museum, it is necessary to place this task 
within the context of the full range of collections that accrue 
from field research work. The workshops on local knowledge 
provide the map (not the territory) as a way of foreshortening 
the process that leads to the research and documentation plan. 
It also begins the dialogue and establishes the sensibilities that 
will be at work as our friendship grows. I have used an actual 
example developed with my colleague and friend in the Sikh 
community, Virindar Lamba.

1.0 project

The Sikh Federation of Alberta and The Provincial Museum 
of Alberta joint Sikh Research and Documentation Project 
begins when a joint Project Steering Committee is struck. 
The Committee is jointly chaired by David J. Goa and 
Virindar Lamba. Four to six other members will be chosen 
for the Committee.

1.1 goals

•  The Sikh Federation of Alberta and The Provincial Museum 
of Alberta will establish a collection of artifacts, historical 
and ethnographic photographs, audio records of cultural 
events, religious services and interviews, as well as ephemera 
documentary and research material to be housed within the 
Folklife program at The Provincial Museum of Alberta.

•  This project will acquire artifacts, as well as photographic 
and audio materials documenting a broad spectrum of 
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the historical and cultural life of the Sikh community in 
Alberta.

•  The collection will be of representative materials selected 
for their value as part of the cultural memory, living tradi-
tion and experience of the community and for their value 
to the public domain.

•  The work of the project will be used to produce educational 
materials which will be made available to the community, 
interested researchers, and on the world-wide web begin-
ning in the first year of the project’s life.

1.2 objectives

•  The Sikh Community Collection of The Provincial Museum 
of Alberta will be established. Artifacts of general use 
within the Sikh community, which reflect Sikh tradition 
and/or its transition to the Canadian social and cultural 
context will be acquired. Artifacts of historical and cultural 
significance to members of the community and Sikh 
institutions will be acquired. Artifacts which reflect the 
Sikh community’s involvement in issues of historical and 
cultural significance in Canada and in the community’s 
homeland(s) will be acquired.

•  Sikh Community Collection of Historical Photographs will 
be established. Photographs of significance to members of 
the Sikh community will be identified and documented. 
A copy will be entered into the photographic archive of 
the Folklife program.
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•  Sikh Community Collection of Ethnographic Photographs 
will be established. Photographs will be taken of environ-
ments of significance to the Sikh community, of cultural 
and social events and of religious services. They will be 
thoroughly documented, catalogued and placed in the 
Folklife archive.

•  Sikh Community Collection of Audio Recordings will be 
established. Audio recordings will be made of cultural 
and social events and of religious services. They will be 
thoroughly documented, catalogued and placed in the 
Folklife archive.

•  Audio recordings of conversations with members of 
the Sikh community will form a substantial part of the 
project’s work. These conversation will explore a range of 
themes and issues central to the project. Each recorded 
conversation will be thoroughly documented, catalogued 
and placed in the Folklife archive.

•  The Steering Committee will assist in developing propos-
als for exhibitions and publications based on the collection 
and documentary materials. A website will be established 
at the beginning of the project and used for immediate 
publication of project work.

•  The Steering Committee will liaise with the Sikh com-
munity and acquire community support, both moral and 
financial, for the research and documentation aspects of 
the project and for the exhibitions and publications based 
on the project.
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1.3 project rationale

The purpose of this project is to provide a balanced and 
significant collection of artifact and documentary materials, 
photographs and audio recordings which reflect the cultural 
memory, living tradition, historical experience and sense 
of place of the Sikh community in Alberta. There are many 
forces at work in the modern world which militate against 
the cultural memory and living tradition of our various 
communities. The rapid pace of change within our dynamic 
society, the challenge of pluralism and the fragile links with 
the past, homeland and community all present the leadership 
of cultural communities with a particular responsibility. To 
address these challenges, the Project Steering Committee and 
the Folklife Curator of The Provincial Museum of Alberta have 
shaped this project. Through it we will ensure that sources of 
knowledge on the cultural memory, living tradition, historical 
experience and sense of place of the Sikh community become 
a significant part of the Province of Alberta Collections and 
are available to both the community and appropriate public 
educational bodies for generations to come. Our intention is 
that the collections will be used to:

•  deepen the identity of the present generation of Sikhs;

•  deepen the identity of local Sikh communities through-
out Alberta;

•  deepen a regard in Canadian public life for the tex-
ture of the history and cultures of Sikhs and of Sikh 
Canadians; and
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•  deepen the regard within the Sikh community for their 
central place in the life of Canadian civil society.

