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Introduction 

 

In the past few years in the Netherlands the idea has developed that we should have a museum 

of national history (NHM or Nationaal Historisch Museum).
1
 This museum should show 

where we come from. The initial idea for this museum came from Maxime Verhagen
2
 and Jan 

Marijnissen
3
 who wrote in De Trouw of 15 Mai 2010, that thanks to Internet, globalization 

and the presence of many people from different backgrounds, it sometimes seemed that the 

Dutch no longer share one national identity. They continued by writing that, even though we 

are all different, we all a share history.  They conclude that it is “Hoog tijd om meer aandacht 

te geven aan alle facetten van onze wordingsgeschiedenis in een Huis van de Nederlandse 

Geschiedenis.”
4
 (It is about time that we pay more attention to all the aspects of our genesis 

in a House of the Dutch History). This museum is supposed to be built in Arnhem, next to the 

Openlucht museum
5
, so that people could learn about their history in the NHM and afterwards 

see this recreated past at the neighbouring museum. As a research study for the realization of 

this project has shown, it will be far too expensive to actually build this museum in Arnhem, 

and a lot of debate is going on about the proper alternatives. But besides having to worry 

about the possible location of the museum, there also has to be decided what is going to be 

shown in the museum. This item provoked quite some debate as well, because the limited 

place in the museum as well as the limited budget, demand that a selection is made. This 

consequently means that some elements will have to be let out of the representation of the 

Dutch identity in the museum. The idea of Verhagen and Marijnissen is that the NHM should 

regulate debate between different groups and create a connection between the different 

cultures present in the Netherlands.
6
 This idea reminds us of the concept of a public sphere, in 

                                                 
1 http://www.jijmaaktgeschiedenis.nu/waarom-deze-website/ (on: 10 July 2010).  
2 Dutch politician of the CDA Christian democratic party.  

Source: http://www.parlement.com/9291000/biof/02920 (on: 11 July 2010). 
3 Dutch politician of the SP Socialist Party.  

Source: http://www.janmarijnissen.nl/ (on: 11 July 2010).  
4 Jan Marijnnissen and Maxime Verhagen, „Huis van de geschiedenis, red ons historisch besef” in: De Trouw (15 

Mai 2010).  
5 The Openluchtmuseum was founded in 1912 by private persons who were concerned about the disappearance 

of the Dutch national heritage. It now has become a national museum about the culture of the life of ordinary 

people, which is shown in the historical buildings that can be found on the museum ground.  

Source: http://www.openluchtmuseum.nl/pid/17/wie_zijn_wij (on: 10 July 2010). 
6 “Voor dialoog pleiten wij ook, maar ons pleidooi gaat verder. Wij zijn van mening dat een Huis van de 

Nederlandse Geschiedenis, waarbinnen de culturele dialoog kan plaatsvinden, niet alleen een betere bijdrage 

zal kunnen leveren aan de verspreiding van historisch besef en historische kennis onder burgers maar ook aan 

het tot stand brengen van verbondenheid tussen de culturen hier aanwezig.”,  

Jan Marijnnissen and Maxime Verhagen, „Huis van de geschiedenis, red ons historisch besef” in: De Trouw (15 

Mai 2010). 

http://www.jijmaaktgeschiedenis.nu/waarom-deze-website/
http://www.parlement.com/9291000/biof/02920
http://www.janmarijnissen.nl/
http://www.openluchtmuseum.nl/pid/17/wie_zijn_wij
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which people come together to participate freely in debate and become one public, forming a 

public opinion. Museums are important public institutions, but we can ask ourselves the 

question if the museum, mostly serving as an instrument for representation, can really be 

considered part of the public sphere? Some elements and groups will be excluded from the 

representation, which implies that the museum cannot represent the entire public.  

The question this essay tries to answer is therefore: can we speak of the museum as a 

public sphere? As will be explained in the first chapter of this essay, representation is often 

seen as the main reason for the museum‟s existence. But there has to be made a clear 

distinction of the different meanings of the term representation. Representation can for 

example be used like “the representation of the past”. This means that it directly tries to give 

an impression of the past. On the other hand we can also use representation in the context of a 

“collection that is representative for the public”. In that case it means that is shows where that 

public stands for: its roots, traditions, costums and identity. It is this second meaning of the 

word that representation is used in this essay.  

Since the birth of the nation state in the 19
th

 century, museums are mostly used to 

represent the nation and the national identity. Of course this depends on the very nature of the 

museum, and goes mostly for historical and art museums. We collect art and historical items 

to preserve our heritage and show it to future generations. The museum represents who we are 

by showing what we value and identify with. The representation that is given in the museum 

is criticized because of its supposedly limited character; museums are often accused of 

representing only the dominant groups and thereby excluding marginal groups and minorities. 

This creates protest from the people who feel excluded from representation in the national 

museum. Because this is being interpret as being excluded from the national history and thus 

from the nation. Those who feel excluded often plead for a more post modern way of 

representation in the museum, which means that the museum should represent more different 

voices, instead of only the dominant one. In this essay I will research if the representational 

character of the museum, with its practice of exclusion, makes it unfit to be called a public 

sphere.  

Firstly, I therefore define the meaning of the concept “public sphere”, for which I will 

use Jürgen Habermas‟ The structural transformation of the public sphere
7
. Habermas 

describes the rise of the public sphere as a process of modernization, in which the people are 

actively involved. In his theory he treats both the cultural and the political aspects of the 

                                                 
7 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural transformation of the public sphere (Darmstadt and Neuwied 1962), 

translation by Thomas Burger (Cambridge 1989). 
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public sphere. This makes it very easy to consider the museum as a part of the public sphere. 

This is what Tony Bennett does in The Birth of the Museum
8
, when he uses Habermas to 

explain the rise and historical development of the museum. Bennett is the second author I will 

discuss in chapter 1. Bennett‟s opinion about the role the museum plays in society as part of 

the public sphere is rather pessimistic. He sees the museum as a governmental instrument 

which the people undergo passively. A comparison of Habermas‟ idea of the public sphere 

with Tony Bennett‟s theory of the museum shows some contradictions. Habermas‟ concept of 

the public sphere is a sphere in which people are actively involved. Bennett has a more 

passive conception of the museum: the museum is a representational instrument used by the 

government, undergone passively by the people. This essay will explain this paradox between 

the representational aspect of the museum and the museum as a public sphere.  

In the first chapter I will begin with a description and critical analyses of the works 

mentioned of Jürgen Habermas and Tony Bennett. In the second chapter I will then continue 

my research by comparing these at first sight opposite theories about the museum. This 

comparison will be made with other literature on the relation between the museum and society 

and literature on the representational aspects of the museum. This will enable me to develop a 

more critical opinion and some criteria to decide if a museum can be called a public sphere. In 

the third chapter I will test these criteria by researching two Dutch museums, the 

Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam and the Teylersmuseum in Haarlem. By researching two actual 

museums we can see which elements of the different theories about the museum as a public 

sphere are correct, and we will then be able to draw a final conclusion on the museum as a 

public sphere. 

Considering the museum as a public sphere isn‟t obvious. As I will show in chapter 1, 

Habermas relates the public sphere to the 18
th

 century, and its decline tot the 19
th

 and 20
th

 

century. But according to Tony Bennett, museums only respond to the criteria of an effective 

public sphere in the 19
th

 century.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Tony Bennett, The birth of the museum (Abingdon and New York 1995). 
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Chapter 1 – Defining the public sphere 

 

 As already explained in the introduction, this essay will start with a description and critical 

analyses of Jürgen Habermas‟ The Structural Transformation of the public sphere. 
9
 

Habermas is a sociologist whose name is considered attached to the Frankfurter Schule. 

Because of Habermas background as a sociologist, as a consequence his theory is more a 

philosophical and sociological discourse then a historical research. Habermas‟ theory on the 

public sphere can be divided in a historical part and a philosophical part; that is how I will 

treat this theory here. After a short description of his theory I will consider some criticism that 

has been published on The structural transformation of the public sphere which may help to 

come to a sharper and more critical reflection in the end.  

 After Habermas I will discuss The birth of the museum by Tony Bennett.
10

 Just like 

Habermas‟ theory, this work can also be analysed on two different levels: a historical and a 

philosophical. I will treat them in this order, while ending this chapter with a comparison 

between Habermas and Bennett that shows clearly the paradox between the representational 

character of the museum and its function as a public sphere. The museum as a public sphere 

should be a place where individuals come together as a public, free from governmental 

interference and accessible to all. But as we shall see, the museum is often used a 

representational instrument that excludes certain groups and minorities from representation. 

This seems in contradiction with the accessibility of the museum as a public sphere for all. I 

will show in this essay that this is in fact only a paradox.  

 

1.1 Historical development of the public sphere   

In his book The structural transformation of the public sphere Habermas defines and 

describes the development of the public sphere.
11

 He gives a description of the development 

of the changing relations between the private and the public domain, although his definition of 

the public sphere is based on the bourgeois public sphere from the 18
th

 century.  

He starts with a description of the Roman and Greek period. According to Habermas 

the Romans and the Greeks were already familiar with a separation of the public and the 

private domain. Habermas continuous with a description of the medieval period, before going 

                                                 
9 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural transformation of the public sphere (Darmstadt and Neuwied 1962), 

translation by Thomas Burger (Cambridge 1989). 
10 Tony Bennett, The birth of the museum (Abingdon and New York 1995). 
11 Jürgen Habermas, The Structural transformation of the public sphere (Darmstadt and Neuwied 1962), 

translation by Thomas Burger (Cambridge 1989). 
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to the 18
th

 century. The public sphere in the 18
th

 century is to Habermas a perfect functioning 

public sphere, but it declines rapidly when we enter the 19
th

 century, the moment when the 

modern society comes into being.  

 Habermas is a sociologist with a Marxist background, which we can see in his way of 

thinking about society. The returning idea of the existence of different classes and in the 

terminology he uses, for example the terms “bourgeois” and “capitalist”. Habermas is known 

as one of the most important scholars of the second generation of the Frankfurter Schule, 

which explains his sympathies towards Marxist thoughts. The Frankfurter Schule is a German 

philosophical and sociological movement from the 1960s onwards that was concerned with 

society and made use of Marx‟s theory, but with a more rational and critical view than the 

communist parties did at the same time. The school was founded in Frankfurt am Main as an 

institute for social research by Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno; this is why their estate 

is still known as the “Frankfurter Schule”. Given this background it is not surprising that 

Habermas places the birth of our modern society at the time of early capitalism, just like Marx 

did. According to Habermas there existed at the time of the early capitalism in the 18
th

 

century an ideal public sphere in Europe. 

Habermas places the beginning of the public sphere already in the time of the Romans 

and the Greeks. In that period a real effective public sphere did not yet exist, nor a capitalist 

society, but the Romans and the Greeks were already familiar with a separation of “public” 

and “private”. Private was the world of the household, where the father of the family ruled 

over all without any restrictions. Public on the other hand were the affairs of the state. In the 

Greek city-states like Athena, every free male citizen could speak in the public political 

meetings on the agora and give his opinion on matters of state. It is to be noted that this 

specific situation was not the case in entire Europe, not even in entire Greece. Habermas says 

nothing about this, because to him his description of the Romans and the Greeks only serves 

as an example to sustain his more general theory. In Greece alone, for example, the Spartans 

were organized totally different from the Athens. What is important about the situation that 

Habermas describes for the Roman and Greek society is that anyone who was not born into a 

position that made him part of the public (political) debate, could never become part of it. 

Only he who was the master of a household could participate. 
12

 This is opposite to a true 

public sphere where everyone has the same opportunity to become part of it.  

                                                 
12 Habermas, The structural transformation, 3.  

“Status in the polis was therefore based upon status as the unlimited master of an oikos. The reproduction of 

life, the labour of slaves, and the service of the women went in under the aegis of the master‟s domination (…); 
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 Habermas continuous his historical description with the medieval period, where 

“public” and “private” take on a different meaning. “Public” stood for that what is accessible 

to all, like the market place and the well. “Private” were the people who had certain 

privileges. What we see in this period is that the lord or sovereign in considered a public 

person. Not in the sense of being accessible to all; it means that his authority is being 

displayed and represented in public. Habermas calls this representative publicness because 

the sovereign is the impersonated representation of the power he embodies, and at the same 

time he is being represented by the nobility beneath him.”(…) representation pretended to 

make something invisible visible through the public presence of the person of the lord.”
13

 

After a few decades this representative publicness moves behind the palace walls, which 

means that the representation is no longer visible to all the people but limited to the nobility. 

