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Abstract

Participation is a key focus of museum policy and practice, increasingly used as a strategy for
securing the museum’s continued relevance in contemporary society. This paper argues however
that so far, certain models of community engagement have dominated both theory and practice.
Established models tend to prioritise institutionally-bound forms of engagement, and as such,
despite an optimistic and transformative rhetoric, such models ultimately maintain and redeem
the museum institution as it is. Based on ethnographic work conducted in Tyne & Wear Archives
& Museums, in the North of England, this paper puts forward the notion of care to reconfigure
community engagement in museums. The paper introduces the geographies of care literature as a
starting point to examine the practices and ethics of care already existing in museum engagement
work. It then considers how care might open up new ways of imagining museums and their roles
within more distributed networks of engagement. The final part of the paper presents emerging
findings from research conducted as part of an Endeavour Research Fellowship, looking at
community engagement in the context of Australian museums.
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