1.4 summary of collection project goals

we are setting the following target goals for the research and 
documentation project. Our aim is not simply to meet these goals 
in a formal way but to use these goals as a guide to the scale of the 
project. The target may grow as we acquire additional resources, 
do the primary field research and assess what is appropriate.  
Our  initial targets are to create:

 
 • Sikh Community Collection at The Provincial Museum of 
Alberta with approximately 200 pieces;

•  Sikh Community Collection of Historical Photographs with 
approximately 300 documented photographs;

•  Sikh Community Collection of Ethnographic Photographs 
with approximately 2000 documented photographs;

•  Sikh Community Collection of Audio Recordings of approx-
imately twenty cultural and social events and religious 
services;

•  audio recordings of interviews with approximately fifty 
members of the Sikh community, with up to eight hours 
of recorded conversation per person; and

•  a project website, “Sources on Sikh Culture, Faith and 
Service,” on The Provincial Museum of Alberta Folklife 



250 251

david j. goa

page and provide educational materials drawing on the 
research and documentation project. 

2.0 human resources

The finest projects on the cultural memory and living tradition 
of a community are commonly undertaken through the coop-
eration of public institutions and a key organization within the 
cultural community.

2.1 Sikh Federation of Alberta will:

•  be the governing body of the project along with the 
Curator of Folklife;

•  maintain liaison with the Sikh community and its various 
institutions concerning the project;

•  secure funding and resources for the project as noted 
in the budget; and

•  appoint and direct the Project Steering Committee from 
the community’s perspective.

2.2 The Provincial Museum of Alberta will:

•  provide the necessary curatorial and intellectual structure 
and oversight for the project;

•  plan the development of the project with the Sikh 
community;
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•  secure public funding and resources for the project as 
noted in the budget;

•  conduct the research and documentation;

•  establish and maintain the Sikh Community Collections 
of The Provincial Museum of Alberta and make materials 
available to the community and other appropriate people 
and educational agencies; and

•  establish a project website, “Sources on Sikh Culture, 
Faith and Service.”

2.3 Project Steering Committee will:

•  prepare the project plan with the Curator;

•  assist in defining the scope of the project;

•  raise a necessary portion of the funds for the project 
from community sources;

•  maintain close liaison with the Curator concerning the 
development of the collection;

•  report to the Sikh Community on the development and 
achievements of the project;

•  identify and enlist the necessary volunteers based on the 
needs of the project; and

•  make the decision with the Curator on the materials to 
be published on the website.
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2.4 Folklife Curator of The Provincial Museum of Alberta will:

•  co-chair the Project Steering Committee and serve as pub-
lic spokesperson for the project;

•  be the chief researcher on the project;

•  select, train and oversee other project researcher(s) and 
volunteers;

•  oversee the research, documentation, and acquisition 
of artefacts; and

•  make the final selection of materials for the Sikh Community 
Collection and “Sources on Sikh Culture, Faith and Service” 
on the website in consultation with the Project Steering 
Committee.

2.5 Project researcher(s), under the direction of the Curator, will:

•  serve as project assistant(s) for the Project Steering 
Committee;

•  assist the Curator in the instruction of volunteers;

•  report to Curator concerning possible acquisitions;

•  conduct research and documentation, document artifacts, 
photographic and audio collections, catalogue collections 
and prepare proper storage for the materials in the Folklife 
Collection under the direction of the Curator;

•  design and prepare materials for publication on “Sources 
on Sikh Culture, Faith and Service” on the website; and
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•  provide project administration (correspondence, docu-
mentation, reports) under the Curator’s direction.

2.6 Volunteers will:

•  participate in the discussion leading to the research 
plan;

•  identify artefacts, people, places and events for documen-
tation for the Sikh Community Collection;

•  serve as liaison to contributors of documentary and 
artifact materials; and

•  where appropriate, conduct research and assist with 
documentation of materials.