Balls and tournaments now only take place behind the closed doors of the palace. This 

situation changes at the beginning of the 18
th

 century with the rise of the nation state and the 

development of early capitalism.  

 Thanks to early capitalism a new class rose in the 18
th

 century: the bourgeoisie. The 

mercantilist attitude of the government had created a substantial dependence of the new 

bourgeois factory owners and trades people on decisions taken by the government, of which 

the new bourgeois class was very much aware. Decisions taken by the government could 

influence their new gained status and wealth. If the government for example decided to raise 

the taxes, the bourgeoisie would be paying at lot of money. The bourgeois were well aware of 

their position and they became more critical while following with careful attention any 

decision made by the government.  

The public sphere of the 18
th

 century is to Habermas the ideal public sphere because 

there are no limitations for the public to debate with one another and create their own opinion 

on different matters. In the beginning the public debate is about subjects like art and literature, 

but when the public sphere develops a little more the greater issues like politics are being 

discussed. This was an entirely new phenomenon because up till then it had been out of the 

question for subjects to give their critical opinion on matters decided by the state and the 

sovereign. However, this old political climate had changed. But a critical attitude form the 

bourgeois was not enough to ensure the rise of an effective public sphere. A widespread 

debate among free individuals can only take place with a good communication network. 

                                                                                                                                                         
and the realm of necessity and transitoriness remained immersed in the obscurity of the private sphere. In 

contrast to is stood, in Greek self-interpretation, the public sphere as a realm of freedom and permanence”.  
13 Habermas, The structural transformation, 7.  
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Through such a network people get access to the same information and are able to 

communicate with each other as one public. This communication network was developed by 

the bourgeois themselves, originally as a post system. The bourgeois were entrepreneurs, 

factory holders and such, and therefore they wished to be well informed about the situation 

elsewhere. Anything that could affect their business was important to them, whether it was 

economic news, political news, or news of different nature. If for example the neighboring 

country was politically unstable, it meant a huge risk for business in that country. By being 

well informed with the correct information, financial damage could be limited. In the 

beginning this network was quite primitive, so it would take a lot of time to send news from 

one person to another. Some people tried to make profit of this sending of news by 

assembling and publishing is: the journal was born. Thanks to the new journals the post 

system developed and extended itself even further, especially when the journals, became more 

and more frequently published: first monthly, later weekly and eventually daily. When the 

sovereign saw the effectiveness of the network, he decided to make use of it for state affairs 

like the announcement of royal decrees, news and taxes. The sovereign invested in the post 

network that improved and expanded quickly because of the newly added public finances. 

The bourgeoisie profited from this extension in their turn.  

This well developed communication network and the critical attitude of the bourgeois 

created the perfect conditions for a public sphere. Private persons came together as one 

public, while being free in their debate from any governmental interference. Habermas says 

that the first public debate in the bourgeois public sphere took place in the salons and 

coffeehouses, but also in the theater and during dinners. It is to be noted that we find this 

public sphere mostly in the city: here we find the center of civil society and here do people 

participate in rational critical debate. The court still plays an important role in public life, but 

in the coffee houses and other structures the public could meet and discuss new and different 

subjects. Arts and literature were often discussed items. Habermas calls this the public sphere 

of letters because people were able to freely express their opinion in debate with others and 

formed a criticism that was before that unknown. At the same time Habermas sees that a 

public sphere is being established in the political realm. These spheres are both called public 

because everybody is be enabled to participate in them. This does not imply that the public 

sphere was meant as a debating forum for the entire population; only people with enough 

wealth were part of the public sphere. People who are not wealthy will most likely only take 

those decisions that can give them direct benefit. This is the reason that Habermas claims that 

the ideal public sphere is therefore not a public sphere where everyone participates, but more 
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a bourgeois public sphere with a limited public. He calls the public sphere “public” because 

everyone who is able to rise to the standards of the bourgeois is allowed to join the public 

sphere and the debate;  all get the same chance to become part of the public sphere and no one 

is excluded from trying.  

In the public sphere people of different social backgrounds could meet and engage 

freely in conversation and debate. Due to their different backgrounds a great diversity of 

subjects was debated. Habermas argues that an audience of so many different people could 

only exist thanks to a dual fiction in the public sphere. He uses Rousseau‟s theory for this dual 

fiction. Rousseau writes that people are fictionally divided in 2 parts: in human beings, and in 

citizens.
14

 Only thanks to this dual fiction, can people come together in the public sphere as 

citizens and become one public, regardless of the different social status and background of the 

participants. I find this actually a rather idealistic point of view. For people to participate in 

the public sphere while not paying attention to ones background, especially in the 18
th

 century 

where prestige, status and social background is very important, seems to me quite unrealistic. 

 After the 18
th

 century the public sphere falls into decline. According to Habermas 

there are a few important reasons why this happened. First of all, the vote was extended to all 

men, and later on even to all women. People with less property now got a voice in politics as 

well, but they make more selfish choices since they only look after their own direct benefit on 

short term and do not have the general good in mind when taking decisions. Another 

development that had a negative influence on the rational critical debate is the rapid growth of 

commercial mass-media. We all obtain the same information, but this information is 

channeled to us by the government and mass media organizations who use the media to create 

a positive public opinion to support governmental decisions and policy. The mass media want 

quick financial profit, that is why money making items like entertainment and leisure have 

become more important than the financially less attractive stimulation of rational critical 

debate. 

 At the same time people have become more individualistic which makes them less 

attached to the community and this causes a decline in the rational debate in the public sphere. 

People feel more connected to the private sphere of the household and do not make the effort 

to participate in the public debate, nor are they critical about the information they receive 

from the media. The balance between public and private has changed in the 19
th

 century. 

According to Habermas, the government practices neomercantilism and the society returns to 

                                                 
14 Habermas, The structural transformation, 97. 
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the medieval balance in which the lord had absolute power. He explains this by the growing 

dependence of the people on the government which makes people less critical about the 

government. In my opinion Habermas‟ comparison between the social welfare state and the 

medieval period is not correct, because the relations between private and public changed 

immensely since the Middle Ages. The government for example does not have the same 

power as the medieval lords had and people are now protected by law. The comparison does 

therefore not seem adequate to describe the relation between the government and the people. 

More influence from the government implies a decline of debate among the public. In our 

analyses of the museum we will see that there is often lot of governmental influence, 

according to Habermas this should then imply that the museum cannot function as an 

effective public sphere. 

This disruption of the balance has as consequence that the power now comes to be in 

hands of individuals and specific groups, and that there is no longer a possibility for all the 

people to become participants in the public sphere. Consequently the specific interests of 

individuals or groups are served instead of the general good. This development triggers a self 

defense from the weaker groups, who use politics as a way of securing their part of the 

national income. This leads eventually to the rise of the social welfare state. For example we 

can take the changing relations between factory owners and their employees. In the 18
th

 

century, at the time of early capitalism, their relationship was one of equals. But with the 

modernization of the society and the rapid growth of the economy, factories expand while 

seeking ways to make more financial profit. The relation between the employer and the 

employee becomes more anonymous. Eventually this situation leads to oppression of the 

employees by the factory owners. As a reaction the rights of the employees are now defended 

by special legislation, dictated by the government. In this way the public and the private 

sphere become mixed. The new social legislation changes the old balance, not only by “social 

laws”, but also by other laws like legislation to sustain the rights of the consumer. These new 

laws all have a standardized character in order to promote social equality among people. No 

one is excluded from having to obey to legislation and every one can claim the same rights. 

But we do not only see the government taking over tasks that in fact belonged in the private 

sphere, instead we see that the government hands over some of its tasks to the world of 

business and economics. In this way areas that were regulated by public law now come to be 

in the private sphere of the factory owners and traders. 

 The only sphere that can really claim to be fully private is the household. But the 

functions of the household are hollowed out because different functions are taken over by the 
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government and related organizations. Leisure becomes the main item of the private sphere 

and with this new attitude the door is open for the creation of a culture consuming public 

instead of a critical and debating public. The connection that once existed between the private 

sphere and the world of letters as well as the public sphere was hollowed out entirely amongst 

others by the mass media.  

The connection Habermas sees between the private sphere and the world of letters and 

the public sphere in the 18
th

 century may be called an idealistic fiction, because the 

detachment of the private sphere from the public sphere he describes from the 19
th

 century on 

may very well already have its roots in the 18
th

 century. Habermas continuous his description 

of the development of the public sphere by arguing that the critical debate lost its 

significances because the people satisfy  themselves by reading commercial magazines and 

looking at advertisements and commercials on the televisions, all provided by the mass media. 

Leisure and the use of media are first and foremost enjoyed in the private realm of the 

household and do not trigger any debate any more. There are still forums where public debate 

take place, but these no longer have a public function. Publicity is only used as manipulative 

publicity and it no longer serves to stimulate rational critical debate. It is put to use by the 

government and “the economic world” to create a positive sentiment for their ideas and 

products. 

 Another situation that added to the change of use of publicity is the Second World 

War. The manipulation of publicity and news were psychological instruments used in the war. 

This is what Habermas calls management of opinion by the government. Manipulation of 

publicity serves no longer the creation of a rational critical debate, but rather the manipulation 

of the public opinion in economic and political matters. To make use of metaphors, one can 

say that the public sphere changes from a peaceful and passionate forum into an arena where 

different interests and conflicts struggle for power or seek a compromise that is positive for 

themselves. 

The governance of the country shifts at the end of the 19
th

 century from the government to 

special interest organizations in the private sphere. Most decisions are taken outside of the 

parliament, in the back chambers of power. This brings back the representative publicness, 

which means that prestige in the public sphere does not come from what is achieved but from 

representation, stimulated by the mass media. The public sphere finds itself on a downward 

sliding scale, heading in the direction of the dissolution of the public sphere where a rational 

and critical debate between free citizens had been possible. Political parties for example do 

not serve any longer as a place for debate and the power is now in hands of the person or a 
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select group of persons who controls the party. Habermas continues pessimistically by saying 

that the political parties are only used as an instrument to gain the votes of a non critical 

population. Voters are no longer interested in a good critical debate; they only look after 

themselves. In short, they choose the party that can help them achieve the most benefit on 

short term. People no longer think of the general good because they have become 

individualistic. Public opinion gets a different meaning, it does not represent the well formed 

opinion of the public sphere but it represents the sentiments of the public in general. 

Habermas even speaks of a non-public opinion, since we look at the sum of the different 

private opinions that are formed in the private sphere. The public opinion, or in this case non-

public opinion, is important information for the government. The dominant public opinion 

forces the government to reorient itself towards this public opinion, even if this is a very 

materialistic public opinion. The private desire for cars and fridges is just as important as part 

of the public opinion as the behavior of a specific group, as long as it is relevant for the 

governing and administrative functions of the social welfare state. 

 

1.2 Habermas and philosophy 

Habermas´ concept of the public sphere is an idealistic concept; his work is meant as a 

philosophical reflection on the public sphere with history merely to illustrate his theory. He 

uses for example the word feudalization to describe the relations in the contemporary social 

welfare state, even though, as I have already explained above, this does not apply to historical 

reality. This will be discussed further in the next paragraph. In this paragraph I intend to show 

the philosophy behind his ideal public sphere. It will explain how Habermas sees the ideal 

balance in society between private and public domain for which he makes use of the theories 

of Emmanuel Kant on the public sphere. 

The Enlightenment plays an important part in Habermas‟ ideas on the public sphere. In 

his definition of the public sphere Habermas bases his thoughts on philosophers of the 

Enlightenment, like Emmanuel Kant who says that the public use of reason enlights people. 

Kant says that there is a tension between politics and morality, and this tension can only be 

used for the good if people make publicly use of their reason. In that way, decisions are taken 

for the common good. Based on the philosophers Mill and Tocqueville, Habermas comes to 

the conclusion that an extension of the public sphere by socialism would mean the destruction 

of society, as it could lead to tyrannies of the public opinion, or, in the other scenario, to the 

despotic rule of a bureaucratized state. Mill as well as Tocqueville think that the passions of 

the mass of the people will not lead to a well rationalized public opinion; therefore the 
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authoritarian opinion of the more wealthy civilians has to be put to use to purify the public 

opinion. Besides this, a public opinion that serves the general good can limit the power of the 

state. Like Kant said, public opinion can help to maintain a healthy balance between politics 

and morality. But with the extension of the vote to more people, public opinion becomes 

divided. It can no longer serve the general good, because public opinion can only be the 

compromise between conflicting sides. An extension of the vote leads, according to the 

discussed theories, to a division of the public (opinion). If we look at the museum as a public 

sphere, then we can compare this extension of the vote with an extension of representation in 

the museum. This means that former excluded groups get the voice they demanded in the 

museum. This would have as a consequence that there would no longer exist a stable public 

sphere, but only a sphere which tries to compromise as many different voices as possible. The 

museum will then no longer represent the general public. But representation in the museum 

would turn into a compromise between different groups that seek representation.  

 

1.3 Critiques on Habermas 

There are different kinds of critique on Habermas‟ description of the public sphere and 

its historical development. The most obvious critique is that Habermas does not make use of 

historical research. We can see this in the way that he presents his sources:  Habermas does 

not question his sources, he does not place them in an academic debate nor looks at the 

background of the authors of his sources. He uses his sources to illustrate his own theory 

instead of using the sources to create a critical theory. Craig Calhoun says in a review of The 

structural transformation of the public sphere that: “Habermas draws on historical sources 

mainly as a philosopher looking for illustrations, not as a historical researcher.”
15

 Another 

review, by Lawrence Scaff, says: “Compared with Richard Sennett‟s or Marshall Berman‟s 

work, Habermas‟ text is more characterized by philosophical reflection than cultural 

history.”
16

 As a consequence, some of the historical developments Habermas describes are 

not historically correct. His theory is often called a utopia, because it gives an ideal picture of 

a (non-existing) ideal public sphere. Neil Saccamano says in his review that “Habermas wants 

and needs to believe that, for a brief moment in the early eighteenth century, authors and 

readers participated in a literary conversation structurally immune to the distancing, 

                                                 
15 Craig J. Calhoun, “Civil society and political life”, in: Contemporart Sociology, 19 (1990) 315. 
16Lawrence A. Scaff, Review (untitled), in: The American Political Science Review, 84 (1990) 967. 
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distorting effects of power relations.”
17

 He continuous this analyses of Habermas by saying 

that if Habermas had not found such a moment in history, his entire theory of a bourgeois 

public sphere would have been an utopia. In this paragraph I will discuss 6 critiques on 

Habermas. 

Habermas‟ theory focuses on the Western and European countries and it would be 

historically seen impossible to say that the described development of the public sphere in 

Europe has developed in other countries in exact the same way like in 18
th

 century Europe. 

Private stands for free control and power over possession, which functions in a capitalistic 

manner. This implies indirectly that we only speak here about societies that where organized 

as capitalist societies and these described capitalistic countries created a public sphere. But if 

we turn this around to a more general claim this does no longer seem right for a lot of cases. 

This is another often heard critique on Habermas. Not every country that develops itself into a 

capitalist society is able to create a public sphere. There are other circumstances that play an 

important role. In eighteenth century Europe there was a specific way of thinking, under the 

influence of the Enlightenment, which opened the path for critical rational thinking. And the 

public was free to express this. There are examples of highly industrialized countries, such as 

the republic of China, who do not have a public sphere like we know it. Habermas says 

explicitly that the other precondition for a public sphere is that the public can develop a public 

opinion and express themselves. In Europe this development was stimulated by the 

Enlightenment. China, a country that did not experience the Enlightenment and where free 

expression is suppressed, can therefore not develop a true public sphere.  

Yet another important example of the kind of critique that focuses on the scope of 

Habermas‟ theory: Habermas discusses in his third chapter “political functions of the public 

sphere” the rise of the public sphere in different countries. England is the first country to 

develop a public sphere. This is mostly because of the early capitalism, but also because of 

the withdrawal of the restrictions of censure. There is no use to discuss here in detail the 

different process England, France and Germany went through. The end result was according 

to Habermas in fact for all these cases the same: the rise of the public sphere in the eighteenth 

century. Even though Habermas describes these processes for different countries, it is still 

possible to have critique on his method. The countries he has chosen are in fact not so 

different from each other: they all are Western, European countries, and they share a lot of 

traditions, in politics, culture and philosophy. And, in all the three cases the public sphere 
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came into being because the people became aware of the unbalance between power and 

wealth in their society. The ways this happened differ, but the organization of the society was 

the same. Habermas his point of view is rather Eurocentric and does therefore not apply for 

non European countries. This is why some people call his theory too small and why some 

caution is demanded when applying this theory to other then the by Habermas described 

countries. But, we have to keep in mind that his work was mostly meant as a philosophical 

discourse, and that Habermas himself does not pretend that his theory is “general” and should 

be applied to other countries. The modernization process he describes is something that is 

known to be applied to European countries. 

  Kurt Back says in his review on Habermas that his theory is too narrow, because: “It 

also limits the treatment of public opinion to countries of Western Europe and North America 

in the last two centuries.”
18

 Kurt Back says that public opinion did in fact exist in other than 

the Western European and Northern American countries as well. But that in the other cases it 

was not discussed in the precise terms used in Habermas‟ theory. Kurt Back says that The 

structural transformation was mostly about one specific case in political history, that is to 

say: “where middle-class groups proposes public opinion as the unique source for public 

policy.”
19

 He means by this that Habermas‟ theory is too small, but I would say that Kurt 

Back is not correct in this observation, because the scope of historical writings are is most of 

the time even smaller then Habermas‟. It is therefore absurd to call his theory too small. If we 

would interpret Habermas‟ theory as a historical theory, there were indeed a few situations in 

Europe in the 18
th

 century were the middle classes did have a voice, but they did not propose 

their opinion as the unique source for public policy. Society was still formed in a more 

traditional way with big differences between the classes in society. But the way Back and 

Habermas see society shows a different interpretation of society. For Habermas for example, 

the class differences were of little importance when participating in the public sphere, even 

though entering the public sphere was based on financial status. But I think that it would be 

incorrect to say that the balance between the different classes in society at that time was of 

little importance and that the public opinion formed by the middle classes was suggested the 

only source for public policy. The upper-classes still played a relevant role in politics. 

Back‟s critique also seems incorrect if one interprets Habermas‟ work as a 

philosophical reflection showing an ideal (non-existing) situation. If so, we cannot argue that 

the scope of his theory is historically too small.  

                                                 
18 Kurt W. Back, Review (Untitled), The public opinion quarterly, 56 (1992) 2, pp. 257-258, 258. 
19 K.W. Back, “Review” in: The public opinion quarterly, 56 (1992) 2, pp. 257-258, 258. 
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From a historiographical point of view there is critique on Habermas as well. In The 

structural transformation, Habermas searches in different societies throughout history traces 

of the existence of a separated public and private sphere. He describes the Roman and Greek 

society and then moves on to the European medieval societies, continuing with the same 

societies up until his own time. This gives the idea that there is a kind of European heritage 

for the existence of a public sphere, a heritage that separates private and public. This idea of a 

European heritage gives a false image of these societies, because Habermas only seeks for 

elements that can be of use in his theory of the ideal public sphere and he sees these elements 

in the above named periods and societies. This can make his theory partly false, because he 

only looks at parts instead of the whole picture. And it does not allow us to see these older 

societies like they were. For example, as already described above in paragraph 1 of this 

chapter, Habermas his theory is not applicable to all European societies. The example he 

gives of the agora as a place for public debate in the Geek societies is only true for a part of 

Greece, like Athens. The picture that is thus created is not historical; it focuses too much on a 

limited number of societies, and does not admit that the theory does not apply to other cases. 

Another reflection on Habermas his theory comes from the side of the feminists. 

Habermas his concept of the public sphere is mostly directed to the masculine side of society. 

Women take no part in his theory on how the public sphere developed itself. Even though it is 

generally known that the salons for example were organized by women in their own houses. 

The role women played in the development of the public sphere is entirely left out in The 

structural transformation. Mary P. Ryan in her review on Habermas says that it would be a 

good thing if women should join the public sphere: “it both expands membership in the public 

and articulates vital aspects of the general interest that have hitherto been buried in gender 

restrictions and disguised as privacy.”
20

 But in the 18
th

 century women took no active part in 

politics, so we cannot criticize Habermas‟ theory because of that. But Ryan is right that 

women played an important role in the creation of our modern society. The role of women 

must not be ignored. 

Another thing that was important in European society in the periods Habermas 

analyses is religion. Habermas says on this matter that with the reformation people gained 

freedom of thought and religion. In short, after this religious liberation it seems to Habermas 

not necessary to say more about this subject. Even though religion was an important aspect of 

everyday live for a lot of people, and it did influence the public opinion. In a Christian society 

                                                 
20 Mary P. Ryan, “Gender and public access” in: ed. Craig Calhoun, Habermas and the public sphere (1992 
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there are certain habits and costums for example which we do not find in other cultures. And 

the clergy had a lot to say in 17
th

 and even in 18
th

 century Europe. It is only since the Second 

World War that religion in Europe has become less important.
21

 But even now we continue to 

speak of our Christian heritage and our Christian morals. Feminism and religion are two 

aspects that influenced our society. Habermas did not take all the different possible aspects 

into account, he made a selection. His theory is meant as a philosophical reflection, so I do 

not think that these critiques make his theory less valuable. From a historical point of view his 

theory is not always 100 percent correct, but as a philosophical reflection on the development 

of our modern society and the functioning of the public sphere Habermas his theory is very 

valuable. It gives us a way to think about our society and how it is organized. 

 Historians mostly use “small” theories, like when describing the history of a specific 

place, person, etc. Habermas‟ idea of the public sphere might historically be incorrect; we 

cannot blame a philosopher to be a philosopher. Habermas uses history to give his theory a 

face. But he does not make use of historiography and historical research when doing this. A 

lot of historians do use the theories and researches of others when writing about history. 

Habermas doesn‟t do this, so we could perhaps say that he has a naïf idea about the writing of 

history. But the critique that his theory is too small is not thought trough very well: describing 

a modernization process in Europe for a period of 200 years seems to me a well defined broad 

subject to write about. 
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Chapter 2 - On the relationship between museum and society 

 

In this chapter I will discuss Tony Bennett‟s The Birth of the Museum
22

 in which he describes 

the museum as a public sphere. In the third paragraph I will compare Bennett‟s theory to 

Habermas‟ idea of the public sphere in order to show the paradox of the museum as a public 

sphere. After this I will analyse the relation museum-society further by researching other 

literature written about this subject in paragraph four.   

 

2.1 The history of the museum  

In this paragraph I will discuss The birth of the museum by Tony Bennett. Just like Habermas, 

his book has two dimensions. The first one that will be discussed is his historical description 

of the birth of the museum. Bennett starts with the private cabinets of princes and lords. In the 

17
th

 century these cabinets are used to represent the power of the sovereign. At the end of 

the18
th

 century and the beginning of the 19
th

 century they develop into publicly accessible 

museums, which are used to educate the people.
23

 In the 20
th

 century, with the birth of 

democracy, the collection of the museum changes radically. After this first paragraph I will 

then continue to the philosophical side of Bennett‟s story. He is inspired in his thinking on 

museums by the great philosopher Faucoult and by Jürgen Habermas. In the third paragraph 

of this chapter I will make a comparison between Bennett‟s theory on museum as a public 

sphere and Habermas‟ theory. 