3.0 timeline

For joint research and collection projects within cultural com-
munities to achieve their full potential, it is necessary for the 
project to work systematically for three years. During this 
period the workload will vary considerably. This estimate is 
based on acquiring funding for project researchers for 12-18 
months and on the researchers spreading this work out over 
the three-year period. Normally, in the museum’s experience, 
it is most effective to have the researchers working on a part-
time basis over three years.
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3.1 The Project Steering Committee

The initiation and mandate of the Project Steering Committee 
will be established in the first month of operation, and the 
Committee will stand until the project is completed.

3.2 The Project Proposal

The full proposal (including this document and the noted 
appendices) to guide the collection project will be completed 
within month two of the project. It will lay out the scope of the 
project and will identify the elements for the completion of the 
project manual.

3.3 Survey of Extant Research Resources

The Curator will work with the project researchers to com-
plete a bibliographic survey of published sources relevant to the 
project in month two of the project.

3.4 Field Interviews and Documentation

Interviews with persons of interest to the project, because of 
their role in the community and knowledge of the history and cul-
ture of Sikh tradition and experience, will be conducted through-
out the life of the project. Documentation and research on aspects 
of cultural and religious tradition will be conducted throughout 
the life of the project.
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3.5 Project Research and Documentation Manual

Completion of the project manual is set for month three 
of the project.

3.6 Presentations and Consultations

The co-chairs of the project will make presentations to inter-
ested parties and organizations within the Sikh community in 
order to engender interest and support for the project and will 
also consult with persons whose expertise will be helpful in 
developing the scope of the project. While such presentations 
and consultations are likely to flow throughout the duration 
of the project’s life, it is anticipated that the majority of them 
will be conducted in the first twelve months.

3.7 Volunteer Training

A training seminar will be scheduled for the project volun-
teers within the third month.

3.8 Collection Acquisition

Acquisitions for the artifact, photographic and audio col-
lections will be selected throughout the life of the project and 
documentation of all materials will be completed by the end of 
the project.

3.9 Documentation and Dissemination

The documentation of artifacts, photographs and audio 
recordings will occur when they have been selected for inclusion 
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in the Sikh Federation of Alberta Collection. Following the first 
three months of the project, the Curator and Project Steering 
Committee will work together on the design of “Sources on 
Sikh Culture, Faith and Service” for the website. Publication 
on this site will begin following these discussions and con-
tinue throughout the life of the project. Additional publica-
tions in book and article form will be planned throughout 
the life of the project.

4.0 workshop syllabi

These syllabi describe the contents of two workshops to be con-
ducted by the Curator and project researchers. The workshops 
are designed to accomplish two things:

•  development of a global list of cultural and historical catego-
ries which reflect the life of the Sikh community and inform 
the spheres of inquiry for our research and documentation 
work; and

•  inform and train volunteers concerning the project 
and its procedures.

4.1 Workshop with Consultants on Local Knowledge

Following are the key elements of the workshop with commu-
nity representatives and experts in local knowledge of the cultural 
memory and living tradition of the Sikh community:

• Introduction. An introduction to the project, its organi-
zational structure, the work accomplished to date, and the 
work planned for the three years of the project.
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• Categories of Cultural Memory, Living Tradition, Historical 
Experience and Sense of Place. A discussion of the shape of 
Sikh culture and historical experience pertinent to Alberta’s 
communities through which we will identify the key peri-
ods, events, institutions and experiences which ought to 
be documented and represented in the Sikh Federation of 
Alberta Collection.

• Identification of Significant Artifact and Documentary 
Themes and Events. A discussion on how to identify arti-
facts and documentary themes and events of significance 
to cultural memory, living tradition, historical experi-
ence and sense of place related to the core collections of 
artifacts, photographs and audio materials.

• The Formation of a Representative Collection on the 
Sources of Knowledge on Sikh Culture. A discussion on 
the constitution of a useful representative collection as 
well as how the collection will be documented, preserved, 
and made available as a historical resource to the commu-
nity, appropriate educational agencies and researchers.

4.2 Workshop with Volunteers

The following are the key elements of the workshop with com-
munity volunteers describing the project, its methods and goals, 
and training the volunteers in the procedures for proper identifi-
cation, documentation, and acquisition of materials for the Sikh 
Community Collection:
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• Introduction. An introduction to the project, its organi-
zational structure, the work accomplished to date, and the 
work planned for the three years of the project.