In his book The birth of the museum, Tony Bennett first takes us to the history and the 

birth of the museum. Before the museum assumed a more educational function in the 19
th

 

century, it served another goal in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century. Bennett explains that the 

government and the rich part of the population in the seventeenth century made use of the 

museum to display their power. Most often it symbolized the power of the sovereign. The 

population itself did not have direct access to different outings of culture. Only sometimes 

they were able to be witness this representation of power, when the sovereign showed himself 

to the public at festivals and such. Bennett says that in the 17
th

 and early 18
th

 century we 

speak of a kind of representation in which the public is only needed when the public is part of 

representation. Bennett‟s idea of the development and the use of the museum show great 

resemblance with Jürgen Habermas his description of the public sphere. He describes that in 

the seventeenth century and before, publicness was used in a representative form. Just like 
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23 Tony Bennett, The birth of the museum, 18. 
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Bennett, Habermas says that the court and nobility in the seventeenth century mostly made 

use of public representation as a display of their power to the people. The nobility represented 

the power of the sovereign to the people, and the sovereign displayed his power, to the 

nobility as well as the people, by giving large tournaments, festivals and balls at the court. In 

most cases the population was excluded from any participation. These displays of 

representation are called forms of “high culture”, because participation was reserved to those 

who belonged to the high ranks of society. 

The first real public museums have been developed from the so called cabinets of 

rarities, in the houses of the rich upper class of the population and in the castles and houses of 

the nobility and the sovereign. Later on the museum developed, because it was seen by the 

government as an instrument to enlighten the population, especially the lower classes in 

society. The government considered going to the museum as an alternative for the workmen 

population for drinking or participating in other less elevated forms of amusement. This is 

why the government stimulated the establishment and the growth of new publicly accessible 

museums. Museums would be the medium for the stimulation of good taste and the 

development of the lower segments of the population. By visiting the museum the population 

would learn to behave in a more moderate and sober manner, and therefore be more 

productive. Riots could even be prevented by the civilizing effects of the museum. This idea 

of enlightening the people has been written about by Richard Altick as well. He says in his 

article “National monuments” that in the beginning of the 19
th

 century a small body of public 

men believed that museums serve as a cultural recourse and that the government should use 

and oversee the museum to improve the people, both morally and socially.
24

 “In the 1830s 

and 1840s, when the popular education movement reached its peak, there were innumerable 

expressions of this faith that the ordinary man was capable of participating in the nation‟s 

cultural life and should be encouraged to do so.”
25

 The idea rose under the population that the 

establishment of public and free accessible museums should be stimulated, to enable the 

people to visit the places they read about. 
26

 Later on in his article Altick describes the 

                                                 
24 Richard D. Altick,  “National monuments”, in: ed. David Boswell and Jessica Evans, Representing the nation: 

a reader. Histories, heritage and museums (Londen 1999) 240-257, 243. 
25 Richard D. Altick,  “National monuments”, in: ed. David Boswell and Jessica Evans, Representing the nation: 
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Altick uses a quote from Blackwood‟s Magazine (1842) to illustrate this: “Exhibitions, galleries, and the 
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best and only true politeness may be taught- politeness that refines the manners by ennobling the heart[…).” 
26 Ibidem.  
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benefits this could have for society, which I will quote here because it reflects perfectly what 

both Bennett and Altick describe: “The specifically political desirability of moving crowds 

from unruly taverns to more calmer environs of churches and museums went largely 

undiscussed. Instead, attention was centered on the personal and group behavior of the 

masses, on their capacity for disorder unrelated to political agitation, and how it could be 

transformed into personal decency, decorum, and responsibility.”
27

 

Bennett calls this use of culture by the government to influence the people 

“governmentalization of culture”.
28

 The long lasting effect is in that case more important than 

the effect of the moment like it was in the 17
th

 and 18
th

 century when the people were part of 

the representation. Organization of culture and the continuing expression of it now become a 

necessity. Since the population is now being actively influenced this asks a different attitude 

from the government in order to keep the cultural power. On the other side a more active 

attitude from the population is demanded as well, because the population in this scenario is no 

longer a passive public. This new attitude towards culture asks for a new approach of the 

museum. In the first place the museum now has to be seen as part of social life (“the social 

public sphere” we could call it here). This can be compared with the world of letters from 

Habermas, who says that the public in the 18
th

 century becomes active in matters of culture 

like art and literature. The meaning of the museum must therefore be disassociated from the 

old idea of sociality, which had a primarily exclusive form and was not freely accessible for 

everyone. Secondly, the museum now needs to have the character of a representative space. 

Adversary to the cabinets of rarities and the “freak shows” at the fairs, it is not the intention of 

the museum to surprise the public by the exposition of curious objects. Its intention is rather 

to show cultural and natural works of art to effectively enlight the population. And finally the 

museum has to be a place that offers the possibility to educate the people to assume publicly 

correct behavior. The museum is a public space where certain rules and regulations for the 

conduct and behavior of the public are demanded. 

At the time of absolutism every form of public representation was used to represent 

the power of the sovereign. The museum was one of these ways by hanging paintings in the 

royal museums and galleries that celebrate the king. As these museums and galleries were 

open to the public, everyone could see this celebration and at the same time be part of it. The 

public sphere served at this time only the needs of the absolute sovereign. It was not meant to 

regenerate any critical debate among the citizens who visited the museum. They were only 
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supposed to be impressed by the power, the wealth and the greatness of the sovereign whose 

power was not to be questioned, and there was no room for debate. The government and the 

king were not to be criticized. The power of the sovereign was supposed to be ultimate and 

divine, coming from God himself. So the people were supposed to obey this natural order and 

accept the power of the sovereign and the way he ruled the country. The museum was merely 

seen as a way to support this perspective on royalty. 

In the nineteenth century this changed with the establishment of democracy. This 

change can also be seen in the museum. The museum is still being used as a representative 

space, but no longer to represent the sovereign, so they were reorganized. Museums were still 

seen as an instrument of representation, buy now they adjusted their collection to the changes 

of the political power. There was chosen for a more democratic form of public representation. 

Paintings showing the monarch were changed into paintings that symbolize the people and the 

nation.  “Man” was now the new subject of the museum. Some attention is to be paid here, 

because we do not simply speak about “man” as in “person”, but specifically the white male. 

Women are not represented. 

Bennett foresees trouble for the future of the museums. He points out that the 

museums are nowadays under a lot of pression. Since the museums are financed by the 

government they are obliged to show that they are of national importance and earn that 

funding. This can only be done by having large numbers of visitors, which show that the 

museum is sufficiently important. To obtain these large numbers of visitors, museums have 

taken a different course. Instead of continuing the process of differentiation that Bennett sees 

in the nineteenth century, museums now try to attract their public by imitating it. This leads to 

two opposite directions in the world of the museums: one party defends the idea of giving the 

public what it wants, which creates a more popular, opportunistic type of museum. The 

museum is seen as part of the leisure industry, where people need to be amused.  And on the 

other hand there is a party that prefers to educate the public. They continue to see the museum 

as an instrument to enlighten the people.
29

 But, Bennett says that we should not ask the 

useless question if the museum must be seen as an instrument for education or as a tool for 

amusement, because in both these cases the museum is something we undergo passively, even 

under the more democratic politics of the 20
th

 century. We, the public, do not participate 

actively and the museum does not have any positive political value. 
30
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2.2 The philosophy behind The Birth of the museum 

In his thinking on the history and development of the museum Bennett has some 

presumptions in mind of a more philosophical nature. He does not just see the museum as a 

place to present art or other objects to a public for purely esthetical reasons. He presents the 

museum like a kind of public sphere in which representation and social relations play an 

important part. He bases his theory on Jürgen Habermas but also on another famous 

philosopher: Foucault. In this paragraph I will first speak about the representational aspects of 

the museum like Bennett describes them, and I will explain his use of Foucault. After doing 

this I will put Bennett‟s idea of representation in perspective by referring to other historians. 

To start with an example Bennett uses in his book to explain the representational 

aspect of the museum I will explain Bennett‟ analyses of the museum of Beamish. This is a 

museum about the local people who live in and around Beamish throughout the centuries. In 

his description of Beamish, Bennett focuses on what the museum represents. 
31

 The museum 

of Beamish claims to show every day life throughout time in Beamish. But Bennett says that 

the museum in fact only represents the way that history was seen by the middle class in 

society, which shows a highly idealized image. The way in which the life of the normal 

people is being represented in the museum has in fact not much to do with the everyday 

reality of these people. Industry and an active economic attitude are being shown in the 

museum as the values of the people of Beamish. But these values are not the values of the 

normal man, but those of the bourgeois part of the population. Besides this Bennett notes that 

politics are not being represented in the museum, even though Beamish is known for its rich 

political history. But since this political history is mostly the story of the socialist movement, 

it may not fit in the idealistic point of view as it is seen by the bourgeois. Bennett also says on 

this matter that it is never possible for a museum to show all the historical aspects. There 

always has to be made a selection. It is not only important to know what we see in a museum, 

but also to know what is lacking in the represented collection. 

Museums in the period after the Second World War represent the local population as 

well. But this claim does not automatically mean that the correct image on that population is 

given, as we have seen above in the Beamish example. They are museums about the people, 

not museums of the people. The collection of the museum is being dictated by the bourgeois. 

Bennett explains that this bourgeois has a strongly romanticized image of the lower parts of 

the population. He even uses the word “pittoresk”. The life of the population is being 
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sentimentalized by the bourgeois. If we look at the actual life of the population, then the 

image is not as rosy and beautiful as it is represented. 

In the second half of the nineteenth century a development takes place in the museums 

that causes the historicization of other people as „primitive‟. 
32

 New thoughts on evolution 

created a new point of view in different sciences, such as history, geology, biology and 

anthropology. This change can be seen in the way these fields are represented in the museum. 

Bennett says that this does not just involve the development of the earth and things as such, 

but also the evolution of human life after Darwin. But the process doesn‟t stop there; the 

museum uses the Darwinian perspective to present the human evolution as the development 

from animals to humans and from primitive humans to civilized people. The modern people 

are seen here as the ultimate outcome of this process. Here has to be understood that we are 

actually talking about the white, middleclass males. This very idea of the superiority of the 

white male population of the Western world is also a concept described by Habermas. His 

theory of the ideal public sphere is based on the Western societies in which women take no 

share, nor do the lower classes in society. This is in accord with Benedict Anderson, who says 

in his book Imagined Communities that museums and other preserving actions were used by 

the colonialists in a way that displayed their superiority. 
33

 For example, they preserved and 

restored ancient monuments and buildings and by doing that they claimed a kind of 

superiority over the local people. The locals, from the point of view of the colonialists, were 

no longer capable to the same accomplishments as their ancestors and were consequently not 

able to rule themselves. The colonists thought that they were the right persons to preserve the 

ancient traditions. But, what we see in this case, is a different type of white superiority. While 

Bennett says that the white male is displayed in the museums as the final ultimate point of 

evolution, in the colonial countries the white feel superior by preserving the ancient local 

artifacts, monuments and traditions. Anderson gives yet another reason for the attachment of 

the colonialists to the local traditions. At first, Anderson says, the right of conquest sufficed to 

legitimate their presence. Later on they turned to more subtle ways and created alternatives 

legitimacies. For the following reason: “More and more Europeans were being born in 

Southeast Asia, and being tempted to make it their home. Monumental archeology, 

increasingly linked to tourism, allowed the state to appear as the guardian of a generalized, 
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but also local Tradition.” 
34

 As we can see, museums are used in this case as an instrument of 

the government to symbolize their power. The same is the case for the European museums, 

though under different circumstances. 

After the transformation of the collection of the museum after the Second World War 

the museum seems to be continued to be influenced by the bourgeois. The participation and 

the accessibility of the museums were still very much connected to classes in society. This 

coincides with Habermas‟ thoughts on the public sphere. Habermas‟ public sphere is firstly a 

bourgeois public sphere. It is his theory that after the extension of the vote to a larger part of 

the population the public sphere has lost a lot of its importance. The critical debate is no 

longer stimulated; and with that change the public sphere loses the value it had until then. The 

public sphere as a place for critical and opinion making debate is a concept that cannot be 

applied to a democratic society with extended vote. Mass media and the government regulate 

the public opinion trough advertising and influence the news that is made known to the 

public. This can be compared with the developments in the world of the museum, where after 

the democratization of society the elite still decides what is being shown in the museum and 

in what way. The influence of the elite remains constantly present. 

Bennett looks at the museum as an institute in relation with other institutes. The 

museum is an instrument of political rationality. In claming this, Bennett makes use of 

Foucaults ideas. Bennett writes the following on this point: “The development of modern 

forms of government, Foucault argues, is traced in the emergence of new technologies which 

aim at regulating the conduct of individuals and populations – the prison, the hospital, the 

asylum, for example.”
35

 These technologies are used by the government for the exercise of 

power. The museum can be seen like a part of this: the museum has an educational purpose 

and is used by the government to be an “instrument for the reform of public manners”.
36

 

But not everyone agrees with this interpretation of Foucault.  This has certain 

consequences for how we see the museum in relation to the state and to critical debate.  In her 

article on Foucault, Beth Lord argues that it is important to rethink the way people interpret 

Foucault‟s ideas about society. Beth Lord shows that people often use Foucault to promote a 

negative view on the museum. People see the museum as an institute of the Enlightenment 

that symbolises the power of the state and tries to arrange the world according to “universal 

rules” and the concept of “total history”. We can already see in the way she expresses herself 
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that Beth Lord does not agree with this. According to Lord imaginary universal rules and the 

possibility of total history is something that cannot resemble reality. In the time of the 

Enlightenment, the representation of the world and its history correspond to clear rules. But 

this representation does not always accurately resemble the reality.  

Beth Lord wants to make a clearer distinction between the values of the 

Enlightenment
37

 and the power relations of the Enlightenment that were based on those 

values. Lord explains that Foucault is often read too superficial and that this gives people a 

wrong idea of Foucault‟s analyses. Often the (wrong) conclusion is drawn that the museum 

can be considered as one of the worst results of the Enlightenment. That is to say: the museum 

is seen as an institute that merely seeks to totalize the world as well as categorize and control 

it. As an alternative Lord says that we should approach the museum as “a contingent 

document”
38

. This document can exist out of several and discontinue historical series.
39

 In that 

case “Progress, understood in Foucault‟s sense, is not the necessary progress of „total 

history‟, nor a teleological progress towards a goal or an ideal; it is, rather, progress as the 

growth of capabilities to resist and transgress systems that cast power relations and historical 

events as fixed and necessary.” 
40

  

Lord does not see the museum as a state institute like Foucault does. About the argument that 

the museum is based on Enlightenment values and is therefore stuck to these values, Lords 

says that especially those institutions that historically are based on fixed values are “best 

placed to critique and progress out of the fixed structures of the past.”
41

 So we could in this 

case draw the conclusion that museums can serve very well the debate in the public sphere. I 

do not think that museums are institutes that tend to criticise society. Museums are institutions 

that are established to show our heritage to latter generations. They are pieces, imaginary or 

not, that should show a part of our identity. Writing history, showing it in a museum, or even 

the writing and publishing a national canon
42

 for that matter, is always a work of selection. 

We want to show the general lines of history to our children and grand-children to create the 

feeling of a shared past. 

                                                 
37 These values are: criticism, freedom and progress.  

Beth Lord, “Foucault‟s museum: difference, representation, and genealogy” In: Museum and society, 4 (2004) 1, 

11-14, 1.  
38 Lord, “Foucault‟s museum: difference, representation, and genealogy”, 2. 
39 Lord, “Foucault‟s museum: difference, representation, and genealogy”, 2. 
40 Ibidem, 2.  
41 Ibidem, 3.  
42 Stichting entoen.nu stimuleert het gebruik van de canon van Nederland in onderwijs en samenleving als 

verhaal van het land dat wij gezamenlijk bewonen. Source: http://entoen.nu/over (on: 19 July 2010).  

http://entoen.nu/over
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The idea of the public sphere as a sphere like presented by Habermas in which free 

citizens can debate with each other and form their opinion is being adopted by Bennett. The 

museum as a public sphere is to Bennett a sphere that is strongly attached to codes of 

behavior. This is a theory he takes over from Stallybrass and White. By using codes for 

behavior in the public sphere there, a clear division is created between the public sphere and 

the high culture on one side and everything that is not included in these on the other side. 

What is not included is called the culture of the people, or more clearly: low culture. This 

stands in opposition to high culture. The idea that an identity can only create itself by having 

an opposed anti-identity is a well known phenomena. Chris Lorenz writes about this in his 

article “Representations of Identity: Ethnicity, Race, Class, Gender and Religion : An 

Introduction Into Conceptual History”.
43

 In that article he explains that an identity shapes 

itself by defining what it is not. An identity usually gets its shape in contrast with other 

identities: a we versus them attitude is created. So if we go back to Bennett, we can say that in 

his thinking, the museum is primarily used as a public sphere by the higher segments of 

society. By setting rules like the codes for correct behavior they clearly separated themselves 

from the lower classes of the population and they create at the same time their own sphere and 

identity:  the identity of high culture. If this is the case, it is possible to say that the museum is 

being used as an instrument for the making of identity instead of having a purely educational 

purpose like the Enlightenment of the lower classes. 

But on the other hand Bennett does not say that museums are to be visited exclusively 

by the elite, on the contrary; he says explicitly that museums primary serve as an instrument 

to civilize the lower classes. The idea of the elite who decides what is shown in the museum 

and the ideal of the museum to civilize people explain together what the real purpose of the 

museum in the 19
th

 century was. Access for everyone seems at first sight in contradiction with 

the museum as outing of a middle and upper class identity. But, Bennett says, by putting the 

high culture as example, citizens from the lower classes of society are being encouraged to 

behave in the same way. Codes of behavior for example raise the citizens from the lower 

classes to become civilized individuals. And by doing this they ensure them to have an 

opportunity to move in the public sphere as an accepted part of it. In this way they get the 

possibility to actually participate in the public sphere. So the higher classes and the museum 

have an exemplary function towards the general audience. Habermas‟ description of the 

                                                 
43 Chris Lorenz, “Representations of Identity : Ethnicity, Race, Class, Gender and Religion : An Introduction 

Into Conceptual History”, in:  Stefan Berger and Chris Lorenz (eds.), The Contested Nation: Ethnicity, Class, 

Religion and Gender in National Histories (Basingstok , 2008).  
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public sphere is that any one should have the possibility to enlight himself and to become part 

of the public sphere. This can only be possible if it is clear to everyone in which way this can 

be done, this is what the public character is. This opportunity is offered to the lower classes 

when they go to the museum, since in the museum represents the codes of behavior and are 

encourages people to enlight themselves, following the example given by the higher classes 

who visit the same museum. 

Bennett writes that the museum tries to show the hierarchy that exists in the world outside 

the museum, not just the hierarchy in nature, but also that in the world of humans. It is not 

possible though to reconstruct the entire world in the museum, because there is only limited 

space. Therefore the museum will always remain a selection. The critique that Bennett gives 

is not directed to this element an sich, but it is directed towards the way that museums deal 

with this fact. Museums do not bother to inform the visitor about the choices on which the 

selection of the collection has been based or which point of view they used in the assembly of 

their collection. The visitor himself does normally not go looking for the answers to these 

questions and believes that the (often idealized!) world that is offered to him in the museum 

corresponds entirely with the reality of the world outside the museum. This does not mean 

that museums are useless. We should simply become more aware of this critique and be at our 

guards when visiting a museum. This will enable us when visiting a museum to look past the 

shown façade and see the real intention of the creators of an exhibition. For this I would like 

to refer to the example of Beamish, mentioned here above. The Beamish museum was not an 

adequate reflection of everyday life of the “normal man”. But if we can see trough this, then 

we can see what the museum really has to offer us: a picture of the society like it is seen 

through the eyes of the bourgeoisie, which is often a sentimentalized picture. 

 

2.3 Paradoxes, contradictions and similarities 

In this paragraph I will make a comparison between Bennett and Habermas and their ideas of 

the public sphere. While trying to compare Habermas and Bennett, some interesting 

paradoxes make their appearance. I will discuss two paradoxes: the first paradox is about the 

different times in which the public spheres of Habermas and Bennett are placed. Habermas‟ 

ideal public sphere can be found in the 18
th

 century. This is a public sphere were free citizens 

engage with each other in a rational critical debate without influence from the government. 

Bennett on the other hand places in this same 18
th

 century the cabinets that represent the 

power of the sovereign. Museums can only become public spheres when those royal cabinets 

seize to exist and make room for the establishment of the public museum, which does not 
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happen until the 19
th

 century. And even in the 19
th

 century the museum is, according to 

Bennett, still used as an instrument by the government. We can therefore ask ourselves the 

question whether a museum that is used by the state can still function as a public sphere as 

described by Habermas. Does the public sphere in the museum exist in the 18
th

 century, or the 

19
th

? Or, maybe not even at all? 

The second paradox is about the governmental influence. Bennett places the museums 

as institution in the tradition as described by Foucault. The museum is an instrument used by 

the government to influence and “raise” the people. Hospitals, prisons, but also museums 

should be seen in this way. Habermas on the other hand sees a public sphere as something that 

is entirely detached from the government. The public opinion formed in the public sphere 

must be used by the government to rule wisely. At first sight Bennett‟s theory and Habermas‟ 

theory seem to be in contradiction with each other. Because how can the museum be a true 

public sphere as described by Habermas while the museum is used as an instrument by the 

government? I will show in the next paragraphs why we can speak of a paradox instead of a 

contradiction.  

If we make a comparison of the way the public sphere is seen by Habermas and the 

way it is seen by Bennett, we find some things in common as well. One of the critiques on 

Habermas that we have discussed above is that his theory is very much directed to the male 

part of society: women did not participate at all in the public sphere. In Bennett‟s writing, 

women do play a role. But they are seen more as “instruments” to get the men to visit the 

museum, instead of being seen directly as a target group themselves. In both Habermas‟ and 

Bennett‟s theory women are very little included.  

As said before, the museum‟s goal is to make people develop themselves by educating 

them. In the bourgeois public sphere from Habermas, the same is the case: people get in 

contact with other free individuals, with whom they share information and are stimulated to 

develop themselves and take part in debate. Then they are able to develop themselves into a 

“public”. The public sphere is a place where citizens can be educated to behave towards one 

another in a special way and create a way of thinking. There is a clear resemblance with 

Bennett, because the museum serves as a kind of public sphere where one can develop 

oneself, both in intellect and behavior. The debate in the public sphere as described by 

Habermas used to take place in the same way, with the use of (bourgeois) customs and 

handling standards. Moreover the museum is accessible to all. This is one of the preconditions 

Habermas thinks necessary for the existence of a well balanced public sphere. Bennett speaks 

in this context about a self-regulating and self-organizing public. 
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Furthermore, in chapter nine of his book, Bennett concludes that it is the intention of 

the museum that the visitor follows and complements the “evolutionary path” that is shown in 

the museums. This evolutionary path in the museum developed itself after Darwin‟s theory of 

evolution, and the visitor himself is seen as a part of this evolutionary track: he is the ideal 

outcome of the process of evolution. This idea of progress reminds us of Habermas and the 

way in which people can become part of the public sphere: everyone can in theory become 

part of the public sphere, as long as you can develop a certain level of knowledge and culture 

(and in practice also finance). So the idea of progress can be seen in Bennett‟s theory as well 

as in Habermas his theory. 

Habermas‟ public sphere is principally a public sphere dominated by the bourgeois 

elite. The less fortunate people with little education and low finances cannot be part of the 

public sphere. Bennett shares this thought of separation of classes through the public sphere. 

People are not considered as socially equal in the museum. There is a clear distinction 

between the higher classes who have to set the good example and the lower uneducated 

classes who are being encouraged in the museum to follow this example. Thus Robert A. 

Baron ways that Bennett sees high culture especially as an instrument of the higher classes to 

show the lower classes their place in society and keep them there. “Ignorance, it seems, is due 

to the control of the powerful; it is never attributed to a limitation in motivation or will of the 

observer. Knowledge of art, he maintains, is used as a wall with which to keep the working 

classes in their place.”
44

  The idea of a battle between the different classes in society and the 

leading role of the elites is something that Habermas and Bennett have in common. But, when 

participating in the public sphere (or the museum), people are in both cases considered equal. 

Habermas explains this by saying that this enables the creation of 1 (fictional) public. I agree 

with Bennett that the museum shows the perspective of the higher classes, for the practical 

reason that the museums are funded by the government. If, and how much money a museum 

obtains for a certain period depends on the cultural and national importance of the museum 

and how it fits in the cultural policy of the government that period. The museum will, I think, 

therefore try to live as much as possible up to the expectations the government has. But be 

aware that these cultural policies are made by people on relatively high posts in the 

government and other organizations. Necessarily they have had a good education, which 

influences their thinking about the museum. 