• Categories of Cultural Memory, Living Tradition, Historical 
Experience and Sense of Place. A discussion of the shape 
of Sikh culture and historical experience pertinent to 
Alberta’s communities through which we will identify the 
key periods, events, institutions and experiences which 
ought to be documented and represented in the Sikh 
Federation of Alberta Collection.

• Identification of Significant Artifact and Documentary 
Themes and Events. A discussion on how to identify arti-
facts and documentary themes and events of significance 
to cultural memory, living tradition, historical experi-
ence and sense of place related to the core collections of 
artifacts, photographs and audio materials.

• The Formation of a Representative Collection on the Sources 
of Knowledge on Sikh Culture. A discussion on the con-
stitution of a useful representative collection as well as 
how the collection will be documented, preserved, and 
made available as a historical resource to the commu-
nity, appropriate educational agencies and researchers.

• Review of Extant Sikh Collections. A description of artifact 
and documentary materials already in PMA’s collection 
and other pertinent public and private collections.

•  Museum Methodology
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1. Documenting collections. Training in the use of The 
Provincial Museum of Alberta documentation forms 
standard to the acquisition of artifact and documentary 
materials.

2. Fieldwork and recorded conversations and photo-
graphing. A discussion of recorded conversations and 
photography as a way of making knowledge-bearing 
cultural documents.

3. Identifying potential artifacts. Identifying artifacts based 
on field research and on how to document selected 
materials for a public collection.

4. Curatorial selection of artifacts. The process of select-
ing from the available artifacts the significant materials 
to be included in the Sikh Community Collection.

5. The uses for the collection. A description of the purpose 
and potential for using the Sikh Federation of Alberta 
Collection.

5.0 identification of the types of artifacts,  
persons, places and events for documentation

The artifact materials of interest to the project are those that 
reflect cultural memory and the living tradition of the Sikh 
community. We will also identify persons, places and events of 
significance to Sikh identity for research and documentation. 
The aim of the project is to acquire and document materials 
that make it possible for the public and future generations to 
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deepen their understanding of the history, culture, life and 
sensibilities, of the Sikh community in Alberta.

5.1 Cultural Categories

Through our workshops with members of the community 
who have local knowledge we will develop the research plan in 
which the cultural categories will be developed. In a preliminary 
way we provide the following suggestions for consideration and 
as a point of departure for the workshops we will do together. We 
want categories pertinent to the cultural memory, living tradition, 
historical experience and sense of place of the Sikh community 
in Alberta. The project will seek materials (artifacts, photographs, 
audio recordings) associated with these dimensions of the com-
munity’s life:

• settlement environment—home, gardens, business;

• urban environment—home, workplace, community 
facilities;

• religious institutions and ritual life;

• educational, cultural and artistic life;

• relationship to the homeland; and

• community’s identity and response to Canadian society.

5.2 Historical Categories

Through our workshops with members of the community 
who have local knowledge we will develop the research plan in 
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which the historical categories will be developed. In a preliminary 
way we provide the following suggestions for consideration and 
as a point of departure for the workshops we will do together. We 
want categories pertinent to the cultural memory, living tradition, 
historical experience and sense of place of the Sikh community 
in Alberta. The project will seek materials (artifacts, photographs, 
audio recordings) associated with these dimensions of the com-
munity’s life. The project will seek materials associated with each 
period of immigration. The following categories have been iden-
tified as pertinent to the historical development of the Sikh com-
munity in Alberta:

• settlement period of the province and early Sikh presence;

• immigration to Alberta to the contemporary period;

• contribution of Sikhs to the civil society of Canada; and

• contribution of Sikhs to Sikh institutions and the 
homeland.

5.3 The Research, Documentation and Collection Process

We will establish a research plan through our workshops with 
the project consultants on local knowledge. This workshop will 
be conducted by the Curator with a selected group of men and 
women from the community who are identified by the Project 
Steering Committee as having the appropriate local knowledge 
to assist us in this preliminary way. The workshop will be con-
ducted over two sessions, each approximately four hours long. 
The research plan is a kind of map identifying people, places and 
themes for us to use as we enter into the field research work. The 
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Curator and Project Steering Committee then select the avenues 
of exploration for documentation. The Project Steering Committee 
will meet every four months to see the work as it is accomplished 
and to address project issues.
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