Habermas describes clearly a decline in the development of the public sphere. It is no 
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longer a place for rational critical debate between private individuals. He sees the public 

sphere in the nineteenth century as a depoliticized public sphere. The media have become 

independent from communication in the public sphere; the media no longer represent the 

opinion of the public, nor stimulate participation in the public debate. An extension of the 

vote in Habermas‟ theory led to a decline of the public sphere. In the museum we do not speak 

about an extension of the vote, but of an extension of representation. With the extension of the 

vote to more people the public sphere and its critical debate have been put under a lot of 

pressure, because a lot of people put their personal welfare before the general welfare. So the 

decisions that are taken are no longer serving the general public, as Habermas describes. In 

the museum something similar happened. If the museum is seen as a public sphere which 

develops after Habermas‟ criteria, this would have as a consequence that there will no longer 

be the fiction of 1 public, but only compromises between different confliction identities. 

Besides that, the people who are new admitted by the extension of the vote did not 

have the know-how about the functioning of the public sphere, the codes of behavior etc, 

which makes it difficult for them to participate as equals. So the debate continues to take 

place between the higher classes in society, who still kept hold on high posts in government 

and society. Political parties do have to think more about what “the people” want to win the 

elections, but these “people” do in the end not decide on the course taken by the government. 

The same goes in fact for the museum. The audience has to be given what they want, 

otherwise people stop coming to the museum. But this does not mean that people get to decide 

what they see in the museum. 

 

2.4 Museum and society, aspects of representation 

In this paragraph I will discuss articles of different authors who write about the relationship 

between museums and society. I make a comparison between their points of view and those of 

Habermas and Bennett in order to get a clearer view on the paradoxes that we found in the last 

paragraph. 

In her article “State Authority and the Public Sphere: Ideas on the Changing Role 

of the Museum as a Canadian Social Institution”, Susan Ashley writes about the importance 

of museums as a public site to preserve our national heritage. But their importance does not 

only lie in the assembling of “culture”, but according to Ashley also in the fact that they are 

“agents of identity formation, nationalism and social inclusion.”
45

 She continuous by saying 
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that what can be seen and what cannot be seen in a museum shows how society thinks about 

itself and how it wants others to see it. To Ashley the museum serves as an instrument for the 

making of national identity. “It could be seen as hegemonic, one of the ways in which the 

cultural ideologies of the ruling class are made acceptable to the masses.”
46

 To Ashley the 

ideologies shown in the museum are not the ideology of the masses; what the museum shows 

to the public is a hegemonic point of view from the higher classes. By making use of the 

museum the higher classes want to make their ideology anyone else‟s as well, because the 

museum is an authentic institution with a certain level of power and credibility which will 

help them to succeed. “But through its physical structure, its categorization of knowledge, the 

flow of visitors and information through its halls and its determination of what themes and 

subjects are displayed and discussed, the museum institution, our society‟s custodian of 

historical artefacts, supports hegemonic rule.”
47

 

In her analyses of the museum Ashley makes use of the works of Tony Bennett and 

Jürgen Habermas. The importance of the representational aspect of the museum, like Bennett 

describes for the 19
th

 century, is an aspect she uses trough out her entire analyses. Habermas 

she uses for her definition of the public sphere. When she discusses this definition she comes 

to the paradox that Habermas says that a public space should be accessible for all, regardless 

of social status, which is to Ashley not compatible with the more exclusionary view of the 

museum that she uses in her article. She resolves this paradox by saying that the public sphere 

as defined by Habermas is an exclusionary public sphere because it is bourgeois, which 

implies that according to status, gender and race people are being excluded from the public 

sphere. The same is true of museums. The hegemonic, exclusionary museum can be called a 

public sphere. I think that it is an easy way out to say this. It is true that Habermas‟ theory of 

the public sphere is “bourgeois”, but accessibility is one of his most important criteria. This 

means that everyone is able to elevate himself to the standards of being allowed to participate 

in the public sphere. This does not go for Ashley‟s idea of the museum. Minorities feel 

excluded by the debate that is going on behind the closed walls of the museum. Once 

excluded, there seems no possibility for marginal groups or minorities to be represented in the 

museum. This is against Habermas‟ idea of the public sphere, which allows a public to be 

created by coming together in the public sphere. 
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Carol Duncan describes in the article “From the princely gallery to the public art 

museum” that the cabinets in the 17
th

 century were used to demonstrate something about the 

prince: “(…) his splendour, his legitimacy, or the wisdom of his rule.”
48

 She continuous her 

description with the changing function of the cabinets with the establishment of the public art 

museum at the end of the 19
th

 century. The new museum served as a symbol. One of these 

symbolic meanings can be found in the transformation of the palace into a public museum: 

palaces were from then on accessible to all, which was a symbolic demonstration of the 

principality of equality of the new state. And: “As a public space, the museum also made 

manifest the public it claimed to serve: it could produce it as a visible entity by literally 

providing it with a defining frame (…).”
49

 Even if not every one had the same education to 

enjoy art at the maximum, everyone was in principle equal in the museum. Even when the 

uneducated masses could not make maximum use of the museum, they could still enter it and 

be “awed by the sheer magnitude of the treasure.”
50

 Duncan explains that at the time of the 

cabinets art was ranged after international standards. This meant that art of different schools, 

nationalities and times were all hanging together on the same wall. The new system focussed 

more on the „genius of national schools‟, which stimulated the acknowledgment and “growth 

of the state power and national identity.” 
51

 The museum also started focussing on a different 

type of visitor: instead of the educated elite (connoisseurs), they were focussed on the 

bourgeois citizen. Duncan says that these came to the museum “in search of Enlightenment 

and rationally understood pleasures. In the museum the citizen finds a culture that unites him 

with other (…) citizens regardless of their individual social position.”
52

 This is exactly what 

Habermas‟ philosophy on the public sphere demands: accessibility to all, the creation of a 

public by shared culture, and all that without regard of the social status of the people 

involved. 

Sharon MacDonald says in her article “Museums, national, postnational and 

transcultural identitities” that the rise of the public museum was bound together with the rise 

of the nation state and the public sphere in the late 18
th

 century. 
53

 The French revolution, so 

says MacDonald, created a feeling among the people that they were a collectivity of equals. 
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The old aristocracy and hierarchy were replaced by the revolution. This new public now had 

to be cultured in order to constitute 1 public. This culturing of the public was done according 

to the standards of the high culture of the former aristocracy. MacDonald calls this “a 

symbolic attempt to generate a public”.
54

 Now that the old order had been wiped out, a new 

one had to be established. To achieve this, the public had to be able to identify with and feel 

loyalty to one another. This is a process that demanded a lot of work. MacDonald points out 

that this process did not happen at the same time and at the same speed in all the countries that 

became nation-states, sometimes not even in the same way. As said earlier in this essay, every 

identity is created by defining what makes them different from other identities. The same goes 

for national identities and national publics. This is what happened when the new public was 

cultured. 

In the next paragraph MacDonald asks herself the question why museums were 

thought of as appropriate “for culturing the public and thinking nation-states”.
55

 To answer 

this question she uses Benedict Anderson‟s theory that says that communities are imaginary 

constructions. This means that if one wants to be part of a (national) public, this asked a 

particular kind of imagination. People had to feel united. But since it is impossible to know 

everyone in our nation personally, this cannot be depending on social relations. Therefore 

people make use of cultural relations, like shared history, rituals, symbols etc. Museums, at 

the time being, were already collectors of objects of historical value. So it was only a logical 

step that they were called upon to represent the national identity. They were supposed to be 

the “equivalent of personal memory”.
56

 Even museums that had artefacts from other cultures 

had an importance for the identity of the colonialist nation. Owning works of art and other 

objects from foreign countries showed that a country was able to “gather and master” beyond 

their own boundaries. It was a representation of their knowledge and capability to govern, 

according to MacDonald. 

Just like in Tony Bennett‟s theory, representation is a very important aspect of the 

museum to MacDonald. The way a museum represents the objects out of its collection decides 

how people see the world. And it goes even further: it places the visitor above the world like 

they can see it in the museum. MacDonald calls this an “imaginary structure”, meaning that 

the world is seen as an ordered hierarchy of things, totally detached from reality.
57

 And these 

imaginary hierarchies, like evolutionary paths, types of race etc, were shown in the museum 
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as being the reality. The way history and science were thought at the museum created a very 

black and white picture of reality. Other important aspects of the museum are: “direct 

witnessing” and individualized “aesthetic gaze”.
58

 Direct witnessing means that people can 

see the world in the museum, and that therefore the museum must be seen as an authority. The 

individualized aesthetic gaze assures that people can life their own experience in the museum 

and through that they will get attached with what they see. The individual experience of the 

visitor creates a feeling of bonding with what is shown in the museum, but on the other hand 

this experience is a totally imaginary structure that serves the creation of identity.  

MacDonald also uses Habermas definition on the public sphere, though she does not 

agree with his negative view on the decline of the public sphere as a consequence of the rise 

of consumerism and mass media. She has the opinion that there is a new challenge for 

museums. They should try to adapt themselves to the changing circumstances and stop with 

showing only one kind of identity in the museum instead of the by Habermas predicted 

decline: marginal groups and other excluded should be heard too. The museum could use this 

change in society to make changes in the museum as well. This postmodern “challenge” for 

museums is in my opinion not a realistic idea, because for museums to show more and 

different representations demands a lot of money for the extension of their collection as well 

as other practical issues like more space. There is never enough space to recreate history, 

there always will have to be made a selection. Besides these practical objections there is also a 

theoretical objection, that is to say that representing always means excluding. When trying to 

create more diverse museums, the entire intention of the museum gets lost. The museum is 

originally meant to give a short and clear impression about (art) history to allow people to be 

bond as a public with a shared past, this cannot work out well for a museum that is trying to 

show as many perspectives and histories as possible.  
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Chapter 3 – The Teylersmuseum and the Rijksmuseum 

 

In this chapter I will make a temporary conclusion from the findings from my research in 

chapter 2. From these I will then derive some criteria to see if the museum can really be seen 

as a public sphere. The criteria will then be verified by researching 2 Dutch museums: the 

Rijksmuseum and the Teylersmuseum.  

 

3.1 Research criteria 

In this paragraph I will make a temporary conclusion from the results from chapter 1 and 2, 

with the purpose to set up some criteria that will help me to research if the Teylersmuseum 

and the Rijksmuseum can really be seen as a public sphere. The above discussed theories led 

to a few paradoxes. The most important one is the existence of a public sphere as defined by 

Habermas versus the element of representation that is important in the museum. The paradox 

is that a public sphere, according to Habermas, is formed by individuals, regardless of their 

social status and background. But, if we see the museum as a representational instrument, 

people are necessarily being excluded from the museum as a public sphere. This seems in 

contradiction with each other, but in fact it is not. Several authors wrote about this. I will treat 

some of them in this paragraph in order to get a clearer view on this paradox. Carol Duncan 

for example feels that the creation of a new national identity created a new ritual role for the 

visitor. The culture that people find in the museum unites them as a public. But not everyone 

agrees with this perspective. Susan Ashley resolves this paradox by saying that the hegemonic 

public sphere is an exclusionary public sphere, because, she says, Habermas his public sphere 

was also an exclusionary bourgeois public sphere.   

The two criteria that are seen as important for the existence of a public sphere by 

Habermas are accessibility (which he defines as being open to all who can elevate 

themselves), and the importance of a critical rational debate regardless of the status of the 

participants.  While looking at the chosen cases, we can find out how these two aspects are 

treated and come to a conclusion about the museum as a public sphere.  

For Bennett the representational aspect of the museum is crucial: what is represented in 

the museum and in what way? In the age of the cabinets for example, the power of the lord 

was represented. The people were only supposed to be impressed, not to associate or learn. 

This role of the museum changed when society became more democratic. People were now 

supposed to be represented themselves. We must therefore ask the question what the goal of 
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the museum is, what is being represented in the museum, and if there is really being 

represented what the museum says to represent. Take the Beamish example: this museum said 

to represent the “normal” people, but showed in fact the bourgeois vision of the past. But, as 

Benedict Anderson puts it, communities are created imaginary constructions. So, even if the 

museum does not exactly represent what it says, we can ask the question if an imaginary 

shared past, tradition or identity is created. In Destination culture
59

 this is called the museum 

effect: “Once the seal of the quotidian is pierced, life is experienced as if represented (…). 

Like the picturesque, in which paintings set the standards for experience, museum exhibitions 

transform how people look at their own immediate environs. (…)Not only do ordinary things 

become special when placed in museum setting, but the museum experience itself becomes a 

model for experiencing life outside its walls.”
60

 This means that a museum shows things out 

of their normal context and is able to create an experience for the visitor that he/she carries 

with him outside the museum as well. In that way a fictional shared identity for example 

could be created in the museum. By researching the Rijksmuseum and the Teylersmuseum I 

will be able to tell if this is only a philosophical theory or historical reality and in this last 

case, that would imply that the museum can actually be a public sphere, because it creates a 

public.  

 

3.2 Two museums, two different traditions 

The two museums I have chosen have at first sight not much in common. The Rijksmuseum is 

one of the most well known museums in the Netherlands, with famous works of art like “De 

Nachtwacht”, visited by people from all over the world. The Teylersmuseum on the other 

hand is not so famous. Still both museums are interesting objects for research: the 

Teylersmuseum is the first and oldest still existing museum in the Netherlands, while the 

Rijksmuseum was the first national museum in the Netherlands. Both museums have a long 

and rich history. This is the reason that makes them ideal for this research and why evolution 

in the world of the museums can be followed perfectly in these two cases. In this paragraph I 

will start with some background information on these rich histories and try to explain the 

situation at the time of their establishment.  
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The Teylersmuseum has been established in the city of Haarlem, financed by the 

estate of Pieter Teyler van der Hulst, after the ideals of the Enlightenment. 
61

 In his will, 

Pieter Teyler decided that his estate should go to a foundation whose goals should be to 

stimulate religion, as well as the arts and sciences. His estate existed of 2 million gulden 

(which would be about 80 million euro‟s today), his house and other real-estate. Being a true 

man of the Enlightenment himself, Pieter Teyler assembled two great collections of his own, 

both in art and science. He decided in his final will that the above mentioned foundation 

should be led by five directors, all of them to be chosen among the “doopsgezinden” (a 

protestant group) in the Netherlands. The first five directors did not see that much value in 

Teylers own collection, and sold most of it. In 1779 they decided to built a room for the 

presentation of books and art to the public. Leendert Viervant builded this so called “Boek- en 

Konstzael”, right behind Teylers former house in Haarlem. This was the birth of the Oval 

Room (Ovale Zaal), which was opened to the public in 1784. The Teylersmuseum is the first 

and oldest museum of the Netherlands. It was Teylers idea that every human being could 

enlighten himself by education. In the museum the audience should have the possibility to 

explore the world and learn from this experience.
62

 To make already some comparison with 

Tony Bennett, we can see that the museum was at the time of its opening primarily seen as a 

place where people should be educated, and by that become enlightened.  

The foundation of the museum was not the only goal of the Teylers estate foundation. 

The Teyler estate also foresaw in charity and help for the needy ones in society. This is the 

reason why we find in Haarlem also a “hofje”. This is a kind of social housing program avant 

la lettre. Poor widows and widowers were given the change to live here under the supervision 

of the directors of “Teylershofje”. Another goal of the foundation was the stimulation of 

religion and sciences by the creation of two separate assemblies. These assemblies posed each 

year publicly a question on a subject in the two mentioned disciplines to which people could 

respond by doing research or/and writing an essay. The candidate with the best answer won a 

price. The assembly for religion is called the “Teylers Godsgeleerde Genootschap”, the 

assembly for science is called “Teylers Tweede Genootschap”. Up until today they try to 

challenge people by price questions. They are supposed to stimulate research. And finally 

there is also a chair in the name of Teyler since 1928. This chair is at the moment attached to 
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the University of Leiden and was also founded for the stimulation of research and 

knowledge.
63

 

The other museum I will discuss in this chapter is the “Rijksmuseum”. This is the 

first national museum of the Netherlands and can be found nowadays in Amsterdam. 

Originally it was established on the initiative of Isaac Gogel, after the example of the French 

in the years of the French occupation of Holland on 17 November 1798. In the year 1800, on 

the 31st of May, the museum opened its doors for the public under the name “Nationale 

Kunstgallerij” (National Art gallery). At this time its location was Huis ten Bosch in the city 

of Den Haag. At the beginning it contained the collections of the stadholders as well as 

artefacts from other governmental organizations.
64

  

Already in 1808 the museum moved to Amsterdam were it was located in the Palace at 

Dam Square (Paleis op de Dam). This was decided by Lodewijk Napoleon, in his function of 

king of Holland, when Amsterdam became the new capital of this kingdom. At this time the 

famous “Nachtwacht” was added to the collection, together with other paintings belonging to 

the city of Amsterdam. Up until today they still belong to the city of Amsterdam, who now 

officially borrows the “Nachtwacht” to the Rijksmuseum.
65

  

Only a few years after 1813, when the French had left Holland, Willem I decided for 

the museum to be moved once more. The printed collection (prenten) was to be housed in the 

“Trippenhuis” in Amsterdam at the Kloveniersgracht. The rest was to be moved once more to 

Den Haag and was assigned there to the cabinet of rarities. The “Trippenhuis” did not suit for 

the housing of a museum and there was decided to build a new building where the entire 

museum could be re housed under the name “Rijksmuseum”.
66

 It was not until 1885 that this 

project was accomplished. The well known architect Pierre Cuypers designed the building for 

the new museum. It was a very controversial building in neo-gothic style. Most people said 

that it was not Dutch enough with its medieval looks; other critique was to be heard from the 

Protestants. Neo-Gothicism was a style much associated with the Catholics. Cuypers was not 

coincidentally a catholic himself. But most people in the Netherlands were protestant, so one 
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can imagine that building a museum in a “catholic” and “not-Dutch” style provoked a lot of 

debate.  

As we can see already in the description of the history of this museum is that its origin 

is very different from that of the Teylers museum. The Rijksmuseum served mostly to 

celebrate the Dutch nation, following the example of first national museum that was 

established in the French Republic. The collection of the museum exists of different separate 

collections of other museums and organizations, to which collections from private persons 

were added. From the beginning, the museum wanted to show the splendor of the Dutch 

Nation. It is a museum to inform people about the rich and diverse history and art history of 

the Netherlands and its former colonies.  

In 2010 the Boekmanstichting published the article “Onvoltooide verzelfstandiging”, after 

having made an analysis of the Dutch reforms on the relation government-museum.
67

 Around 

1995, Dutch museums related to the government were detached from the governmental 

structures. This was done for two reasons. The first one being that the managing could be 

done more efficiently if the making of policy and the execution were not so far apart. In short 

this meant that museums were supposed to make their own policy and do their own 

management, instead of this being done by a relatively removed government. The second 

argument was that making the museum more independent, would also make it more 

economically viable, give it a better orientation towards the public and enforce cultural 

entrepreneurship of the museum.  

That these measures were thought of as necessary says in fact that the museums were 

too dependent on the government. And also that the government decided too much the 

museums policy, even though the government is in fact too disattached from the reality to 

make a fitting policy for the museum. We can therefore have our doubts on the existence of 

an effective public sphere in the museum, at least in the period before 1995. 

What is also said in the Boekman article “Onvoltooide verzelfstandiging” is that 

parliamentarians, while discussing the free accessibility of the museum in general, made it 

perfectly clear that the collection of governmental museums in the first place belong to the 

people instead of the museum. In realizing this, politicians decided that the accessibility of 
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http://www.boekman.nl/documenten/onvoltooide%20verzelfstandiging.pdf (on: 18 June 2010). 
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museums for the young had to be stimulated, as well as other new target groups. This is 

something that according to this article was already clear for the museums themselves a few 

years ago. It was only in 2008 that the government actually did something with this 

information by deciding that all museums visits should be free of charge for children up until 

the age of 12. Ironically enough this new policy was abandoned soon after its grand debut for 

a lack of finance. This paragraph finishes with the following sinister statement: “De 

parlementaire discussie over de algehele gratis toegang van museums liet zien hoe verticaal 

de verhouding politiek- museums nog is. Het enige onderdeel dat ècht was verzelfstandigd, 

namelijk het management, werd hier als geheel onzelfstandig teruggefloten om politieke 

programma‟s te realiseren.” 
68

 In short this article analyses that the government still 

dominates the museums. Even after having tried to realize more independence, museums are 

still very dependent on the government. This article says that this is the case because the 

ministry has a hard time in letting go their former tasks and suffers of an “empty nest 

syndrome”. This quote also shows us that museums are being used by the government to 

realize political programs. This implicates that there does not exist a free public sphere in the 

museum where there is no mingling by the government. 

 

3.3 The museum as a public sphere? 

In this paragraph I will research with the criteria set in paragraph 3.1 if these museums can 

really be called a public sphere. I will start here with the Teylersmuseum.  

 

Teylersmuseum 

The mission statement of the Teylersmuseum as we read it in their year report of 2009 can 

give us an impression of the goal the museum sets itself. They say that, after the original 

mission of Pieter Teyler, the most important function of the museum should be to serve the 

society by encouraging people to discover the world themselves and enjoy arts and science. In 

short, it wants to trigger people‟s curiosity. In its mission statement they continue by saying 

that: “The presentation of objects of art and science, and the use of the monumental building 

are focused on the transfer of knowledge and giving insight in the continuously changing 

meaning of those objects to the society.” This makes in fact clear that the Teylersmuseum 

serves a double goal. It does not only want to make people curious and educate them by what 

they can see in the museum, it also wants to show the evolution of the meaning of the objects 
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in its collection. The way society looks at the objects in the museum changes all the time, 

because new points of view are being created by new insights and new information.  

 As we can see, the museum is a place that is accessible to all. In the first few 

years after its establishment the museum was not open to the public. One could make an 

appointment to have a private tour in the museum, but I doubt that this was equally accessible 

to all. In 1784, with the opening of the Oval Room, the museum became publicly accessible. 

Inspired by the values of the Enlightenment the directors wanted to enable everyone to learn 

about the worlds of religion, arts and sciences by visiting the museum. They gave even special 

demonstrations to educate the public. The Teylersmuseum comes from the tradition and the 

spirit of the Enlightenment. This implicates that the idea behind the museum was that people 

should get a change to educate themselves by going to the museum. And that by this 

education people could enlighten themselves and become in fact better people. Habermas‟ 

presumption for the existence of a good working critical public sphere is that anyone can join 

in the public sphere, but also that everyone should have the same change to enlighten himself 

and become worthy of joining the public sphere.  

If we take in mind Tony Bennett‟s theory on the representational function of the 

museum, then we could argue that what is shown in the museum as “changing perspectives in 

society”, may in fact very well be the “changing perspective of one group”. A short reminder: 

in his example of the Beamish museum, Tony Bennett analyses that this museum does not 

show everyday life of the ordinary man like it claims. In fact, he continues, the museum 

shows the highly idealized image the bourgeois had of the society. So the only natural 

question we can ask ourselves when the Teylersmuseum says they want to show the changed 

meaning of objects of arts and science in society is: which point of view is represented here? 

The Teylersmuseum likes to presents itself as a time capsule. The museum itself as 

well as its collection did not change since the 19
th

 century. It is still supposed to breathe the 

sphere of the 19
th

 century Enlightenment, which gives the contemporary visitor a look into 

our authentic past. In his anniversary speech from 10 December 2010, Neil MacGregor says: 

“This is a critical European heritage. It is one of the great things that Europe thought, 

believed in and in this place managed to achieve. It is because of this you can here physically 

enter the world of thought in the Oval Room, which is a cosmos of enquiry, of shared 

research, a community which is  both local and world wide. A cosmos of scholarship and 

generosity which deserves to be recognized as of world importance.” 
69

 Preservation is one of 

                                                 
69 Jaarverslag Teylersmuseum 2009 (Haarlem 2009) 9.  



 43 

the unique things about the Teylersmuseum. But what is preserved is the view the bourgeois 

had of the world. In wanting to educate the people, in the spirit of the Enlightenment, they 

tried to represent the world in the museum. But the “ordinary people” had absolutely no idea 

of the world outside their own town or region. With the idea of education and Enlightenment 

as seen by the bourgeois, the museum was created, showing to people the world of art and 

science like the (bourgeois) founders knew it themselves.  

The Teylersmuseum has been founded on the fundaments of the Enlightenment. 

Education of the people was, and still is, their main purpose. They want to achieve this by 

showing the public the world, in the museum, and by making them curious. Public 

demonstrations and lectures about the collection of the museum are the instruments that are 

used for this goal. It is a museum for the people. But on the other hand, the Teylersmuseum is 

not a museum “by the people”.  The original collection was assembled by high placed men in 

society who managed Teylers estate. Even today, while politicians talk about the museum as 

belonging to the people, it is still a select group of persons which has a say in the museums 

policy.  

The Teylersmuseum was built at the end of the 18
th

 century. They wanted to educate 

people and raise them to be good citizens. But, a very important remark: this was done 

without the government‟s help. There was no governmental influence on the Teylersmuseum 

at the time. So, the idea of the museum as an institution that educates the people and allows 

them to become a public is correct, but the idea that it always serves as a governmental 

institution like Foucault and Bennett suggest, is wrong. Sponsoring by the government only 

happened in the 20
th

 century. In 1976 the museum was declared a museum of “national 

importance”. Due to this new categorization of the museum, the door was open to negotiate 

the receiving of governmental financial support.
70

  

In 2009 the Teylersmuseum celebrated its 225
th

 anniversary. To celebrate this, several 

events took place in the Teylersmuseum: lectures, festivities, the publication of a yearbook, 

and the launching of the new website www.teylersmuseum.nl.
71

 On this new website we can 

find digitalized parts of the archive of the Teylersmuseum. The use of new media makes the 

Teylersmuseum in fact more accessible for the public. People can take a look in the archive 

and digitalized parts of the collection while not even having to leave their house. This could 

help to create a public, by offering it access to a shared past with new modern mediums.  
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Rijksmuseum 

The museum goal as formulated by the Rijksmuseum is: “Het Rijksmuseum is een museum 

van kunst en geschiedenis dat zich ten doel stelt voor het nationale en international publiek 

een representatief overzicht van de Nederlandse kunst en geschiedenis vanaf de 

middeleeuwen en belangrijke aspecten van Europese en Aziatische kunst te tonen.”
72

 In short, 

this means that representation of the Dutch national art and history is the most important 

feature of the museum, they want to give a historical representation of the national as well as 

the international audience of Dutch history and art. The Rijksmuseum serves to represent the 

national pride of the Netherlands by showing what they want people to see as glorious Dutch 

art and history. The Rijksmuseum must be seen in the light of nationalism. In the nineteenth 

century, various countries wanted to express their national unity by the creation of a 

(mythological) national feeling, by the presentation of a Dutch story of history and art which 

should show the pride of our nation. The Rijksmuseum also show aspects of European and 

Asiatic art.  

The Rijksmuseum is publicly accessible to all. Accessibility for the public is one of 

the most important preconditions for the existence of a public sphere. Because the museum‟s 

main purpose is to give a representative overview of the Dutch art and history, the museum 

can serve the creation of a national public. Especially because the museum is accessible to all 

the citizens, no one is excluded from participation in the shared history of the nation that is 

shown in the museum. Like Duncan said in her article, museums in the 19
th

 century focus on 

national schools. This stimulates the growth of state power and national identity, just like in 

the Rijksmuseum. MacDonald says the same in her article “Museums, national, postnational 

and transcultural identitities”, by explaining that museums were used for culturing the public 

and thinking the nation-state. Because museums were already collectors of the past, it was 

only a logical and practical step to turn them into our “national memory”, as if they were the 

equivalent of the personal memory of an entire nation.  

The origin of the Rijksmuseum is governmental, so from the start there has been 

influence by the government. Representation is an important function of the Rijksmuseum; it 

serves to create the fiction of a shared glorious Dutch national history. This is very much like 

Foucault describes the use of the museum as a governmental institute. Even when the political 

situation in the Netherlands changed, the museum was still seen as a representation of the 

nation. Even years later when Pierre Cuypers designed a new building for the museum this 
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still was an important issue: people were worrying that the building was not “Dutch” enough 

because it was build in neo-gothic, and thus catholic, style, while the Netherlands thought of 

themselves as a protestant nation.  

 But it would be naïf to presume that the Rijksmuseum shows the heritage and past of 

the general Dutch public. The museum shows art of famous artist, as well as objects of 

history, often of great value. The museum‟s collection is created after the connoisseurship of 

people who came from the higher classes of the Dutch society. And the first additions to the 

collection were the collections of the stadholders, which can be seen like the equivalent of a 

royal collection. Though, in this new national museum the focus was no longer only on the 

nobility, but instead on the bourgeois citizens. This is another development Duncan describes 

in her article (already discussed in paragraph 2.4). “The earlier, aristocratic installation 

addressed the visitor as a gentleman and reinforced this identity by enabling him to engage in 

and re-enact the kind of discerning judgments that gentlemanly culture called „good taste‟. 

(…) the visitor-cum-connoisseur could experience himself as possessing a culture that was 

both exclusive and international, a culture that marked its possessor as a member of the elite. 

In contrast the public art museum addressed its visitor as a bourgeois citizen who enters the 

museum in search of Enlightenment and rationally understood pleasures.”
73

 The state is the 

guardian of the national heritage that every one can see in the museum, regardless of their 

social status. This has as a consequence that not only the state is represented in the museum, 

but also the national past of the collectivity of the people, thereby creating a solid nation with 

an imaginary public.  

 

The future of the Dutch museums 

After 1995, when there was officially decided that museums were to be detached from the 

governmental structures, the ministry and politicians, museums should have become more 

independent. As far as we know, this decision taken in 1995 was not able to change the strong 

influence from the government on the museum entirely, but it did give more power to the 

museum itself. This is not like Habermas his negative prediction about the future of the public 

sphere. According to Habermas the public sphere has lost much of its independence and 

importance in our modern society, thanks to the mass media, the welfare state, and the less 

active attitude of the people. But for the world of the museums, he might be wrong with his 

                                                 
73

 Carol Duncan, “From the princely gallery to the public art museum” in: ed. David Boswell and Jessica Evans, 

Representing the nation: a reader. Histories, heritage and museums (London 1999) 304-331, 308-309. 
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prediction. The first reports showed that the government still had a hard time in “letting go”, 

but some promising changes have already been made.  
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Conclusion 

 

After these reflections on the relationship between museums and society, what can we say 

about the status of the museum as public sphere? As we have seen, a lot of museums are 

under governmental influence, but does this necessarily mean that we can no longer speak of 

a public sphere? As Benedict Anderson‟s analyses of the museum shows, many museums are 

used by nationalists to create national sentiments among the people by providing them with a 

shared past. He calls this the creation of imagined communities; in this process, museums are 

used to forge 'imagined', nationalistic bonds between individuals by presenting a styled 

'image' of the nation in its expositions.  

As a short reminder is here Habermas‟ definition of a public sphere: a sphere where a 

body of private citizens comes together as a public and participates in rational critical debate. 

This public sphere is accessible to those with private property, because these people can make 

decisions without thinking about their own direct profit. At first sight, this seems a paradox 

when trying to compare it with Bennett‟s theory about the museum. To Bennett the museum 

is firstly a place for representation. Museums are instruments used by the government, like the 

prison, the hospital and other institutions, to educate the people. Bennett derives this theory on 

the role of state institutions from Foucault, according to whom the museum is a product of the 

Enlightenment and due to that an institute who‟s most important project it is to educate people 

and turn them into good citizens. People are a “Tabula Rasa” to him, which means that people 

are like an empty piece of paper, waiting to be written on. They are not yet good or bad and 

under the right influences they could be molded into productive, law-abiding citizens. But if 

the government doesn‟t get involved, people turn into rioting bad citizens who spend their 

time drinking in the pub and are far from productive. This is why it is so important for the 

government to educate the people. 

These theories from Habermas and Bennett I compared with several articles on the 

relation museum- society, among them an article by Ashley and MacDonald. Ashley claims 

that the museum preserves our national heritage and therefore that museums are the ideal 

instruments for the government to support the development of a hegemonic identity. Groups 

that cannot identify themselves with this created identity are being excluded from 

representation in the museum. MacDonald sees museums as instruments to create imaginary 

communities, just like Benedict Anderson does. After the French Revolution nation states 

were born throughout Europe. But these new nations did not have the possibility to become 
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one public by social bonding because it is of course impossible for all these people to meet 

personally. This is why the museum, as an already existing institution, was used as an 

instrument to bond people by culture, so a shared heritage and history was created in the 

museums.  

When comparing these theories with the Rijksmuseum and the Teylersmuseum, we 

should be able to draw a conclusion about the existence of an effective public sphere in the 

museum. The Rijksmuseum was created in the 19
th

 century during the wave of nationalism 

that swept through Europe. The nation was represented in the museum. The power, pride and 

glorious history of the nation were presented, not only towards its own citizens, but to the 

entire world. The Teylersmuseum was created in a different time and under different 

circumstances. In the 18
th

 century at the time of the Enlightenment, it was founded to show 

the people the world, with the goal to educate them and raise them to be better citizens. But 

while trying to represent the world and its (natural) mechanisms in the museum, what was 

actually shown was a sophisticated blueprint of systems and hierarchies. It is this systematic 

way of seeing the world that gives a wrong idea about reality.  

The public sphere should be a sphere accessible to all. But often that what is 

represented shows only one single perspective on society. This is the case in the Rijksmuseum 

(that shows high culture), but also in the Teylersmuseum (that tries to show the world, but 

does this from the perspective of scientist, artist and other people belonging to the higher 

classes). This is not necessarily a bad thing and does not imply that the museum cannot be 

seen as a public sphere. Habermas‟ public sphere represents mostly the bourgeois as well. 

This “exclusionary” view was very normal for the 18
th

 and even 19
th

 century. What all the 

above points of view, and even these two quite different museums, have in common, is that 

they foresee the making of a public. So, even if museums give a representational view that 

mostly comes from the higher classes or the government, a public of people with the same 

traditions is created. Furthermore, and this is important, trough the museums everyone gets 

the same change to become part of the public sphere. This is in the spirit of Habermas‟ theory 

of the public sphere that creates a public that responds to the same values.  

 The museum is mostly meant to preserve our heritage and show people the (historical) 

world. I do not agree with the postmodern idea that the museum should show more of the 

excluded voices and more different identities, not because a multi faced museum is inherently 

wrong, but due to the practical limitations that such an idea carries. A museum which is 

forced to take into account ever single given (ever-changing) identity will never have enough 

room for its collection, not enough manpower to make a coherent exposition, not enough 
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money to keep its door open, and will not be specific enough to attract a stable audience. The 

creation of a shared identity is an important aspect of the museum, because the creation of a 

shared identity enables people to become part of one public. Ideally, when people share the 

same values they understand each other and can participate in debate as equals.   

 Tony Bennett uses Habermas‟ theory in his own reflections on the museum. He 

describes a development of the museum. But Bennett his theory describes the public museum 

(in opposite to the private cabinets) as a consequence of the Enlightenment and places it in the 

19
th

 century, though Habermas places his ideal public sphere in the 18
th

 century. So we still 

remain with a contradiction. After having discussed the real social practice of the museum in 

paragraph 3.3, the analyses can be made that in a way both Habermas and Bennett are correct 

in the periods they have chosen. It depends very much on the traditions out of which they 

write their theories. As we can see, Bennett focuses on the 19
th

 century museum, often a result 

of the nation state. Habermas focuses on the 18
th

 century, the time of the Enlightenment, when 

people believed that society could be made. The Rijksmuseum and the Teylersmuseum do not 

provide us with one clear answer to this contradiction, because these museums both come out 

of different traditions as well. The one thing that they do have in common, as already 

described above, is that they help to create (the fiction of) one public. Museums are 

instruments for the creation of a public and a public sphere, regardless of the period in which 

they were established.  
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